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Week Sixteen: Resurrection 
  

A Feast of Hope 
  

In a homily offered on Easter Sunday 2019, 
Father Richard Rohr shared the good news 
of the resurrection: 
 
The Brazilian writer and journalist Fernando 
Sabino (1923–2004) wrote, “In the end, 
everything will be [all right]. If it’s not [all 
right], it’s not the end.” [1] That’s what 
today is all about, “Everything will be okay 
in the end.” 

The message of Easter is not primarily a 
message about Jesus’ body, although we’ve 
been trained to limit it to this one-time 
“miracle.” We’ve been educated to expect a 
lone, risen Jesus saying, “I rose from the 
dead; look at me!” I’m afraid that’s why 
many people, even Christians, don’t really 
seem to get too excited about Easter. If the 
message doesn’t somehow include us, 
humans don’t tend to be that interested in 
theology. Let me share what I think the real 
message is: Every message about Jesus is a 
message about all of us, about humanity. 
Sadly, the Western church that most of us 
were raised in emphasized the individual 
resurrection of Jesus. It was a miracle that 

we could neither prove nor experience, but 
that we just dared to boldly believe. 

But there’s a great secret, at least for 
Western Christians, hidden in the other half 
of the universal church. In the Eastern 
Orthodox Church—in places like Syria, 
Turkey, Greece, and Egypt—Easter is not 
usually painted with a solitary Jesus rising 
from the dead. He’s always surrounded by 
crowds of people—both haloed and 
unhaloed. In fact, in traditional icons, he’s 
pulling people out of Hades. Hades is not 
the same as hell, although we put the two 
words together, and so we grew up reciting 
in the creed that “Jesus descended into hell.” 

Instead, Hades is simply the place of the 
dead. There’s no punishment or judgment 
involved. It’s just where a soul waits for 
God. But we neglected that interpretation. 
So the Eastern Church was probably much 
closer to the truth that the resurrection is a 
message about humanity. It’s a message 
about history. It’s a corporate message, and 
it includes you and me and everyone else. If 
that isn’t true, it’s no wonder that we 
basically lost interest. 

Today is the feast of hope, direction, 
purpose, meaning, and community. We’re 
all in this together. The cynicism and 
negativity that our country and many other 
countries have descended into show a clear 
example of what happens when people do 
not have hope. If it’s all hopeless, we 
individually lose hope too. Easter is an 
announcement of a common hope. When we 
sing in the Easter hymn that Christ 
destroyed death, that means the death of all 
of us. It’s not just about Jesus; it’s to 
humanity that God promises, “Life is not 
ended, it merely changes,” as we say in the 
funeral liturgy. That’s what happened in 
Jesus, and that’s what will happen in us. In 
the end, everything will be all right. History 



is set on an inherently positive and hopeful 
tangent. 
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Week Sixteen: Resurrection 
  

Universal Restoration 
  

Father Richard writes about the early 
church’s belief in universal restoration and 
the eventual victory of Divine Love: 
 
A number of Church Fathers during the first 
four centuries of Christianity believed 
in what’s called apokatastasis, or “universal 
restoration” (Acts 3:21). [1] They believed 
that the real meaning of Christ’s resurrection 
was that God’s love was so perfect and so 
victorious that it would finally triumph in 
every single person’s life. They were so sure 
about this that their thought partially gave 
rise to the idea of purgatory as a place. In 
the dying process or even after death, God’s 
infinite love can and will still get at us! They 
felt no soul could resist the revelation of 
such infinite love. (Most Catholics were 
never taught that the original folk belief in 
purgatory represented an overwhelming 
sense of God’s always-victorious love and 
mercy. Like many great mysteries, it 
deteriorated into its exact opposite, a place 
of punishment—which is all a worldview of 
scarcity can devise.) 

From my reading of the history of the 
Catholic Church and its dogma, universal 
restoration was never condemned as 
heretical. We didn’t have to believe in it, but 

we certainly could. Isn’t it interesting that 
we Catholics canonize saints, pronouncing 
them to be in heaven beyond a shadow of a 
doubt, yet this same Church has never 
declared that a single person is in hell or 
purgatory, not even Judas or Hitler? The 
Church might just be holding out for a 
possible universal restoration. 

The true meaning of the raising of Jesus is 
that God will turn all our human crucifixions 
into resurrection. This is a social, historical 
victory for God. Part of why we could not 
accept it is that we want individual people to 
“get their due.” But the real biblical message 
is that God is loving history much more than 
only loving individuals. This should have 
been apparent from YHWH’s relationship 
with Israel which was always corporate, 
both in its covenants and in its 
chastisements. We are all in this together, 
biblically speaking. 

In her thirteenth showing, Julian of Norwich 
(1343–c. 1416) asked Jesus, “In fear and 
trembling, ‘Oh, good Lord, how can all be 
well when great harm has come to your 
creatures through sin?’ And here I wanted, if 
I dared, to have some clearer explanation to 
put my mind at rest.” And to this our blessed 
Lord . . . taught me . . . ‘Since I have 
brought good out of the worst-ever evil, I 
want you to know, by this, that I shall bring 
good out of all lesser evils, too.’” [2] 

Could God’s love really be that great and 
that universal? I believe it is. Love is the 
lesson, and God’s love is so great that God 
will finally teach it to all of us. We’ll finally 
surrender, and God will win in the end. That 
will be God’s “justice,” which will swallow 
up our lesser versions. God—Love—does 
no 

t lose! 
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Week Sixteen: Resurrection 
  

The Invincibility of God’s Love 
  

Archbishop Desmond Tutu (1931–2021) 
shares a hopeful vision for the 
transformation of all death into new life, all 
evil into good. 
Dear Child of God, it is often difficult for us 
to recognize the presence of God in our lives 
and in our world. In the clamor of the 
tragedy that fills the headlines we forget 
about the majesty that is present all around 
us. We feel vulnerable and often helpless. . . 
. But we are not helpless and with God’s 
love we are ultimately invincible. Our God 
does not forget those who are suffering and 
oppressed.  

Tutu shares an experience he had when 
gathered with other church leaders during 
the most difficult days of apartheid: 

We met at a theological college that had 
closed down because of the government’s 
racist policies. During our discussions I 
went into the priory garden for some quiet. 
There was a huge Calvary—a large wooden 
cross without a corpus, but with protruding 
nails and crown of thorns. It was a stark 
symbol of the Christian faith. It was winter: 
the grass was pale and dry and nobody 
would have believed that in a few weeks’ 
time it would be lush and green and 
beautiful again. It would be transfigured.   

As I sat quietly in the garden I realized the 
power of transfiguration—of God’s 
transformation—in our world. The principle 
of transfiguration [Richard: very similar to 
how I describe resurrection] is at work 
when something so unlikely as the brown 
grass that covers our veld in winter becomes 
bright green again. Or when the tree with 
gnarled leafless branches bursts forth with 
the sap flowing so that the birds sit chirping 
in the leafy branches. Or when the once dry 
streams gurgle with swift-flowing water. 
When winter gives way to spring and nature 
seems to experience its own resurrection.   

The principle of transfiguration says 
nothing, no one and no situation, is 
“untransfigurable,” that the whole of 
creation, nature, waits expectantly for its 
transfiguration, when it will be released 
from its bondage and share in the glorious 
liberty of the children of God, when it will 
not be just dry inert matter but will be 
translucent with divine glory. . . . 

All over this magnificent world God calls us 
to extend [God’s] kingdom of shalom—
peace and wholeness—of justice, of 
goodness, of compassion, of caring, of 
sharing, of laughter, of joy, and of 
reconciliation. God is transfiguring the 
world right this very moment through 
us because God believes in us and because 
God loves us. What can separate us from the 
love of God? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. 
And as we share God’s love with our 
brothers and sisters, God’s other children, 
there is no tyrant who can resist us, no 
oppression that cannot be ended, no hunger 
that cannot be fed, no wound that cannot be 
healed, no hatred that cannot be turned to 
love, no dream that cannot be fulfilled. 
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Week Sixteen: Resurrection 
  

An Uprising for Justice 
  

Theologian and Episcopal priest Kelly 
Brown Douglas compares the Risen Jesus’ 
instruction to his disciples to meet him in 
Galilee (Mark 16:6–8) and our own 
encounter with the risen Christ when we 
stand against injustice.  
 
In asking his disciples to meet him in 
Galilee, Jesus was indeed calling them to 
imagine something different for the world. 
Jesus was asking them to imagine a world 
where life, not death, is centered. . . . The 
Resurrected Jesus resurrected his disciples 
by inviting them away from the despair of 
death that was the cross into the hope of new 
life that was the resurrection. A community 
that had given up on the possibilities for life, 
that had lost faith in the gospel that Jesus 
preached, was called back into life-giving 
ministry. This is what the invitation to 
Galilee was all about. 

When I remembered this Galilean invitation, 
as I stood in my own existential despair of 
crucifying Black deaths, it was as if I was 
being invited to Galilee to meet the 
resurrected Jesus. . . . 

Douglas participated in a protest in support 
of Black lives and was filled with unexpected 
joy and what she calls “resurrecting hope”: 

As I stood there in what seemed like a sea of 
people, my [spontaneous] laughter was 

nothing less than a signal of transcendence 
pointing me to the resurrecting hope that had 
disrupted the seeming futility of crucifying 
Black death. . . . 

Standing in that small space of Black Lives 
Matter Plaza in front of the White House 
was the most motley and diverse crew of 
God’s sacred creation that I had seen come 
together in protest. They reflected an 
“otherwise way of being in the world.” They 
were Black, white, brown, Asian and non-
Asian, Latinx and non-Latinx, queer and 
non-queer, trans and non-trans, bi-gendered 
and non-bi-gendered. They were also young 
and old and everything in between. . . . 
People were there advocating, each in their 
own way, for a world that looked more like 
God’s just future: a future where all people 
were living in the peace that was justice. 
They were embodying that very future. [1] 

CAC teacher Brian McLaren envisions 
much the same in a world saturated by the 
Risen Christ’s presence: 

Resurrection has begun. We are part of 
something rare, something precious, 
something utterly revolutionary. 

It feels like an uprising. An uprising of hope, 
not hate. An uprising armed with love, not 
weapons. An uprising that shouts a joyful 
promise of life and peace, not angry threats 
of hostility and death. It’s an uprising of 
outstretched hands, not clenched fists. It’s 
the “someday” we have always dreamed of, 
emerging in the present, rising up among us 
and within us. It’s so different from what we 
expected—so much better. This is what it 
means to be alive, truly alive. This is what it 
means to be en route, walking the road to a 
new and better day. Let’s tell the others: the 
Lord is risen! [2] 
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Week Sixteen: Resurrection 
  

God Is with Us through It All 
  

Father Richard shares how we can receive 
the miracle of new life by embracing our 
own difficulties and “deaths” as Jesus did.  
 
Death is not only physical dying. Death also 
means going to the full depths of things, 
hitting the bottom, going beyond where 
we’re in control. In that sense, we all go 
through many deaths in our lives, tipping 
points when we have to ask, “What am I 
going to do?” Many people turn bitter, look 
for someone to blame, and close down. 
Their “death” is indeed death for them 
because there is no room for growth after 
that. But when we go into the full depths and 
death of anything—even, ironically, the 
depths of our own sin—we can come out the 
other side transformed, more alive, more 
open, more forgiving of ourselves and 
others. And when we come out the other 
side, we know that we’ve been led there. 
We’re not holding on; we’re being held by a 
larger force, by a larger source that is not 
our own. That’s what it means to be saved! 
It means that we’ve walked through the 
mystery of transformation. 

The miracle of it all—if we are to speak of 
miracles—is that God has found the most 
ingenious way to transform the human soul. 
God uses the very thing that would normally 
destroy us—the tragic, the sorrowful, the 
painful, the unjust deaths that lead us all to 

the bottom of our lives—to transform us. 
There it is, in one sentence. Are we prepared 
to trust that? 

Jesus’ death and resurrection is a statement 
of how reality works all the time and 
everywhere. He teaches us that there’s a 
different way to live with our pain, our 
sadness, and our suffering. We can say, 
“Woe is me,” and feel sorry for ourselves, or 
we can say, “God is even in this.” And that’s 
what Jesus did on Good Friday.  

None of us crosses over this gap from death 
to new life by our own effort, our own merit, 
our own purity, or our own perfection. Each 
of us—from pope to president, from 
princess to peasant—is carried across by 
unearned grace. Worthiness is never the 
ticket, only deep desire. With that desire the 
tomb is always, finally empty, as Mary 
Magdalene discovered on Easter morning. 
Death cannot win. We’re finally 
indestructible when we recognize that the 
thing which could destroy us is the very 
thing that could enlighten us. 

Friends, the Easter feast is a reminder to all 
of us to open our eyes and our ears and to 
witness what is happening all around us, all 
the time, everywhere. God’s one and only 
job description is to turn death into life. 
That’s what God does with every new 
springtime, every new life, every new 
season, every new anything. God is the one 
who always turns death into life, and no one 
who trusts in this God will ever be put to 
shame (Psalm 25:3). 
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Week Sixteen: Resurrection 
  

A Promise for All Creation 
  

For Catholic theologian Elizabeth Johnson, 
the resurrection of Jesus is a promise of new 
life for all creation: 
 
As the first fruit of an abundant harvest, the 
risen Jesus Christ pledges a future for all the 
dead, not only the dead of the human species 
but of all species. In Jesus crucified and 
risen, God who graciously gives life to the 
dead and brings into being the things that do 
not exist will redeem the whole cosmos. As 
Ambrose of Milan [d. 397] in the fourth 
century preached, “In Christ’s resurrection 
the earth itself arose.” [1] 

The reasoning runs like this. This person, 
Jesus of Nazareth, Wisdom incarnate, was 
composed of star stuff and earth stuff; his 
life formed a genuine part of the historical 
and biological community of Earth; his body 
existed in a network of relationships 
drawing from and extending to the whole 
physical universe. As a child of the earth he 
died, and the earth claimed him back in a 
grave. In his resurrection his flesh was 
called to life again in transformed glory. 
Risen from the dead, Jesus has been reborn 
as a child of the earth, radiantly transfigured. 
. . . The evolving world of life, all of matter 
in its endless permutations, will not be left 
behind but will be transfigured by the 
resurrecting action of the Creator God. [2] 

Writing at the beginning of the pandemic, 
Franciscan theologian Ilia Delio reminds us 
that we can celebrate the risen Christ in our 
lives and in the natural world: 

Where is this risen Christ? Everywhere and 
all around us—in you, your neighbor, the 
dogwood tree outside, the budding grape 
vine, the ants popping up through the cracks. 
The whole world is filled with God, who is 
shining through even the darkest places of 
our lives. To “go to church” is to awaken to 
this divine presence in our midst and 
respond in love with a yes: Your life, O 
God, is my life and the life of the planet. . . . 

We have an invitation to go to church in a 
new way, by praying before the new leaves 
budding through dormant trees or the 
wobbly flowers by the side of the road 
pushing through the solid earth. . .  [With 
Francis of Assisi], we too can sing with the 
air we breathe, the sun that shines upon us, 
the rain that pours down to water the earth. 
And we can cry with those who are 
mourning, with the forgotten, with those 
who are suffering from disease or illness, 
with the weak, with the imprisoned. We can 
mourn in the solidarity of compassion but 
we must live in the hope of new life. For we 
are Easter people, and we are called to 
celebrate the whole earth as the body of 
Christ. Every act done in love gives glory to 
God: a pause of thanksgiving, a laugh, a 
gaze at the sun, or just raising a toast to your 
friends at your virtual gathering. The good 
news? “He is not here!” Christ is 
everywhere, and love will make us whole. 
[3] 
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Social Justice 

 
From left: Humility of Mary Sr. Eilis McCulloh, 
St. Joseph Sr. Erin McDonald, and Mercy Sr. 
Mara Rutten participate in a December 2021 
demonstration at the White House that 
encouraged President Joe Biden to end Title 42, 
a measure enacted at the start of the coronavirus 
pandemic to keep asylum-seekers out of the 
United States. (Courtesy of Network Lobby for 
Catholic Social Justice) 
 
More than 50 years ago, 47 sisters met at 
Trinity Washington University in 
Washington, D.C., to discuss how to make 
the United States a better place. 

Women religious across the nation had 
embraced the Second Vatican Council's call 
for renewal and reform a decade earlier by 
joining the civil rights and women's rights 

movements as well as anti-war efforts. But 
they knew change needed to happen at the 
policy level, so those 47 sisters voted to 
form a lobbying organization to push for 
social justice in the nation's laws. 

That organization, the Catholic social justice 
lobby Network, became reality on April 17, 
1972. Today, the nonprofit has more than 
two dozen staffers and volunteers, 100,000 
members and supporters, and national 
stature. The nonprofit will celebrate its 
golden anniversary with a gala April 22. 

For 50 years, Network has lobbied members 
of Congress for laws and policies that reflect 
Catholic social justice teaching and graded 
representatives and senators on whether 
their votes reflect those teachings. They 
have trained thousands of people through 
their legislative workshops on how to 
advocate for their beliefs in Washington and 
back home as well as how to organize to be 
effective. Their biggest victory: passage of 
the Affordable Care Act in 2010, for which 
Network lobbied. 

  

 
Catholic sisters are seen at one of Network's 
legislative sessions in the 1970s. The social 
justice lobby began in April 1972, and Network 
is starting celebrations of its 50th anniversary on 
Dec. 17. (Courtesy of Network) 

https://www.globalsistersreport.org/authors/dan-stockman
https://www.globalsistersreport.org/topics/social-justice/all
https://networklobby.org/
https://networklobby.org/network50/gala/
https://www.hhs.gov/healthcare/about-the-aca/index.html


Mercy Sr. Mara Rutten, Network's historian, 
said all the funding in the early days — what 
little there was of it — came from Catholic 
women religious. 

"That first meeting, on Dec. 17, 1971, they 
passed the hat," Rutten said. They collected 
$147. 

"You get a bunch of people who've taken a 
vow of poverty, they don't carry a lot of 
cash," she said. 

The 47 sisters at that meeting at Trinity each 
committed to going home and raising $50. 
And by April 17, 1972, Network had an 
executive director. Adrian Dominican Sr. 
Carol Coston never considered heading the 
organization, but when her fellow sisters 
chose her to be the founding director, she 
couldn't say no. 

"It was one of those events where you felt 
like you couldn't not respond," Coston said. 
"Even though it was a great unknown, I felt 
it was what I needed to do." 

Sr. Angela Fitzpatrick, an Ursuline Sister of 
Mount St. Joseph, Kentucky, felt similarly. 
She was still in temporary vows but attended 
that December 1971 meeting after going 
along with another sister who had been 
invited. 

"I was just a young, unprofessed sister, but 
you felt a call, you felt like you had to say 
yes," Fitzpatrick said. "It was all Spirit-
driven." 

The National Center for Urban Ethnic 
Affairs let Coston share their office space 
and their phone. Two Sacred Heart sisters in 
Washington, D.C., said she could live with 
them. Soon, the little organization was 
growing. 

At first, representatives and senators were 
condescending, Coston said. 

"But after the first couple of presentations, 
they realized we had done our homework 
and we knew what we were talking about," 
she said. 

 
The first Network congressional voting record 
was published in January 1974 for the 93rd 
Congress, which met from January to December 
1973. The scorecard gave pluses or minuses to 
legislators on 14 House votes and 14 Senate 
votes. (Courtesy of Network Lobby for Catholic 
Social Justice) 
 
In 1974, Network chose 14 bills from the 
previous year that related to Catholic social 
justice teaching — such as poverty and 
housing — and created a voting-record 
scorecard, giving members of Congress a 
plus sign if they voted to advance those 
principles or a minus sign if they didn't. 

Network's lobbyists hand-delivered the 
scorecards to Capitol Hill, and they became 
an easy talking point. 

"You could see, if your congressman had a 
whole string of minuses, they weren't voting 
along with Catholic social justice teaching." 

From the beginning, Network has 
concentrated on the church's positions on 
social justice and has worked with 
legislators from any party who can help 
advance those principles. 

"There was a big distance between 
Republican voting records and Democratic 
voting records, but it wasn't as vicious as it 

https://ursulinesmsj.org/
https://ursulinesmsj.org/


is now," Coston said. "We would try to build 
on what was positive. And we would take 
solace in the little victories we won here and 
there." 

 
From left: Mercy Sr. Kathy Thornton, 
Dominican Sr. Carol Coston, and Immaculate 
Heart of Mary Sr. Nancy Sylvester, the first 
three executive directors of Network, in an 
undated photo (Courtesy of Network Lobby for 
Catholic Social Justice) 
 
Coston said when she started, she read all 
the church's encyclicals on social justice, 
then made charts showing how all of 
Network's positions were grounded in 
church teaching. 

"One major superior said, 'You ought to 
publish that,' " she said. "Catholic Social 
Justice Reflection Guide," which Network 
still publishes a version of today, became 
"one of our bestsellers." 

Coston said she knew the U.S. Conference 
of Catholic Bishops had done a lot of 
research on social justice issues prior to 
Network's founding, so she asked if she 
could look it over to be as informed as 
possible. Of a four-drawer file cabinet, she 
said, only one small part of one drawer was 
on issues such as poverty and racism, while 
the rest was on parochial school funding, 
abortion and contraception. 

"We chose not to take a position on those 
things because the position of the 
institutional church was clear," she said. 
"We thought we would fill in the areas 
where it wasn't clear what the church 
position was." 

 

Social Service Sr. Simone Campbell, left, 
and Joe Biden at a Nuns on the Bus event in 
Iowa in 2014, when Biden was vice 
president (Courtesy of Network Lobby for 
Catholic Social Justice) 

 

Delegates at a 1974 Network legislative 
seminar (Courtesy of Network Lobby for 
Catholic Social Justice) 

https://networkadvocates.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/01/NETWORKCSJreflectionguide4.pdf
https://networkadvocates.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/01/NETWORKCSJreflectionguide4.pdf


 

St. Joseph Sr. Catherine Pinkerton, left and 
Network lobbyist Mercy Sr. Anne Curtis 
meet with Rep. Bernie Sanders of Vermont 
in an undated photo. (Courtesy of Network 
Lobby for Catholic Social Justice) 

 

From left: Mary Jo Klick, Notre Dame de 
Namur Sr. Pat O'Brien, and Ann Dunn at a 
1985 Network legislative seminar (Courtesy 
of Network Lobby for Catholic Social 
Justice) 

 

Immaculate Heart of Mary Sr. Nancy 
Sylvester speaks at a 1990 Network 
legislative seminar. Sylvester was executive 
director of Network from 1982 to 1992. 
(Courtesy of Network Lobby for Catholic 
Social Justice) 

 

Mercy Sr. Kathy Thornton carries a 
Network banner in front of the White House 
in the 1990s. Thornton was executive 
director of Network from 1992 to 2003. 
(Courtesy of Network Lobby for Catholic 
Social Justice) 



 

Women religious and others attend a 40th 
anniversary event for Network on April 14, 
2012, at Trinity University in Washington 
(CNS/Nancy Phelan Wiechec) 

 

Social Service Sr. Simone Campbell, left, 
and Joe Biden at a Nuns on the Bus event in 
Iowa in 2014, when Biden was vice 
president (Courtesy of Network Lobby for 
Catholic Social Justice) 

 

Delegates at a 1974 Network legislative 
seminar (Courtesy of Network Lobby for 
Catholic Social Justice) 
Ten years after Network was founded, 
Immaculate Heart of Mary Sr. Nancy 
Sylvester became executive director, a role 
she held until 1992. Sylvester is now the 
founder and executive director of 
the Institute for Communal 
Contemplation and Dialogue as well as a 
columnist for Global Sisters Report. 

Sylvester said while the 1970s were a fertile 
time for social justice in the Catholic 
Church, the decade also saw a change in 
national politics, as a new generation ran for 
office to bring about reform after the 
Watergate scandal. 

"We talked about it being a political 
ministry," Sylvester said. "We knew we 
were not out there for our own purposes, 
unlike other lobbyists." 

Key to Network's success, she said, was 
bringing people impacted by federal policies 
to Washington to tell their stories. 

"We weren't representing ourselves. We 
were representing the poor people, the 
sugarcane workers, the people who 
ministered in Nicaragua and could talk about 
what was happening there," Sylvester said. 
"There will always be people who can just 

http://www.iccdinstitute.org/
http://www.iccdinstitute.org/
https://www.globalsistersreport.org/authors/nancy-sylvester
https://www.globalsistersreport.org/authors/nancy-sylvester


dismiss things they don't agree with, but it's 
harder to dismiss a story from someone the 
policy is victimizing." 
 

'The context on the Hill has changed 
dramatically. But we're going to do what the 

sisters have always done, which is to stay 
true to Catholic social teaching.' 

—Mary Novak 
 

Democrats and Republicans could once 
work together, but that is almost impossible 
now, Sylvester said. 
"It has to be addressed," she said. "But as 
long as all we have is people yelling at each 
other, I don't see a lot of hope." 

What has made Network successful, 
Sylvester said, is that the group adapted to 
changing times without losing the 
foundation it was built upon. 

"Through it all, Network is a witness to 
another way, an approach that comes from 
compassion and love rather than fear," she 
said. 

In 2004, Social Service Sr. Simone 
Campbell took over as executive director 
from Mercy Sr. Kathy Thornton, who was 
executive director from 1992 to 2003. 
Campbell had already been a member of 
Network for decades. 

She attributes the organization's longevity to 
"the mix of being connected to our faith and 
being connected on the ground," Campbell 
said. "So often in D.C., advocacy groups can 
get distanced from the people on the ground, 
and they can lose that sense of urgency." 

 
Social Service Sr. Simone Campbell, executive 
director of Network, addresses the September 
2012 Democratic National Convention in 
Charlotte, North Carolina. (CNS/Reuters/Jason 
Reed) 
 
She, too, worries about the political 
divisions and how deep they have become. 

"A democracy can't survive unless we have 
the capacity to talk to each other and make 
things work," Campbell said. "We need to 
strengthen the center of our nation and have 
compromise and find a shared way 
forward." 

While Campbell was executive director, 
Network faced what would have ended 
many other organizations: In 2012, just days 
after the nonprofit celebrated its 40th 
anniversary, the Vatican announced it was 
ordering the Leadership Conference of 
Women Religious to reform its statutes, 
programs and affiliations. Among the 
complaints was working too closely with 
Network, which in Rome's view focused too 
much on social justice and not enough on 
abortion and homosexuality. The choice 
decades earlier to leave those issues to the 
bishops, who seemed to have them well in 
hand, was now seen as straying from church 
teaching. 
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But the censure instead catapulted Network 
into the national limelight. It led to national 
media attention, and Campbell gave 
interviews on television shows and spoke at 
the 2012 Democratic National Convention. 
It also led to the creation of Nuns on the 
Bus. 

"The reaction [to the investigation] from the 
laity was: 'How dare you?' " Campbell said. 
"But we never said a bad word about the 
bishops, ever. In fact, on that first bus trip, 
we handed out the bishops' statement that 
Rep. Paul Ryan's [proposed federal] budget 
fails the basic moral test. We happily said, 
'We stand with our bishops.' " 

 
Mary Novak took over as executive director of 
Network last year. (CNS/Courtesy of Network) 
 
Mary Novak took over as executive director 
a year ago. She is the first executive director 
who is not a sister, but she is an associate 
with the Congregation of St. Joseph. She 
knew she was taking on a big responsibility. 
"There were many big shoes to fill. It really 
did feel more than a bit intimidating — this 
was the first intercongregational ministry of 
Catholic sisters in the nation," Novak said. 
"The legacy of this ministry... I had to take a 
deep breath to ground myself."  

Novak said that just as Network grew out of 
sisters responding to the Vatican II call to go 
back to their founding charisms, now, the 
organization is looking at its history and 
using it as a foundation for its future. 

"It's important to start the history work first 
to know from where we came," Novak said. 
"We're going to continue focusing on 
dismantling structural racism, forming a 
truly inclusive and multiracial democracy, 
and building new political structures that 
really put human dignity over profits." 

Novak said the need for Network has not 
gone away. 

"The context on the Hill has changed 
dramatically," she said. "But we're going to 
do what the sisters have always done, which 
is to stay true to Catholic social teaching."  

Sr. Ann Scholz of the School Sisters of 
Notre Dame said Network also will continue 
to add laity to its ranks. 

She said the organization lasted its first 50 
years because it was founded by women 
religious, giving it a built-in community of 
support. 

"Throughout those early years, the primary 
members were religious and their 
congregations, and they have staying 
power," said Scholz, who is LCWR's 
associate director for social mission and has 
represented LCWR on Network's board for 
more than a decade. "It was always a group 
effort. Certainly, folks like Carol Coston 
played a significant role, but it did not 
belong to a single founder, it didn't belong to 
a single religious congregation." 

The explosion of support from laypeople 
after the Vatican investigation not only 
helped the organization thrive, she said, but 
shows the way for the future. 
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"It demonstrated the fact that there is a lay 
Catholic community that longs to be a part 
of social justice, and Network is a way they 
can do that," Scholz said. "I think that's 
where Network's future lies: building on the 
tradition founded by Catholic sisters and 
extending way beyond sisters to the laity." 

 
Dan Stockman 
Dan Stockman is national correspondent for 
Global Sisters Report. His email address 
is dstockman@ncronline.org. Follow 
him on Twitter or on Facebook. 
 

Frustration with 
German Synodal Path 
should not derail path 

of synodality 
18 April 2022 

by Michael Sean Winters 
  

Vatican 

 
Bishop Georg Bätzing, president of the German 
bishops' conference, celebrates Mass during the 
third Synodal Assembly Feb. 4 in Frankfurt. 
(CNS/KNA/Julia Steinbrecht) 

Last week, 74 bishops signed a letter to the 
German bishops expressing concern about 
that country's "Synodal Path," which voted 
on a series of reforms in February. The letter 
warns the German synodal consultations 
hold the "potential for schism" and identifies 
seven specific criticisms, such as the charge 
the German process relied more on 
"sociological analysis and contemporary 
political, and gender, ideologies." 

At the meetings of German Catholics earlier 
this year, the synodal body publicly voted 
for a document calling for women 
deacons and for involving laypeople in the 
selection of bishops, as well as calling for a 
relaxation of the rule of celibacy for the 
clergy and for some kind of blessing of 
same-sex unions. Previously, the bishops of 
Scandinavia voiced concerns about "the 
direction, the methodology and the 
substance" of the German consultations as 
did the president of the Polish bishops' 
conference. 

Last year, when some of the preparatory 
documents for the German meetings were 
released, Denver Archbishop Samuel Aquila 
issued a 15-page criticism. He was one of 
the signatories of the current letter as well. 
And most of the other signatories are not 
surprising: Cardinal Raymond Burke; 
Cardinal Francis Arinze; Archbishop 
Salvatore Cordileone of San Francisco; two 
retired archbishops, Charles Chaput and 
Joseph Kurtz; and various other prelates. 
Several of the names coincided with the lists 
of bishops who voiced support for disgraced 
former nuncio Archbishop Carlo Maria 
Viganò when he called on Pope Francis to 
resign. That was a much graver issue than 
this letter to the German bishops. 

One name on the list of signatories jumped 
out at me: Bishop Michael Warfel of Great 
Falls-Billings, Montana, who was at the 
meeting of bishops and theologians in 
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Chicago last month, and whom I always 
think of as a pastor first and foremost, 
without any special ideological baggage. 

I wrote to Warfel and asked why he signed 
it. "As I've read about the Synodal Path and 
the Fundamental document produced from 
it, concerns surfaced," he replied in an 
email. "From what I have read, there is an 
indication of a desire to change Church 
discipline and doctrine. While there are 
ample disciplines that may be adjusted, e.g., 
mandatory celibacy, doctrine is a different 
matter, especially when the delegates of the 
Synodal Path indicate irreformable 
doctrine." 

Warfel said he was worried about the 
German process sowing confusion. "There is 
one statement in particular that caught my 
attention and caused a bit of heartache: 
'…there is no one truth of the religious, 
moral and political world…' This comes 
from the Fundamental Text document. To 
me, it sounds a lot like, 'Well, that may be 
your truth, but it is not my truth.' This can 
easily lead into relativism." 

 
Bishop Michael Warfel of the Diocese of Great 
Falls-Billings, Montana, holds the Eucharist as 
bishops from Washington, Oregon, Idaho, 
Montana and Alaska concelebrate Mass at the 
Basilica of St. Mary Major Feb. 6, 2020, in 
Rome. The bishops were making their "ad 
limina" visits to report on the status of their 
dioceses to Pope Francis and Vatican officials. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 

Asked if sending such a public rebuke really 
fit the definition of synodality, Warfel 
replied, "I actually view the open letter more 
as frank dialogue. Pope Francis has 
emphasized the need of dialogue." He 
added, "I think a confidential or private 
letter would not garner much attention from 
the German bishops. I also do not believe a 
confidential of private letter would remain 
so for very long. As [former Vatican nuncio] 
Archbishop [Pietro] Sambi said to me long 
ago, before I was appointed to Great Falls-
Billings and had heard about the 
appointment before he called me, 'It's hard 
to keep a secret in the Church.' " 

Others discerned a pattern of opposition to 
this pope in the letter sent to the German 
bishops. "This letter is in keeping with the 
tactics of previous letters issued during this 
pontificate — the 'secret' letter during the 
first synod on the family, the 
infamous dubia and the rest," said David 
Gibson, director of the Center on Church 
and Culture at Fordham University. "The 
very apparent subtext is that the pope is not 
doing his job 'so we will do it for him.' " 

"This letter is rather astonishing when you 
consider what would happen if a group of 
bishops from Germany or Italy or elsewhere 
wrote to the American church chastising us 
for our many faults, some of which could be 
characterized as nearly schismatic," Gibson 
told me by email. "The opposition to Pope 
Francis, to Vatican II, to the pope's key 
teachings in Amoris Laetitia and Laudato 
Si', the use of great wealth and influence to 
foment divisions in the Church, the 
subsidizing of the old Latin Mass as a source 
of division — all these things are grave 
problems for the unity of the church." 

I suppose I come down somewhere in the 
middle, less sanguine than Warfel and less 
suspicious than Gibson. The concern about 
"confusion" has been voiced before and at 
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times in disingenuous ways. But the concern 
is not necessarily bogus. There are pastors 
like Warfel who need to minister to 
members of their flock who are perplexed 
when, for example, Munich-Freising 
Cardinal Reinhard Marx suggests the 
catechism's treatment of homosexuality 
could be altered and improved. Pastors are 
not wrong to worry about keeping the 
balance between constancy and relevance in 
how the teaching of the church is presented. 

The confusion, however, is multilayered and 
critics of the development of doctrine do not 
get a heckler's veto. Catechisms are attempts 
to explain the faith in a particular time and 
place. Of course, they can change. What is 
more, the current catechism's treatment of 
homosexuality is manifestly inadequate. The 
language about homosexuality being 
"intrinsically distorted" makes a kind of 
sense in terms of Thomism's excessively 
teleological anthropology, but most 
Catholics are no longer schooled in 
Thomistic anthropology. Pastorally, the 
language is a disaster. I am going to go out 
on a limb here and suggest that if Cordileone 
really listened to what was said in the 
synodal process in his own city, he might 
not have needed to look across the ocean to 
find Catholics who perceive the limitations 
of the current catechetical language on the 
subject of homosexuality. 

At Vatican II, the prominent role played by 
German-speaking theologians and priests 
such as Hans Küng, Karl Rahner and Joseph 
Ratzinger led to the saying "the Rhine flows 
into the Tiber." This time, conservative 
prelates are saying, "No, the Rhine flows 
into the North Sea." I wish the letter had 
been sent privately, or that some genuine 
effort to speak with the German bishops had 
been mounted, but it is less obnoxious than 
the dubia, for example. 

Still, the core problem is different. The 
church desperately needs to have a private, 
internal or "family" conversation on 
controversial issues, but the times in which 
we live do not permit private conversations. 
If synodality is going to work, we need to 
worry less about how things are said and 
focus more on the content of what is being 
said. There are large questions facing the 
church, and, as I have noted before, 
Americans are almost uniquely ill-suited 
culturally for the kind of forbearance and 
patience synodality demands. 

The German Synodal Path is part of a 
universal process. The German bishops have 
made clear that they understand certain 
doctrinal matters can only be developed by 
the universal church. Last week's kerfuffle 
about this letter to the German bishops was 
instructive about the process and its limits, 
not about how the synodal process will end. 
We can't let a series of tempests in teapots 
derail what may yet prove to be the most 
consequential implementation of Vatican's II 
ecclesiological vision in our lifetime. 

 
Michael Sean Winters 
Michael Sean Winters covers the nexus of 
religion and politics for NCR. 
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World Council of 
Churches faces calls 

to expel Russian 
Orthodox Church 

18 April 2022 
by Jack Jenkins,  

Religion News Service 
  

 
Russian Orthodox Patriarch Kirill of Moscow 
leads a cathedral consecration service in 
Moscow April 10, 2022. (CNS photo/Oleg 
Varaov, Patriarchal Press Service handout via 
Reuters) 
 
The World Council of Churches is under 
pressure to oust the Russian Orthodox 
Church from its ranks, with detractors 
arguing the church's leader, Patriarch Kirill, 
invalidated its membership by backing 
Russia's invasion of Ukraine and involving 
the church in the global political 
machinations of Russian President Vladimir 
Putin. 

The debate garnered a response on Monday 
(April 11) from the Rev. Ioan Sauca, acting 
general secretary of the WCC, which claims 
352 member churches representing roughly 
580 million Christians around the world. 

Sauca, a priest in the Romanian Orthodox 
Church who has visited Ukrainian refugees 
and publicly criticized Kirill's response to 

the invasion, pushed back on the suggestion 
of expelling the ROC, arguing doing so 
would deviate from the WCC's historic 
mission to enhance ecumenical dialogue. 

"It is easy to exclude, excommunicate, 
demonize; but we are called as WCC to use 
a free and safe platform of encounter and 
dialogue, to meet and listen to one another 
even if and when we disagree," Sauca said 
in a lengthy series of statements posted to 
the WCC website. 

"This has always been the WCC, and I 
would suffer greatly if during my time this 
vocation will be lost and the nature of the 
WCC changes." 

But Sauca may be facing increasing 
headwinds as the WCC, a global Christian 
ecumenical group founded in 1948 in the 
aftermath of World War II, prepares for a 
major meeting of its central committee in 
June. With the war continuing to rage in 
Ukraine, where Russian forces have been 
accused of committing war crimes against 
civilians, a growing chorus of Christian 
voices is questioning whether the WCC 
should cut ties with what is seen as a 
complicit ROC. 

In late March, Czech theologian, pastor and 
ecumenical leader Pavel Cerný published an 
editorial insisting the ROC has long sought 
to use the WCC for its own purposes. In the 
wake of Kirill's support for the Ukraine 
invasion, Cerný said that "the ROC should 
not be permitted to continue as a WCC 
member until it turns away from this false 
path of religious nationalism." 

Two days later, the Rev. Rob Schenck, an 
evangelical Christian and president of the 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer Institute in Washington, 
D.C., published his own editorial at Religion 
News Service calling on the WCC to 
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sanction Kirill and referring to him as "a 
propaganda tool for Putin." 

"Supporters of the effort to oust Kirill from 
the WCC believe he has disqualified the 
ecclesial entity he embodies by effectively 
endorsing Putin's military campaign to 
annex Ukraine and failing to oppose the 
attendant mass violence against a peaceful 
nation," Schenck wrote. "Not only does 
Putin's bloody and mostly Christian-on-
Christian conflict subvert the WCC's 
mission statement, but it stands in stark 
contradiction to and rejection of Jesus' high 
priestly prayer to his heavenly Father, 'that 
they may be one as we are one' (John 
17:11b)." 

Schenck was echoed shortly thereafter by 
former Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan 
Williams, onetime head of the Anglican 
Communion, who told the BBC there is a 
"strong case" for removing the Russian 
church from the WCC. 

"When a church is actively supporting a war 
of aggression, failing to condemn nakedly 
obvious breaches in any kind of ethical 
conduct in wartime, then other churches do 
have the right to raise the question and 
challenge the church and to say, 'Unless you 
can say … something recognizably Christian 
about this, we have to look again at your 
membership,'" Williams said. 

The pushback is part of a broader wave of 
criticism directed at Kirill, who has long 
aided Putin's political ambitions and laid the 
spiritual groundwork to justify the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine. His rhetoric since the 
invasion began — such as referring to 
Russia's enemies in Ukraine as "evil forces" 
and suggesting the war is part of a larger 
"metaphysical" battle against the West and 
"gay parades" — stoked outrage among 
religious leaders the world over, including 
Sauca himself. 

"I write to Your Holiness as acting general 
secretary of the WCC but also as an 
Orthodox priest," Sauca wrote in an open 
letter to Kirill in March. "Please, raise up 
your voice and speak on behalf of the 
suffering brothers and sisters, most of whom 
are also faithful members of our Orthodox 
Church." 

Kirill, who has otherwise said little about the 
criticism lodged against him, responded to 
Sauca a few days later — but appeared 
unmoved by his arguments. Instead, Kirill 
doubled down: The patriarch claimed blame 
for the war lies not with Russia but "in the 
relationships between the West and Russia." 

The dialogue was in keeping with a 
sometimes fraught relationship between the 
ROC and the WCC that dates back decades. 
In fact, the Russian Orthodox Church 
once threatened to pull out of the WCC in 
1997: the then-ROC representative accused 
the WCC of moving in too liberal of a 
direction, decrying "their acceptance of 
women priests" and "their attitude toward 
homosexuals." 

Sarah Riccardi-Swartz, an expert on the 
Russian Orthodox Church and a 
postdoctoral fellow at Arizona State 
University's Recovering Truth: Religion, 
Journalism, and Democracy in a Post-Truth 
era project, noted the "ecumenical, 
egalitarian, and often progressive politics of 
the WCC has been at odds with the ROC's 
strident social politics and moral 
worldview." 

Even so, recent divisions within the broader 
Orthodox Christian community — 
particularly tensions between Kirill and 
Patriarch Bartholomew I of Constantinople 
of the Eastern Orthodox Church — raise the 
stakes of leaving the WCC. Many onetime 
ROC churches in Ukraine declared their 
independence from the church in 2018, and 
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divisions have deepened since the invasion: 
Some Russian Orthodox churches in 
Ukraine have stopped commemorating Kirill 
during their worship services or discussed 
breaking away, and at least one ROC church 
in Amsterdam has begun the process of 
leaving the tradition. 

"The question of leaving or continuing on 
with the ROC has to do, in part, with the 
larger question of intra-Orthodox 
communion," Riccardi-Swartz told RNS. 
"Leaving the WCC could signal the 
tightening of the ROC's internal theological 
mechanisms, gesturing to a potential schism 
with the larger Orthodox world." 

George E. Demacopoulos, a theology 
professor and director of the Orthodox 
Christian Studies Center at Fordham 
University, agreed. 

The ROC's "desire to stay in the WCC, 
despite its constant rhetorical protestations 
that everything Western is evil, is that other 
Orthodox Churches are active there and it 
doesn't want to be left out," Demacopoulos 
said in an email.  "It doesn't want the Roman 
Catholics or the Anglicans, or anyone else to 
… speak for Orthodoxy, they want to be the 
spokesmen for Orthodoxy, even though the 
reality is that they only speak for the 
institutional shell of the Russian Church." 

The WCC convened a special roundtable 
session on the subject of Ukraine in late 
March. Although representatives from 
Ukraine and Russia were unable to attend, 
the assembled group issued a 
statement denouncing "military aggression 
launched by the leadership of the Russian 
Federation against the people of the 
sovereign nation of Ukraine" and affirming 
the right of Ukrainians to "defend 
themselves against this aggression." 

"We share the strong conviction that there is 
no legitimate way in which this armed 
aggression and its terrible consequences can 
be justified or tolerated from the perspective 
of our most fundamental Christian faith 
principles," the statement read. 

Meanwhile, Kirill continues to face fierce 
pushback from a wide spectrum of Christian 
leaders ranging from Pope Francis to some 
of the patriarch's own Russian Orthodox 
priests. 

As for the question of expulsion, a WCC 
spokesperson told RNS that only the group's 
central committee, which meets in Geneva 
June 15-18, can expel a member 
denomination. The basis for suspension is 
outlined in the WCC's constitution: "The 
central committee may suspend the 
membership of a church: (i) at the church's 
request; (ii) because the basis of, or the 
theological criteria for, membership has not 
been maintained by that church or; (iii) 
because the church has persistently 
neglected its responsibilities of 
membership." 

In his recent statements, Sauca noted 
expulsions from the WCC are rare. He 
pointed to past debates, such as when 
leaders discussed whether to remove the 
Dutch Reformed Church due to its support 
for apartheid in South Africa. Ultimately, he 
said, the church cut ties from the WCC on 
its own, only to be readmitted later. 

He noted there was also fierce debate over 
the First Gulf War when WCC leaders 
assembled in 1991, with many criticizing 
delegations from the Church of England and 
churches based in the U.S. 

"The WCC did not opt for a radical solution, 
or decide to exclude those churches," Sauca 
said. 
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The only church to be removed from the 
WCC in recent yeas, he noted, is the 
Kimbanguist Church, a tradition based in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo that the 
WCC suspended over disagreements 
regarding their interpretation of the Trinity, 
a Christian concept pertaining to the nature 
of God. 

German bishop 
responds to letter 

criticizing Synodal 
Path 

18 April 2022 
by Barb Fraze,  

Catholic News Service 
  

 
Bishop Georg Bätzing, president of the German 
bishops' conference, celebrates Mass during the 
third Synodal Assembly in Frankfurt Feb. 4, 
2021. (CNS photo/Julia Steinbrecht, KNA) 
 
WASHINGTON — The head of the 
German bishops' conference responded to an 
open letter from more than 70 bishops from 
four continents and expressed surprise at 
some of what they said — and did not say. 

Bishop Georg Bätzing, president of the of 
the German bishops' conference, thanked the 
bishops for their April 11 letter and said he 
was glad that the bishops were taking the 

process of Germany's Synodal Path 
seriously. But he assured them that "the 
Synodal Path in no way undermines the 
authority of the church, including that of 
Pope Francis, as you write." 

In a letter dated April 14 and published on 
the website of the German bishops' 
conference, the Limburg bishop reminded 
Archbishop Samuel J. Aquila of Denver and 
other letter signers from North America, 
Africa, Italy and Australia that the decision 
to embark on the Synodal Path was to 
confront the systemic causes of the abuse 
and its cover-up. He said it was "our attempt 
to renew a credible proclamation of the 
Good News." 

"This occasion and context is particularly 
important to us, but, unfortunately, it is not 
mentioned at all in your letter. I would be 
very surprised, however, if you and the 
signatories of the open letter did not see the 
importance of the necessity to face the 
question of abuse as a church and to draw 
consequences for the church and its 
structures." 

Bishop Bätzing said it was important to 
speak openly about power and abuse of 
power in the church. 

"Euphemistic dressing up, as you try to do in 
your letter, does not really help," the bishop 
said. "Unfortunately, such abuse of 
power — also by episcopal authorities — is 
not only a thing of the past, but is also 
happening in the present and leads to 
massive violations of the rights and personal 
integrity of the faithful and religious. The 
participation of the faithful in decision-
making at all levels of ecclesiastical action 
(this is what we mean when we speak of 
separation of powers) will in no way 
damage the authority of the hierarchical 
office, it will give it a newly founded 
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acceptance among the people of God, I am 
convinced of that." 

The open letter to the Germans was signed 
by 49 bishops from the U.S., four from 
Canada, 19 Africans, one Italian and one 
Australian, Cardinal George Pell. Nigerian 
Cardinal Francis Arinze, South African 
Cardinal Wilfred Napier and U.S. Cardinal 
Raymond L. Burke were among the signers. 
The letter noted that "events in one nation 
inevitably impact ecclesial life elsewhere." 

It raised seven criticisms, including "failing 
to listen to the Holy Spirit and the Gospel," 
relying more on "sociological analysis and 
contemporary political, including gender, 
ideologies" than on Scripture and Tradition, 
and being too focused on "power" and 
"autonomy." 

"The Synodal Path process, at nearly every 
step, is the work of experts and committees," 
the letter said, calling the process 
"bureaucracy-heavy, obsessively critical, 
and inward-looking." 

"In its effect, the Synodal Path displays 
more submission and obedience to the world 
and ideologies than to Jesus Christ as Lord 
and Savior," it said. 

The Synodal Path includes forums in which 
questions are discussed and assemblies at 
which people from the forums report back 
and proposals are discussed and voted on. 
Some texts not only must receive approval 
of more than two-thirds of all delegates, 
clerical and lay, but also must have the 
approval of more than two-thirds of the 
bishops. 

Bishop Bätzing said the entire synodal 
process was organized around Mass and 
prayer. He noted that because of the process, 
it "sometimes requires concentrated work on 
texts and resolutions, embedded in 

discussions, publications and media 
formats." 

He referred the letter signers to the 
Orientation Text on the Synodal Path 
website. 

"The Synodal Path, as described in detail in 
the Orientation Text, is not oriented to short-
lived sociological theories or secular 
ideologies, but to the central sources of 
knowledge of the faith: Scripture and 
Tradition, the magisterium and theology, as 
well as the sense of faith of the believers and 
the signs of the Gospel interpreted in the 
light of the Gospel. This fundamental 
orientation, in careful theological reflection, 
determines the deliberations of the Synodal 
Path." 

Because of this, he said no one can think 
that the Catholic Church in Germany is in 
danger of becoming schismatic. 

Concerns about the Synodal Path creating 
divisions and responding to pressures of the 
times are some of the main issues cited by 
Nordic and Polish bishops, who have voiced 
their concerns publicly. 

But repeatedly, Bishop Bätzing has said the 
German church was doing exactly what 
Pope Francis asked of the nation's Catholics 
in 2019, that is, embarking on a "spiritual 
journey in asking for the guidance of the 
Holy Spirit." 

The German bishops are keenly aware of the 
concerns of other conferences about the 
direction their Synodal Path is taking. 
Bishop Bätzing has admitted that there were 
highly divergent opinions on issues such as 
blessing ceremonies for same-sex couples or 
the ordination of women as deacons or 
priests. 



The German Catholic news agency KNA 
reported he pledged that the bishops would 
submit all the synodal reform decisions that 
can only be implemented at the universal 
church level to the worldwide synodal 
process launched by Pope Francis in 
preparation for the 2023 Synod of Bishops 
on synodality. Bishop Bätzing reiterated in 
his April 14 letter that some proposed 
changes must be put before the universal 
church. 
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Possibly the most oft-repeated statistic in 
American religion is the rise of the 
religiously unaffiliated from just 5% of the 
population in the early 1970s to about 30% 
of adults in 2022. In a field where shifts 
typically move at a glacial pace, that 
demographic factoid may represent the most 
abrupt and most consequential shift in 
American society in the postwar period. 

But there is a more recent such phase shift, 
when American religion changed incredibly 
quickly, in whose aftermath we feel even 
today. 

Using data from the General Social Survey, 
which has been fielded consistently from 
1972 through 2021, and restricting the 
sample to adults between the ages of 18 and 
35, a single decade comes into sharp focus: 
the 1990s. It's a moment when young 
Americans seemed to lose religion virtually 
overnight. 

In 1991, 87% of young adults indicated that 
their faith was Christian, primarily Catholic 
and Protestant. Just 8% of this age group 
said that they had no religious affiliation. 

In 1998, only seven years later, the share of 
18-35-year-olds who said they were 
Christians dropped a full 14 percentage 
points to 73%, while the percentage who 
answered "none" jumped to 20%, an 
increase of 12 percentage points. A ratio that 
hadn't changed at all between 1972 and 1991 
had moved by double digit percentages in 
seven years. 

 
“The Religious Affiliation of 18 to 35 Year 
Olds," based on data from the General 
Social Survey (Graphic by Ryan Burge) 

What caused this change to occur at this 
specific point in American history? It's hard 
to pinpoint just one thing, but there are 
possible culprits. 
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The end of the Soviet Union: On Christmas 
Day 1991, Mikhail Gorbachev resigned as 
president of the Soviet Union and Boris 
Yeltsin took power over Russia. 

Described by historian Kevin Kruse and 
others as a conflict between the virtuous 
Christian capitalists of the United States and 
the godless communists of the Soviet Union, 
the Cold War was a time when "In God We 
Trust" first appeared on American currency 
and "Under God" was added to the Pledge of 
Allegiance. 

By the mid-1990s, being nonreligious no 
longer meant being un-American, giving 
permission for a lot of closet nones to begin 
expressing their true feelings on surveys. 

Backlash against the religious right: As I 
describe in my book "The Nones," 
evangelical Christians made up about 17% 
of the U.S. population in 1972; in 1993, that 
had rised to 30%. As Ruth 
Braunstein argued in The Guardian earlier 
this year, "backlash against a radical form of 
religious expression leads people to distance 
themselves from all religion, including more 
moderate religious groups that are viewed as 
guilty by association with radicals." 

When faced with the strident rhetoric of the 
Revs. Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson and the 
rest of the religious right leaders, many 
moderates headed for the church exits and 
never came back. 

Political polarization: In his excellent 2018 
book, The Red and the Blue: The 1990s and 
the Birth of Political Tribalism, Steve 
Kornacki makes the point that in 1994 Newt 
Gingrich led a Republican takeover of the 
House by refusing to compromise with those 
on the other side of the aisle. Gingrich's 
bomb-throwing approach appealed to 
conservative Christians by painting 

Democrats as morally inferior and godless. 
Many young Americans chose godlessness. 

The internet: Demographers ignore the 
impact of the World Wide Web at their 
peril. It would make sense that as young 
people were exposed to other faiths on the 
new technology — and saw the faults in 
their own — some would leave faith behind 
altogether. But the data doesn't entirely 
support it. According to the Census Bureau, 
just 20% of American households had 
internet access in 1997. While many young 
Americans had access to the web in school 
before they had a home connection, the 
effect was likely only to accelerate the 
trends cited above. 

The echo of this falloff is what we are living 
with today. Many of those who fled from 
religion in large numbers during this period 
also chose to raise their children without 
religion. Today nearly half of those children 
— millennials and Gen Zers — say that they 
have no religious affiliation. 

Editor's note: This commentary is part 
of Ahead of the Trend, a collaborative effort 
between Religion News Service and 
the Association of Religion Data 
Archives made possible through the support 
of the John Templeton Foundation. 

Ryan Burge 
Ryan Burge is an assistant professor of 
political science at Eastern Illinois 
University, a pastor in the American Baptist 
Church and author of The Nones: Where 
They Came From, Who They Are, and 
Where They Are Going. He can be reached 
on Twitter at @ryanburge. 
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Stuart Long (Mark Wahlberg) in Columbia 
Pictures' "Father Stu" (Courtesy of Sony 
Pictures) 
 
The setup sounds like a "bad joke," actor 
Mark Wahlberg admitted. 

Wahlberg, who is Catholic, was out to 
dinner with "two priests and a bottle of 
wine," in his telling, when one of the priests 
pitched him the idea for a movie. 

Normally, a priest might approach him for a 
financial contribution or to help out with a 
food drive. That's no problem, he said. But a 
movie? That he wasn't so sure about. 

It took the priest telling him the story twice 
— and some encouragement from his wife 
— before Wahlberg caught a vision for 
turning the life of the Rev. Stuart Long, a 
boxer-turned-actor-turned-priest, into a 
movie. 

"I couldn't find any reason to not want to 
make it once I was actually smart enough to 
realize that this was an amazing opportunity 

not only to tell a story, but to do something 
that would be more focused on my faith and 
giving back," he told reporters last month at 
a downtown Chicago hotel. 

"Father Stu," starring Wahlberg in the title 
role, opened April 13 in theaters. 

The movie is based on the true story of 
Long, who experienced a dramatic 
conversion and later faced serious illness 
before his death at age 50 in 2014. 

Long had experienced some success as a 
boxer in Montana before an injury 
convinced him to move to California to 
break into the film industry. Instead, he had 
a brush with the law and then, after a 
motorcycle accident, with death. 

That's when he felt the call to priesthood. 

Overcoming his past wasn't Long's only 
challenge in becoming a priest. During his 
ordination process, he was diagnosed with 
an extremely rare and incurable autoimmune 
disease called inclusion body myositis, 
which mimics the symptoms of ALS, or Lou 
Gehrig's Disease. 

He was ordained in 2007 alongside his 
friend, the Rev. Bart Tolleson, at the 
Cathedral of St. Helena. In Montana, he 
served several parishes before moving into 
and ministering at the Big Sky Care Center 
in Helena, where he lived when he died. 

That's more or less how it happened, 
according to those who knew him. 

Long's motorcycle accident was a little 
different than how it plays out in "Father 
Stu." So was his relationship with his 
girlfriend, who ended up leading him to the 
Catholic faith, Long's father, Bill Long, told 
Religion News Service. 
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"It's not like a documentary, but they cover 
the bases, and they get where they need to 
be at the end of the movie," said Bill Long, 
now 83. 

Bill Long is played in the movie by Mel 
Gibson — something he said he "never in a 
million years" could've imagined. He 
would've picked Nick Nolte or Jeff Bridges 
for the role, he said, but he was impressed 
with Gibson's portrayal. He nailed the 
Montana accent. 

"I actually think Stu's involved" in making 
the film, Bill Long said. "I don't think he's 
done playing with us." 

 
Kathleen Long (Jacki Weaver), from left, Stuart 
(Mark Wahlberg) and Bill Long (Mel Gibson) in 
Columbia Pictures' "Father Stu" (Courtesy of 
Sony Pictures) 
 
Bill Long said he and his late wife, Kathleen 
Long, hadn't raised their children in any 
religious tradition. Both were later inspired 
by Long to join the Catholic Church. 

He described his son as funny and "the life 
of the party." But he also was determined, 
always focused on what he wanted to be 
doing. 

With a similar sense of humor, Bill Long 
recalled how his son had had a flash of 
inspiration when he was baptized that he 
would become a priest. The monsignor 

assured him many men who are baptized 
come away with the same idea and told him, 
in Bill Long's words, "Don't worry. It'll go 
away." 

It didn't. 

The movie rang true for Tolleson, too. He 
recognized a bit of himself and others in the 
composite characters who are Long's friends 
in the movie. 

He also recognized the "great storyteller" he 
had known in the Diocese of Helena. 

Long always encouraged and challenged 
him, Tolleson told Religion News Service. 
He inspired everyone who heard his story — 
and still does. 

"Stu Long was a guy who had great joy, 
great sense of humor, determination, energy 
from places I don't know where he got it, 
and he did it all in the midst of suffering 
without complaining, knowing that God was 
increasing his ministry through that 
suffering, and it was a powerful thing," 
Tolleson said. 

 
Stuart Long (Mark Wahlberg) in Columbia 
Pictures' "Father Stu" (Courtesy of Sony 
Pictures) 
 
Long also had an "adventurous" streak that 
once, on a whim, took the two priests across 
the Canadian border to grab a beer together 
— only to learn they were in a dry part of 
Canada and didn't have the passports they 



needed to reenter the United States. Luckily, 
he said, the border guard recognized Long as 
"the guy from the church" he had heard 
speak. 

Long sped away from the border, calling 
over his shoulder, in Tolleson's words, "See 
you at Mass on Sunday!" 

Wahlberg, who also produced "Father Stu," 
said he saw the parallels between Long's 
journey to faith and his own — "in his 
childhood and his upbringing and all those 
things, all the obstacles that he faced and 
things that he had to overcome." The actor 
recalled the family priest who was there for 
him when he had his own brushes with the 
law — when he was "13 years old, standing 
on a street corner at 2 o'clock in the morning 
with a beer in my hand." 

"I had lots of troubled times, and once I 
started focusing on my faith, good things 
started to happen," he said. 

Bringing Long's story to the big screen 
reaffirmed his faith and his commitment to 
serving God, Wahlberg said, describing the 
movie — which he financed himself — as 
his "love letter to God." 

 
Stuart Long (Mark Wahlberg), left, with his 
mother Kathleen Long (Jacki Weaver) in 
Columbia Pictures' "Father Stu" (Courtesy of 
Sony Pictures) 
 

That dedication included quickly gaining 30 
pounds to portray Long in his later years, 
when he lost his once-powerful physical 
appearance to disease even as he gained a 
deeper spirituality that inspired those around 
him. 

"As an actor, I've never found a part that had 
more of an arc and (allowed me to) be able 
to show more range," he said. 

It was worth it, Wahlberg said, to share a 
story so inspirational at a time, after years of 
pandemic, when people's faith has been 
tested — when they need to feel loved and 
included, to be reminded that nobody is 
beyond redemption. 

"This is a wonderful movie that reaffirms 
my faith," he said. 

Wahlberg didn't want "Father Stu" to be the 
kind of faith-based film that only preaches 
to the choir, he said. Rather, he wanted it to 
feel grounded and realistic — or, at least, as 
realistic as possible for Long's story, when, 
he said, "It's hard to make this stuff up." 

"It's a wonderful story that I think is really 
leaving people leaving theaters very hopeful 
and optimistic about the future and how to 
handle difficult times, certainly, watching 
Stu handle it with grace and dignity." 
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Christians are accustomed to thinking about 
life in terms of loving God and loving 
neighbor. These are, after all, the greatest 
commandments. The neighbors that come 
readiest to mind are human neighbors. But 
what if we expanded the boundaries of the 
neighbor whom we are charged to love? 
What if we prayed the Lord's Prayer with all 
creatures? 

The Gospels supply a cast of human 
characters as recipients of neighborly love: 
the accosted man in the parable of the good 
Samaritan (Luke 10), the hungry and 
imprisoned in the story of the sheep and the 
goats (Matthew 25), the disciples by whose 
mutual love the world will know that we 
belong to Christ (John 13:35). Christian 
liturgies intercede for the needs of the world, 
but they name primarily human needs. 

In common worship and private devotion, 
we pray the words Jesus taught us, and by 
default most of us probably populate the 

"our" and "us" and "we" of this prayer with 
humans like ourselves. God is fatherly 
toward humans. Bread is a distinctively 
human product. Trespassing assumes a 
crosshatch of human property lines, 
temptation an all-too-human moral 
precarity. 

But it is high time we include the rest of 
God's creation when we consider who is our 
neighbor. 

 
Newspaper headlines and climate reports 
blare out the intensifying consequences of 
our failure to care for Earth. But expanding 
our neighbors to encompass the nonhuman 
is not only a concession born of crisis; it 
recovers a truth lodged deep in our scriptural 
heritage. Biblically speaking, marshlands 
and mountains, fungi and forests, wild 
animals and sea creatures all fall within the 
parameters of the neighbor-love 
commandment. As such, we rightfully pray 
for them — and alongside them. 

Praying the Lord's Prayer with all creatures 
certainly means adding their needs to the 
petitions we bring to God. But it also means 
joining our praying with theirs — 
connecting our worship of God with the 
worship that other creatures render. In other 
words, the nonhuman realm contains 
neighbors not just in the sense that other 
beings share hardship and want with 
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humans, but also in the sense that they, too, 
have their own relationships with God. 

"Our" father who art in heaven, hallowed be 
thy name. 

Humans call on God as "Our Father" in 
recognition that God cares for us with a 
paternal intensity. Jesus teaches that God 
knows our needs and gives good gifts. Like 
the father of the parable, God welcomes 
prodigals with great joy (Luke 15). Though 
(earthly) father and mother forsake, the Lord 
will receive us (Psalm 27:10). Indeed, as 
Paul says, we cry out to God, "Abba, 
Father," because we are united with Christ; 
we participate in Christ's own unique 
closeness with God (Romans 8:15-17). 

But God is not fatherly toward humans 
alone. Many scriptures, especially in the Old 
Testament, witness to God's parental 
watchfulness over nonhuman beings. 

 
In his speeches at the end of the Book of 
Job, God exults over wild animals and wild 
places. God notices and celebrates the 
mountain goats and deer, the donkeys and 
oxen that live in the wilderness, the ostrich 
and the birds of prey (Job 39). God sustains 
these creatures, giving each its food at the 
proper time (Psalm 104:27). 

So, too, Paul hints that the whole of creation 
will share in Christ's own newness of life: 
"The [nonhuman] creation waits with eager 
longing for the revealing of the [human] 
children of God … creation itself will obtain 
the freedom of the glory of the children of 
God" (Romans 8:19, 21). 

Nonhuman flora and fauna are made, 
sustained and valued by God, and they 
receive some benefits of the redemption 
achieved by Christ. When we pray "Our 
Father," the "our" can thus include them. 

The following three petitions of the Lord's 
Prayer ask God to bring this world into 
alignment with God's goodness and 
primacy. Our Father is in heaven, and we 
pray for God's name — God's fatherly 
character — to be cherished on earth as it 
deserves; for God's loving and parental 
governance to prevail; and for God's caring 
will to be done on earth as it is in heaven. 

Yet the response to God that these petitions 
articulate is not peculiar to humans. 
Scripture furnishes numerous moments 
when nonhuman creatures honor God's 
goodness. The trees of the field clap their 
hands, the mountains and the hills break 
forth in singing (Isaiah 55:12). The Psalter 
concludes with a crescendo of praise whose 
scope is truly comprehensive. Angels, hosts, 
celestial bodies, monsters and deeps, 
weather systems and mountain terrain, 
animals of all kinds and humans of every 
station join in praise (Psalm 148). They 
hallow God's name. 

Give "us" this day our daily bread. 

If the first three petitions of the Lord's 
Prayer face toward God, the next four look 
to our human needs: humans require food, 
humans accrue debts and damages through 
sin, humans buckle under moral duress, 
humans are threatened by powers of evil. 
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But again: Nonhuman neighbors share each 
of these experiences. 

 
Bread is a human product, but Scripture 
amply attests to God's nurture of all 
creatures. Psalm 104 is a parade example. It 
points to God as the one who makes springs 
gush forth, who causes grass to grow, who 
waters trees and feeds young lions: "These 
all look to you to give them their food in due 
season / when you give to them, they gather 
it up; when you open your hand, they are 
filled with good things" (Verses 27–28). 

When we pray for daily bread, we can think 
of all this divine activity on behalf of our 
nonhuman neighbors. 

Forgive "us" our trespasses. 

It might seem as if, scripturally speaking, 
humans have a monopoly on sin, so that 
when we pray, "forgive us," we can think 
only of our human selves. Scripture 
occasionally suggests the moral 
accountability of other creatures. 

In Genesis 9 after the flood, God covenants 
with all creation and sets forth a penalty for 
shedding human blood — regardless of 
whether the actor is human or not: "For your 
own lifeblood I will surely require a 
reckoning: from every animal I will require 
it and from human beings" (Verse 5). 

So also, in the Book of Jonah, the king of 
Nineveh declares a fast, and it applies to all 
inhabitants of the city: "No human being or 
animal, no herd or flock, shall taste 
anything. They shall not feed, nor shall they 
drink water. Human beings and animals 
shall be covered with sackcloth" (Jonah 3:7-
8a). In a short work full of comedic 
exaggeration, such a line should not be 
understood too seriously or literally. But 
even so, it shows that animal responsibility 
was thinkable to ancient Israelites. 

 
(CNS/Reuters/Toby Melville) 
 
But even granting that these are marginal 
testimonies, the words of the Lord's Prayer 
deserve closer attention in their own right. 
Our petition for God to forgive is, in Greek, 
a petition for release. The same word 
features in Christ's inaugural sermon: "The 
Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he 
has anointed me to bring good news to the 
poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to 
the captives and recovery of sight to the 
blind" (Luke 2:18). 
The petition for "forgiveness" (release) 
foregrounds a situation of capture more than 
one of culpability. And on this matter 
Scripture is clear: This world — in both its 
human and nonhuman dimensions — is 
captured by destructive forces. 

Deliver "us" from evil. 
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Satan offers Christ all kingdoms, because 
they are his to bequeath: "The whole world 
lies under the power of the evil one" (1 John 
5:19). Afflictions and temptations come 
upon the faithful at Satan's behest. But the 
promise of the New Testament is: God will 
crush Satan (Romans 16:20). The Book of 
Revelation yields a vivid and visionary 
account of just this event, for which the 
Lord's Prayer also prays: deliverance from 
evil. 

 
(CNS/Tyler Orsburn) 
 
But note that in this book, the earth and its 
creatures suffer and resist alongside the 
human saints. The great red dragon stalks 
the woman clothed with the sun and her 
child, but "the earth came to the help of the 
woman" (Revelation 12:16). 

"Wild animals" join sword, famine and 
pestilence in undoing the reign of humans 
who have allied themselves to evil 
(Revelation 6:8, 15). And the song of the 
Lamb is sung by "every creature in heaven 
and on earth and under the earth" 
(Revelation 5:13). 

Therefore, when we pray for release and 
protection in affliction and deliverance from 
evil, we should remember that all creatures 
struggle under the weight of evil, and that 
God's promise is for all creation. 

We hallow God's name in concert with all 
earthly creatures. We pray for God to loose 
us from our common predicament of 
captivity. We trust in a God who is not just 
Our Father, a parent to humans, but the God 
and Father of all that exists: who clothes 
lilies and feeds sparrows; who sends rain on 
the just and unjust; whose "compassion is 
over all that he has made" (Psalm 145:9b). 

 
Collin Cornell 
Collin Cornell earned his doctorate in 
Hebrew Bible/Old Testament from Emory 
University and taught for three years as a 
visiting professor of biblical studies in the 
School of Theology at the University of the 
South (Sewanee). He is now the coordinator 
of the school's Center for Religion and 
Environment, where on Thursdays in June 
2022, he will instruct the online course 
"Praying the Lord's Prayer with all 
Creatures." 
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For several years, I have seen 
announcements appear in my social media 
feeds from people deciding to "give up" the 
digital platforms for Lent. While I had 
nothing against that decision by others in 
years past, it never appealed to me as a 
Lenten practice, until this year. 

I still don't know exactly what led me to the 
clarity of thought back in February that it 
would be a good idea to sign off of Twitter 
and Facebook, but once the idea arrived it 
felt like the right thing to do. 

I have engaged in all kinds of Lenten 
practices over the years, from abstaining 
from sweets or alcohol to dedicating more 
time to prayer or spiritual reading, but I 
hadn't yet done much in terms of what might 
be called "digital fasting." And I was unsure 
what to expect when Ash Wednesday rolled 
around and I logged off the social media 
apps. 

Part of me was excited, almost with a 
romantic sense of nostalgia for the pre-
internet, pre-smartphone, pre-social-media 
era of my youth and young adulthood. Real 
or imagined, I convinced myself that opting 
out of most social media for Lent would be a 
return to simpler times when nonstop news 
alerts, continuous troll harassment, and 
anodyne photos and posts from various 
accounts did not yet exist. Like so many 
others, I felt the deep exhaustion of constant 

immediacy and deluges of information, and 
I wanted to leave it all behind. 

And yet, a part of me also was very nervous, 
even afraid. As my Twitter profile reminds 
me, I joined the platform in November 2010. 
I was on Facebook five years earlier. That's 
a long time. For better and worse, Twitter 
and Facebook had become a significant part 
of my being-in-the-world. I didn't know how 
my life would change, if it would change at 
all. 

Forty days later, I can say that signing off 
Twitter and Facebook was a good 
experience, if not always an easy or 
comfortable one. As I reflect back on how it 
went, I have arrived at a few lessons and 
insights. 
 
I found myself escaping being inundated by 

the trivial bits of information that social 
media constantly throw at us like a meteor 

storm of distraction. 
 

One of the first things I noticed was how 
unconscious the habit of spending time on 
these social media platforms was for me. I 
imagine many folks can relate to that 
experience of waiting in a grocery store line 
or walking down the hall between meetings 
or sitting on your couch and watching TV 
and, without remembering how the phone 
even ended up in your hands, you find 
yourself mid-scroll on your social-media 
streams. 
The first week of Lent was the most 
awkward in this regard. Everything would 
be as normal until, in my pre-thinking mode 
of habit, I would attempt to open the Twitter 
or Facebook app and hit a roadblock: I was 
intentionally logged out of them. 

So I would be standing or sitting there, 
confused and uncomfortable, wondering to 
myself how many hundreds if not thousands 
of times a week I would go through a similar 



unconscious practice, but instead of being 
jarred to alertness because I was logged off 
my accounts, I would simply scroll, read, 
explore with no real sense of intention or 
deliberation. 

As that initial physical and mental 
awkwardness began to subside, I started to 
become more attuned to how I was feeling. 
While I, of course, had good and bad days 
like everyone else, I did begin to sense that 
something was discernably different about 
me. I was less preoccupied with what was 
going on outside my lived experience in a 
healthy way. 

I still read the newspaper in the morning so 
that I was informed about important events 
and developments. However, I found myself 
escaping being inundated by the trivial bits 
of information that social media constantly 
throw at us like a meteor storm of 
distraction. Likewise, I was somewhat freed 
from being serially overwhelmed by every 
tragedy or frustrating news update. 

What this taught me was that Twitter and 
Facebook could be, in both active and 
passive ways, major occupiers of mental and 
emotional real estate. Having at least 
temporarily evicted those digital squatters 
from my psychological habitat, I did find 
myself less stressed, less angry, less anxious 
and less distracted. All of this is good. 

While I wish I could say that I used that 
newly cleared intellectual and emotional 
space for improving my prayer life or 
academic research and writing, I don't 
believe that I really did. Instead, I continued 
to do the work and ministry I usually do, but 
I did feel differently in the process. I felt less 
weighted down by the temptation to see 
what's happening online or to inject myself 
into public discussions or debates. 

One thing I was surprised to discover was 
that I didn't have an abundance of free time, 
as I thought I might. Insofar as Twitter and 
Facebook are often the means for 
procrastination or distraction, I found that I 
could waste time in ways other than passive 
scrolling on social media feeds. I guess 
that's just human nature. 

Although there were some major benefits to 
logging off, I also really missed some 
things, and I even came to realize that there 
were things that can only be accomplished 
through these media. 

Among the things I missed were several 
personal and life-altering announcements 
from friends, colleagues and acquaintances 
that I only heard later second- or third-hand 
because Twitter and Facebook are the 
contemporary means by which modern 
people often share major news. This 
included the deaths of friends' family 
members, birth and pregnancy 
announcements, serious health diagnoses, 
and the like. 

We can debate whether this mode of 
communication makes us better or worse as 
a society, but the uncomfortable truth is that 
most people share significant personal 
announcements via social media today, and 
those who are not on the platforms are 
positioned to learn the news much later, if at 
all. Gone are the days of phone trees or even 
large group emails. If you want to know the 
news alongside everyone else, you have to 
be in what Pope Benedict XVI once 
called "the digital continent." 

Another lesson learned was that, given my 
work as an academic and a "public 
intellectual" (a term I have mixed feelings 
about, but one I cannot ignore, especially as 
I sit here writing a national column), I came 
to recognize a certain obligation to be 
engaged in the conversations taking place in 
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real time. That doesn't mean I always have 
to comment or voice an opinion, but in order 
to stay responsibly informed in a timely 
manner, I can't go off the digital grid as fully 
as I may want to at times. 

And as someone who directs an academic 
center for the study and practice of 
spirituality, which sponsors numerous 
events and lectures each semester, and is 
also personally involved in speaking and 
leading workshops for other organizations, I 
learned that not being able to share event 
information or reminders via social media 
has a noticeable impact on public awareness, 
response, engagement and sometimes even 
attendance. 

It has now been several days since I made 
my return to Twitter and Facebook. I don't 
regret my Lenten social media fast, but I 
also realized that there are personal and 
professional reasons I'll stay on the 
platforms, at least for now. 

The biggest lesson for me, though, is not 
about embracing an all-or-nothing, either-or 
approach, as tempting as that may be. 
Instead, I am learning to relate to these 
platforms differently and with greater 
deliberation and intention moving forward. 

 
Daniel P. Horan 
Franciscan Fr. Daniel P. Horan is 
the director of the Center for Spirituality and 
professor of philosophy, religious studies 
and theology at Saint Mary's College in 
Notre Dame, Indiana. Follow him on 
Twitter: @DanHoranOFM. 
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Vatican 

 
Pope Francis holds a candle as he attends the 
Easter Vigil celebrated by Cardinal Giovanni 
Battista Re in St. Peter's Basilica at the Vatican 
April 16. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
ROME — The joy of Easter was already 
palpable a week prior in the Eternal City, 
when on Palm Sunday, some 65,000 people 
filled St. Peter's Square. The April 10 liturgy 
celebrating Christ's triumphal entry to 
Jerusalem also marked the first public Mass 
to take place in the square in three years due 
to the pandemic. 

By Easter Sunday, that number swelled to 
100,000, with the pope and pilgrims alike 
visibly delighting in the return of tradition. 
So, too, for this journalist covering his first 
Holy Week in Rome since becoming NCR's 
Vatican correspondent in September 2021. 

Prior to Palm Sunday, one of the last major 
events to take place in the square was Pope 
Francis' extraordinary urbi et orbi ("to the 
city and the world") message on March 27, 
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2020. There, in one of the most iconic 
scenes of his papacy, Francis stood alone 
under dark skies and pouring rain and 
pleaded to God for an end to the global 
pandemic. 

Popes usually give their urbi et 
orbi blessings only immediately after their 
election and on Christmas and Easter. 

This year on Easter Sunday, two years after 
that stormy March evening, Francis soberly 
took stock at what has happened since then. 
Rather than emerging from the pandemic 
"hand in hand, pooling our strengths and 
resources," the world, he said, has chosen to 
embrace the spirit of Cain, "who saw Abel 
not as a brother, but as a rival, and thought 
about how to eliminate him." 

This year, he said, is an "Easter of war." 

Indeed, the shadow of the war against 
Ukraine loomed large over the Vatican's 
Holy Week festivities, in both deliberate and 
unintended ways. 

 
Ukrainian nurse Iryna and Russian nursing 
student Albina hold a cross at the 13th station as 
Pope Francis leads the Way of the Cross outside 

the Colosseum in Rome April 15. (CNS/Vatican 
Media) 
 
Throughout the week, Francis intentionally 
drew comparisons between the suffering 
wrought by war and that of the passion of 
Christ. In a pointed homily on Palm Sunday, 
he said that "Christ is crucified yet another 
time" in the "folly of war." Francis made 
similar references throughout the triduum 
liturgies. 

But if the Vatican sought to spotlight its 
concern over the war, it also managed to 
overshadow those efforts through a 
controversy that erupted at the start of Holy 
Week, when the Vatican announced that a 
Ukrainian and Russian would jointly carry 
the cross during the Way of the Cross at 
Rome's Colosseum on Good Friday. 

There was immediate pushback, including 
from the head of the Ukrainian Greek 
Catholic Church and Ukraine's Vatican 
ambassador, saying the gesture failed to 
properly account for Russia's aggression 
against Ukraine. 

In the end, a Ukrainian nurse, Iryna, and a 
Russian nursing student, Albina, who are 
friends, carried the cross for the 13th station, 
where Jesus dies on the cross, but the 
original meditation was scrapped. 

"In the face of death, silence is more 
eloquent than words," read the revised 
meditation that evening. "Let us pause in 
prayerful silence and each person pray in 
their hearts for peace in the world." 

While allies close to Francis sought to 
defend the Russian and Ukrainian appearing 
together as a sign of hope and reconciliation 
and a rejection of war, other observers saw it 
as further evidence of the limitations of the 
Holy See's diplomatic strategy on Russia 
and Ukraine. 
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Francis, too, had his own personal Via 
Crucis during this Holy Week, as the 85-
year-old's health was the subject of much 
concern. Ever since Francis was forced 
to cancel a day trip to Florence, Italy, at the 
end of February due to severe knee pain, his 
limited mobility has continued to be evident 
in his public appearances. 

On Palm Sunday, rather than participating in 
the dramatic procession around the obelisk 
in St. Peter's Square and up to the altar, the 
pope was simply driven up in a vehicle prior 
to the start of Mass. On Good Friday, the 
pope processed up the main aisle of St. 
Peter's Basilica, but did not lie prostrate in 
front of the cross, as is tradition during the 
service. 

The following day, Francis chose not to 
preside over the Easter Vigil, but still 
delivered the homily and baptized seven 
people. On Easter Sunday, the pope 
appeared in good form as he made his way 
on the popemobile throughout a full St. 
Peter's Square, but was forced to sit down 
halfway through his remarks, evidently due 
to knee pain. 

To be clear: This is a notably different 
scenario from Pope John Paul II's slow and 
steady health decline that began in the 1990s 
and continued to his death in 2005. Indeed, 
by 1995, the Polish pope had already 
undergone a number of operations, 
experienced two falls, and had to cut 
short his 1995 Christmas Day message due 
to a dizzy spell, saying "I cannot go on." 

But Francis' very obvious difficulties in 
walking, especially when it comes to 
ascending or descending stairs, raise serious 
questions about how he will be able to 
undertake his likely travels in the next six 
months to Lebanon, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, South Sudan, Canada 
and Kazakhstan. 

While this is a pope that seems determined 
to "go on," there seems to be little doubt that 
his public ministry may look a bit differently 
or need to be modified going forward. 

We journalists who cover the pope are 
fortunate to have a front row seat to it all: be 
it by being among the few people allowed 
inside Rome's Colosseum to have a bird's-
eye view of the Via Crucis or atop Bernini's 
colonnade overlooking St. Peter's Square. 
From there, we follow his every 
word and every pained move. 

After three long years since the last Easter 
service in the square, this year's public 
celebrations marking Christ's resurrection 
from the dead after three days took on 
special symbolism. 

And while they offered much needed good 
news to both urbi et orbi, to the city and the 
world, during this "Easter of war," it also 
served as a reminder of the challenges of 
peace — and of those facing one of its main 
messengers. 

 
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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bold Laudato Si' 
initiative plants seeds 
of sustainability in the 

church 
22 April 2022 

by Brian Roewe 
  

Action 

 
Students at St. Francis International School in 
Silver Spring, Md., tend the lettuce and other 
greens in the school garden as a part of their 
environmental science curriculum in this 2018 
file photo. The Archdiocese of Washington 
issued an action plan Aug. 16, 2021, based on 
Pope Francis' 2015 encyclical on caring for 
creation, "Laudato Si'." (CNS/Catholic 
Standard/Jaclyn Lippelmann) 
 
When it was announced last year, Katie 
Hirschbeck and members of the creation 
care team at Our Mother of Sorrows Church, 
in Tucson, Arizona, immediately knew they 
wanted to get involved with the Laudato Si' 
Action Platform, the Vatican's major effort 
to move the global church toward 
sustainability in the spirit of Pope Francis' 
2015 encyclical on ecology. 

Enrollment in the program officially opened 
Nov. 14, 2021, about three years after it was 

conceived within the Dicastery for 
Promoting Integral Human Development. 
As Hirschbeck, a retired climate scientist at 
the University of Arizona, examined the 
platform website, she felt overwhelmed: 
partly by its design and message — "I nearly 
had tears in my eyes because it was so 
hopeful" — but also by the magnitude of the 
project — a seven-year initiative in which 
households or institutions across seven 
sectors of the church seek to complete a 
series of actions associated with seven 
overarching goals around sustainability, 
simple living and ecological spirituality. 

With parish meetings limited due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the Our Mother of 
Sorrows creation care team members elected 
to each first enroll under the individuals 
sector. This would give them a chance to 
build momentum at the family level before 
taking on the platform as a parishwide 
community. 

"It's not been easy to ramp up. But I have 
great hopes for it," Hirschbeck said. 

Pope Francis invites you to the Laudato Si' 

Action Platform 

Five months after enrollment opened, the 
Laudato Si' Action Platform and its 
organizers remain focused on building that 
bottom-up momentum to deliver a Catholic 
contribution to efforts to combat climate 
change. 

The ambitious global church project remains 
a work in progress as scientific 
reports increasingly ring the bell for more 
rapid action on climate change. 

Waiting for 'the big waves' 

The rollout of the Laudato Si' Action 
Platform has not been without its challenges 
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or delays. Most recently, the enrollment 
deadline for the first Laudato Si' cohort was 
pushed back from Earth Day (April 22) to 
Oct. 4, the feast of St. Francis of Assisi and 
the close of the Season of Creation. 

The integral human development dicastery 
now plans for a regular enrollment schedule 
where each year new sign-ups open on Nov. 
14, the World Day of the Poor, and close on 
Oct. 4, with a 40-day prayer campaign then 
preceding the start of the next enrollment 
period. 

Organizers say the new schedule provides 
more time for people to familiarize 
themselves with the platform, especially as 
COVID-19 and economic challenges have 
dominated attention for many parishes and 
schools for the past two years, as have 
global events like the ongoing war in 
Ukraine and other conflicts. 

"We realized that people are still getting to 
know the action platform," said Salesian Fr. 
Joshtrom Kureethadam, coordinator of the 
dicastery's ecology sector. 

The extended enrollment period also allows 
for more promotion of the platform during 
creation-centric times on the church 
calendar. This May, the now-annual Laudato 
Si' Week will spotlight the action platform, 
with each day focusing on one of its seven 
Laudato Si' goals. And the Season of 
Creation (Sept. 1–Oct. 4) will also be a time 
to raise awareness, Kureethadam said. 

"We think the big waves have not come in 
yet," he told EarthBeat. 

 
Solar panels are seen on the roof of the Paul VI 
audience hall at the Vatican in this Dec. 1, 2010, 
file photo. Under Pope Benedict XVI, Vatican 
City began installing solar panels in 2008. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
At the time enrollment opened, roughly 
4,200 institutions and families had 
preregistered. In the five months since, the 
tally has grown marginally, up to 4,579 as of 
the end of March, according to statistics the 
dicastery shared with working groups. 
Organizers say that growth rate isn't 
surprising, with some pleased with the 
progress, and attributing the slow growth to 
a combination of factors, including technical 
issues with the registration process. A 
reassessment by the dicastery started early in 
the year to address those and other concerns. 
In addition, preregistrants did not 
automatically get enrolled; they had to go 
through the full process once the window 
opened in November. 

Of those enrolled, nearly 2,700 are 
institutions, compared to about 1,900 
individuals or families. The largest share 
among institutional sectors are religious 
orders and congregations. Forty-five percent 
of enrollees to date are from English-
speaking countries. Geographically, about 
40% of enrollments have come from 
Europe, with nearly 27% from North 
America. 

The Vatican has celebrated the fact that the 
largest women and men's religious orders, 



the Salesian Sisters and Jesuits, have 
committed to the platform, with expectations 
that their communities and institutions will 
help build momentum. 

 
Franciscan Sr. Sheila Kinsey speaks during a 
March 18 webinar updating religious orders and 
congregations about the Vatican' Laudato Si' 
Action Platform. (NCR screenshot) 
 
During a March 18 webinar, the heads of the 
global umbrella leadership groups for men 
and women religious each delivered 
messages of support and "strong 
commitment" at all levels to the Laudato Si' 
Action Platform. Loreto Sr. Patricia Murray, 
executive secretary of the International 
Union of Superiors General, said that some 
actions will be big and bold, but the majority 
will be smaller efforts, which can make an 
impact as "small seeds that we're planting to 
bring about transformation." 

"It's fair to say that both as sisters and 
brothers, we have moved quickly to respond 
to Pope Francis' appeal," Murray said. 

Within the U.S., notable early enrollees 
include CommonSpirit Health, one of the 
nation's largest health care systems, with 
140 hospitals and 1,000-plus care sites in 21 
states. More than 40 Catholic colleges and 
universities have also joined, including 
Catholic University of America, 
Georgetown University, Loras College 
(Iowa), St. Mary's College (South Bend, 
Indiana), Santa Clara University and the 
University of St. Thomas (Minnesota). 

In addition, the archdioceses of Atlanta and 
Indianapolis, the dioceses of Davenport, 
Iowa; Worcester, Massachusetts; and 
Arlington, Virginia, are among those 
officially enrolled. The archdioceses of 
Washington, D.C., and Chicago and the San 
Diego Diocese have each made Laudato Si' 
action plans and are expected to enroll at 
some point. 

 

Parishioners of Immaculate Conception 
Catholic Church, in Durham, North 
Carolina, sign pledge sheets committing the 
parish the joining the Vatican's Laudato Si' 
Action Platform during a December event. 
(NCR screenshot) 

 

Franciscan Fr. Jacek Orzechowski, pastor of 
Immaculate Conception Catholic Church, in 



Durham, North Carolina, signs onto a pledge 
for the parish to join the Vatican's Laudato 
Si' Action Platform during an event in 
December. (NCR screenshot) 
"I see the benefit of doing it [in] making the 
Laudato Si' encyclical more operative and 
translating into action with benchmarks. 
And to do it not just as an individual parish 
but with other faith communities," said 
Franciscan Fr. Jacek Orzechowski, 
Immaculate Conception pastor. 

While the parish continues to complete the 
in-depth registration process, it is moving 
forward with a slew of initiatives that will 
feed into the platform's goals, including 
installing solar panels and hosting a 
discussion next week on the connections 
between the crisis in Ukraine and climate 
change.  

But a full accounting of all enrollees has not 
yet been made available, even to national 
hub organizations like the U.S.-based 
Catholic Climate Covenant. So far, it's 
learned of participants either through direct 
contact or from members and partners who 
sit on the platform's various working groups. 
A partial list of participants is featured on 
its We're All Part of God’s Plan(et) website 
that is promoting the platform. 

 
Logo for Catholic Climate Covenant's We're All 
Part of God's Plan(et) campaign (Courtesy of 
Catholic Climate Covenant) 
 
Not knowing who is participating makes it 
difficult to coordinate and assist those U.S. 
institutions, said Paz Artega-Regan, the 
Catholic Climate Covenant's point person 
for the action platform and a member of the 
parishes and dioceses working group. 

"We are working in a little bit of a fog," she 
told EarthBeat. 

Orzechowski added that knowing who else 
is undertaking the platform journey will 
allow networking, sharing ideas and 
resources and collaborating on projects, such 
as lobbying local elected officials, where a 
louder voice can be more impactful. 

The dicastery says it has heard the requests 
for more transparency about participation, 
but concerns about privacy laws in Europe 

https://godsplanet.us/


have prevented it from divulging exactly 
who's taking part in the platform. A full map 
of enrollees is in the works, but a timeframe 
for when it will be released has not been 
determined. 

Forming a 'bottom-up groundswell' 

Communication was one issue that arose 
from the evaluation process the dicastery 
undertook with its working groups for the 
seven sectors earlier this year. 

Reasons are varied. A small staff of less 
than 10 people is working on the project 
within the dicastery, which itself is going 
through a transition as Cardinal Peter 
Turkson left his post in December and 
Cardinal Michael Czerny is leading in an 
interim role. Four months earlier, Salesian 
Sr. Alessandra Smerilli was named interim 
secretary as the dicastery's No. 2 official. 

But perhaps the biggest source of challenges 
has been the magnitude of the project itself, 
coordinating a multiyear, multipronged 
initiative across dozens of countries, a 
multitude of cultures, numerous languages 
and varying levels of technology, skills and 
communications. Such a massive project 
may normally take several years of 
planning, and the bulk of the action 
platform's development and rollout has 
occurred in the midst of a pandemic, all 
while the urgency presented by climate 
change — with scientists identifying this 
decade as critical for action to avoid the 
most severe consequences — has called for 
ever-swifter responses. 

On the technical side, the registration portal 
had issues. To complete enrollment, people 
first had to fill out a lengthy self-assessment 
that required gathering information related 
to their home's energy use, water use and 
ethical standards associated with insurance 
and investment firms. The system would not 

allow people to save their work and come 
back. 

 
Diana Harper displays her environmental and 
Laudato Si'-inspired denim jacket during a 
bilingual Earth Day event in April 2018 at Our 
Mother of Sorrows Parish, in Tucson, Arizona. 
(Courtesy of Our Mother of Sorrows Parish) 
 
Those bugs have been fixed, and the self-
assessment is now optional and accessible 
after enrollees familiarize themselves with 
the platform. Uploading a reflection and 
personalized action plan are still required. 
Institutions can now opt to have their names 
shared. Enrollment videos, FAQ sections 
and other tutorials have also been added to 
the website. 

"As we are getting the feedback from folks 
in dioceses and parishes, families, we're able 
to tell the dicastery this and they're listening 
and pivoting and changing and creating 
resources to assist," Arteza-Regan said. 

The Covenant, through its We're All Part of 
God's Plan(et) campaign, also has created a 
number of resources for navigating the 
enrollment process, including a video about 
the various websites and tools. A separate 
website, LaudatoSiuniversities.com, has 
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information for higher ed institutions, and 
the religious communities have created their 
own tools and walk-throughs on 
their Sowing Hope for the Planet site. 
 
The dicastery has added staff to work on the 
platform, which it oversees with the Laudato 
Si' Movement. It has also set up seven 
regional steering boards in an effort to bring 
the platform to a more local level. In many 
cases, the boards are organized through 
ecclesial networks the Vatican has helped 
establish in recent years, such as REPAM in 
South America, REBAC in Africa, the River 
Above Asia, and Oceania Ecclesial Network 
in Asia and Oceania. 
 
In the U.S., the Catholic Climate Covenant 
is working with Yakima, Washington, 
Bishop Joseph Tyson, its ecclesial liaison, to 
connect with bishops in Mexico and Canada. 
In addition, national assemblies on the 
Laudato Si' Action Platform — involving 
dioceses, religious orders, schools and 
representatives from each sector — are also 
in the works. One is planned for Italy, and 
others have already taken place in Europe 
and Asia. The Covenant hopes that details 
for a U.S. gathering will be determined later 
this year. 
 
Beyond highlighting creation-themed 
moments on the calendar, the dicastery has 
reached out to church leaders directly. 
During the 2021 Season of Creation, 
Turkson sent letters to each bishop and 
religious leader around the world inviting 
them to join the platform. Members of the 
dicastery have also spoken with bishops 
during ad limina visits to the Vatican and 
with religious communities during chapter 
meetings in Rome. 
 
Kureethadam said their goal is for the 
platform not to become a decree from above 
or a bureaucratic body, but a bottom-up 

groundswell where local communities 
become the main protagonists of the 
platform. 
 
"Salvation always comes from below," he 
said. "Real changes will come from bottom 
up, will come from our communities, from 
ordinary people. But then when we come 
together … we can create a critical mass for 
change." 
 
It's that same mentality for building 
momentum that led Our Mother of Sorrows 
in Tucson to enter into the platform through 
its families before building up to the full 
parish. 
 
Hirschbeck said they have noticed 
improvements with the platform as 
individuals have worked to finish their 
enrollment. She added that having the extra 
time, especially during Ordinary time on the 
liturgical calendar, will allow them to better 
plan and prepare their next steps. 
 
Artega-Regan said she thinks that approach 
can be effective for many parishes and 
institutions across the country, where there 
might not yet be the interest or ability to 
develop a full organizational action plan. 
She has heard from people who are 
interested in the platform, but maybe not as 
part of the first cohort, preferring instead to 
see how the early adopters do. 
 
"Nobody ever wants to be in the first rows 
of the church, you know that," she said. 

 
Brian Roewe 
Brian Roewe is NCR environment 
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