
Articles of Interest 
For 
8 May 2022 
 
Sunday, 1 May 2022 
  
  

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

  

 

  

Week Eighteen: The Spiral of Violence 
  

The Root of Violence 
  

In a conference with Trappist monk Thomas 
Keating, Father Richard Rohr considered 
how contemplation is an antidote to 
violence: 
 
The root of violence is the illusion of 
separation—from God, from Being itself, 
and from being one with everyone and 
everything. When we don’t know we are 
connected, we will invariably resort to some 
form of violence to get the dignity and 
power we lack. Contemplation of the gospel 
message gradually trains us not to make so 
much of differences, but to return to who we 
are—our True Selves in God—which is 
always beyond any nationality, religion, skin 
color, gender, sexuality, or any other 
possible labels. In fact, we finally can see 
that those are always and only commercial 
labels, covering the rich product underneath. 

When we can become little enough, naked 
enough, and honest enough, then we will 
ironically find that we are more than 
enough. At this place of poverty and 
freedom, we have nothing to prove and 
nothing to protect. Here we can connect with 
everything and everyone. Everything 
belongs. This cuts violence at its very roots, 

before there is even a basis for fear or 
greed—the things that usually cause us to be 
angry, suspicious, and violent. 

To be clear, it is inconceivable that a true 
Christian would be racist, anti-Semitic, 
xenophobic, homophobic, or bigoted toward 
any group or individual, especially toward 
the poor and vulnerable, which seems to be 
an acceptable American prejudice. To end 
the cycle of violence, our actions must flow 
from our authentic identity as Love. 

One of the reasons I founded the Center for 
Action and Contemplation was to give 
activists some grounding in spirituality so 
they could continue working for social 
change, but from a stance much different 
than vengeance, ideology, or willpower 
pressing against willpower. Most activists I 
knew loved Gandhi’s and Martin Luther 
King, Jr.’s teachings on nonviolence. But it 
became clear to me that many of them had 
only an intellectual appreciation rather than 
a participation in the much deeper mystery. 
The ego was still in charge, and I often saw 
people creating victims of others who were 
not like them. It was still a power game, not 
the science of love that Jesus taught us. 

When we begin by connecting with our 
inner experience of communion rather than 
separation, our actions can become pure, 
clear, and firm. This kind of action, rooted 
in one’s True Self, comes from a deeper 
knowing of what is real, good, true, and 
beautiful, beyond labels and dualistic 
judgments of right or wrong. From this 
place, our energy is positive and has the 
most potential to create change for the good. 
This stance is precisely what we mean by 
“being in prayer.” We must pray 
“unceasingly” to maintain this posture. It is 
a lifelong process. 



We wait in prayer, but we don’t wait for 
absolutely perfect motivation or we will 
never act. Radical union with God and 
neighbor should be our starting place, not 
private perfection. 

Monday, 2 May 2022 
  
  

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

  

 

  

Week Eighteen: The Spiral of Violence 
  

The World, the Flesh, and the 
Devil 

  

For Father Richard, the cycle of violence 
mirrors the cycle of evil: 
 
Brazilian archbishop Hélder Câmara (1909–
1999) was a brilliant nonviolent activist who 
offered a model for understanding how 
structural injustice leads to greater violence. 
He wrote: “If violence is met by violence, 
the world will fall into a spiral of violence” 
(emphasis mine). [1] I overlay Dom 
Hélder’s teaching with traditional Catholic 
moral teaching which saw the three primary 
sources of evil as the world, the flesh, and 
the devil—in that order. When evil and 
institutionalized violence (“structural sin”) 
go unrecognized at the first level, the second 
and third levels of violence and evil are 
inevitable. If we don’t nip evil in the bud at 
the level where it is legitimated and 
disguised, we will have little power to fight 
it at the individual level. 

By “world” we don’t mean creation or 
nature, but “the system”: how groups, 
cultures, institutions, and nations organize to 
protect themselves and maintain their power. 

This is the most hidden and denied level of 
evil and violence. We cannot see it because 
we’re all inside of it, and it is in our ego’s 
self-interest to protect this corporate 
deception. 

Historically, organized religion has put most 
of its concern at the middle level of the 
spiral of violence, or what we called “the 
flesh.” Flesh in this context is individual sin, 
the personal mistakes that we make. 
Individual evil is certainly real, but the very 
word “flesh” has made us preoccupied with 
sexual sins, which Jesus rarely 
mentioned. When we punish or shame 
individuals for their sins, we are usually 
treating symptoms rather than the root 
problem or cause: the illusion of separation 
from God and others. 

At the top of the spiral of violence sits “the 
devil.” This personification of evil is hard to 
describe because it’s so well disguised and 
even idealized. If “the world” is hidden 
structural violence, primarily through 
oppression and injustice, then “the devil” 
is sanctified, romanticized, and legitimated 
violence—violence deemed culturally 
necessary to control the other two levels: the 
angry flesh and the world run amuck. Any 
institution thought of as “too big to fail” or 
somehow above criticism has a strong 
possibility of diabolical misuse. Think of the 
military industrial complex, the penal 
system, the worldwide banking system, 
multinational corporations subject to no law, 
tax codes benefiting the wealthy, the 
healthcare and pharmaceutical 
establishments, the worldwide war economy 
led by my own country, or even organized 
religion. We need and admire these 
institutions all too much. Paul called this 
level of violence “powers, principalities, 
thrones, and dominions” (Ephesians 6:12). 



If we do not recognize the roots of violence 
at the first structural level (“the world”), we 
will waste time focusing exclusively on the 
second and individual level (“the flesh”), 
and we will seldom see those real evils 
which disguise themselves as angels of light 
(“the devil”). Remember, Lucifer means 
“Light Bearer.” 

As Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) 
taught, Evil only succeeds by disguising 
itself as good. [2] 
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Week Eighteen: The Spiral of Violence 
  

A Climate of Violence 
  

In 1977, Catholic bishops in Latin America 
gathered to name their situation of shared 
violence and to commit themselves anew to 
the gospel of peace: 
 
We live in a whole climate of violence. 
There is violence in the area of economics 
by reason of acute fiscal crises, the repeated 
devaluation of our currencies, 
unemployment, and soaring taxes—the 
burden of which ultimately falls on the poor 
and helpless. There is violence at the 
political level, as our people in varying 
degrees are deprived of their right of self-
expression and self-determination and of the 
exercise of their civil rights. Still more grave 
in many countries are human-rights 
violations in the form of torture, 
kidnappings, and murder. Violence also 
makes its appearance in various forms of 
delinquency, in drug abuse as an escape 

from reality, in the mistreatment of 
women—all tragic expressions of frustration 
and of the spiritual and cultural decadence 
of a people losing their hope in tomorrow. 

Here we may not scurry for cover to empty 
theories or hide behind condemnations of 
one group by another group. The violence is 
here; it is a fact. Injustice exists; this is 
reality. As Christians we may not abide this. 
We may not allow ourselves to grow 
accustomed to evil, least of all to an evil that 
is daily and constant. [1] 

In a series of sermons, radio addresses, 
newspaper articles, and public speeches, 
Archbishop Óscar Romero (1917–1980) of 
El Salvador called the people of his church 
and his nation to return to gospel values, 
particularly those of justice and love as a 
way to end violence. 

I will not tire of declaring that if we really 
want an effective end to violence we must 
remove the violence that lies at the root of 
all violence: structural violence, social 
injustice, exclusion of citizens from the 
management of the country, repression. All 
this is what constitutes the primal cause, 
from which the rest flows naturally. [2] 

When the church decries revolutionary 
violence, it cannot forget that 
institutionalized violence also exists, and 
that the desperate violence of oppressed 
persons is not overcome with one-sided 
laws, with weapons, or with superior force. . 
. . As long as there is not greater justice 
among us, there will always be outbreaks of 
revolution. [3] 

Reminding listeners of the commandment to 
love our neighbors as ourselves, Romero 
preached: 



If there were love of neighbor, there would 
be no terrorism, no repression, no 
selfishness, none of such cruel inequalities 
in society, no abductions, no crimes. Love 
sums up the law. Not only that, it gives a 
Christian meaning to all human relations. . . 
. Love gives plentitude to all human duties, 
and without love justice is only the sword. 
With love, justice becomes a brother’s 
embrace. Without love, laws are arduous, 
repressive, cruel. . . But when there is 
love—security forces would be superfluous, 
there would be no jail or tortures, no will to 
beat anyone. [4] 
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Week Eighteen: The Spiral of Violence 
  

The Wrong Kind of World 
  

Violence encourages the wrong kind of 
world, a world that creates conditions for 
violence against bodies instead of one that 
seeks to suture the cultural pain and create 
conditions for bodies to exist without the 
threat of violence. —Robyn Henderson-
Espinoza, Body Becoming 
 
Activist theologian Robyn Henderson-
Espinoza affirms our collective capacity to 
build a world in which bodies do not suffer 
violence. They write about joining Christian 
leaders in opposition to racial hatred in 
Charlottesville, Virginia in 2017: 

Soon after I returned home [from 
Charlottesville], I began receiving Twitter 
messages and emails, and unmarked 

packages slowly began arriving at my 
doorstep. Someone had my address and was 
mailing packages in an effort to scare and 
harass me. . . . 

As I waded through hate mail and packages 
sent to my home, I began to think about the 
kind of world we want to build. . . . 

What kind of humans do we want to 
become? 

What kind of world are we seeking to 
inhabit? . . . 

Our world and our culture promote and 
accelerate violence against bodies. Our 
embodiment is threatened by policies and 
politics that don’t have regard for the felt 
sense of the body or for the ways our 
feelings and emotions are impacted by all 
that is happening in the world. So the 
question about reclaiming our bodies and 
leaning into the work of becoming embodied 
is also about how we care for ourselves and 
learn to care for another. 

With manifold violence occurring at our 
borders and with a global pandemic creating 
the violence of cascading grief, it is 
important to think through and feel through 
how to be as present with our selves and 
with one another as best as we can, asking 
the following questions: What are our 
practices of being present? Are we breathing 
with our collective body, or is our collective 
body so broken and in pain that we cannot 
access the collective nature of our body? 
Presence first begins with us, with me. And 
after me, it begins with the I connected to 
the we . . . . [1] 

Buddhist teachers Pamela Ayo Yetunde and 
Cheryl Giles write about conscious 
breathing as a practice of being present, 



which is an integral part of their resistance 
to racial violence: 

Recognizing our deepest feelings, we know 
we cannot live fully with suffering, 
invisibility, and dehumanization. Our 
resistance to oppression is our right to 
breathe freely, without the force of a hand or 
foot or knee on our throats constantly 
draining the life out of us. By watching 
Black and brown bodies die by police 
violence without resistance, we slowly die 
too. . . . And perhaps by not resisting, we 
unwittingly make a choice to allow 
ourselves to be silenced because we are too 
afraid to claim and honor the most precious 
gift we hold: the breath. But as Black 
Buddhist practitioners, we intimately know 
the breath through mindfulness of the 
breath. In honor of George Floyd and 
countless others, we vow to breathe. We 
breathe for the well-being of all sentient 
beings. [2] 
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Week Eighteen: The Spiral of Violence 
  

Violence Begins with the 
Personal 

  

The basic I-You can be spoken only with 
one’s whole being. . . . I require a You to 
become; becoming I, I say You. All actual 
life is encounter. 
—Martin Buber, I and Thou 
Theologian Pamela Cooper-White has 
thought deeply about gender and sexual 
violence, and believes that at its heart, 

violence is a failure to see the other person 
as a person. 
 
Violence against women is connected to all 
other forms of violence, just as all living 
beings are, in reality and in spite of our 
forgetfulness or callous indifference, 
interconnected. We are confronted daily 
with the many forms of violence in our 
world. We often end up feeling that our 
powers are fragmented, as one worthy cause 
after another is lifted up. . . . What is needed 
is a way for understanding how, from a 
personal and holistic perspective, all 
violence is one. 

All violence begins with the personal, with 
the I, and with a point of decision, a crossing 
of a line, where each of us chooses 
momentarily to view another living being as 
an It rather than a Thou. The ultimate 
purpose of each act of violence, each 
reduction of another person from a Thou to 
an It, is to control the other. . . . Our choices 
matter, even on what seems like a small 
scale. They have resonance in the universe. 
When we truly see another person or living 
being as a Thou, we cannot dominate or 
control them. We then must enter into a 
different kind of covenant, where power is 
shared. This is the “universal reciprocity” 
that Buber recognized as mysterious, 
connected with the divine. . . . 

The I-Thou relationship is not simply an 
attitude of love toward others—although it is 
that—but also actions of making 
connections and actively working for justice. 
. . . The gospel message that is the great 
ethic of our faith is that we do reach out 
across borders and across cultures, both 
within the United States and abroad, and we 
honor the millions of Thous of every race 
and creed whom we recognize as our 
brothers and sisters throughout our 
neighborhoods and throughout the world. [1] 



For Father Richard, Jesus becomes a 
person so that we, too, can receive and pass 
on the divine gaze of love:  

The intimacy of what Martin Buber called 
an “I-Thou” relationship is a deep and 
loving “yes” to God, to others, and to the 
life that is inherent within each of us. When 
the face of the other (especially the suffering 
face) is received and empathized with, it 
leads to transformation of our whole being. 
It creates a moral demand on our heart that 
is far more compelling than laws. Just giving 
people commandments doesn’t change the 
heart. It may steel the will, but it doesn’t 
soften the heart like an I-Thou encounter 
can. Many of the Christian mystics talk 
about seeing the divine face or falling in 
love with the face of Jesus. Love is the gaze 
that does us in! [2] 

  

Women religious 
blaze new trails in 

roles of authority at 
the Vatican 

2 May 2022 
by Christopher White 

  
Religious Life 

 
Xavière Sr. Nathalie Becquart at the General 
Secretariat of the Synod of Bishops Sept. 27, 
2021, at the Vatican. Becquart was appointed on 
February 2021 as an undersecretary of the Synod 
of Bishops, becoming the first woman ever to 
hold the post and have voting rights. (AP/Sipa 
USA/Abaca/Erice Vandeville) 
 
ROME — When Pope Francis met more 
than 850 religious sisters attending 
the International Union of Superiors 
General plenary meeting in Rome in 2019, 
the pope insisted that the chair for the body's 
then-president, Sr. Carmen Sammut, be 
seated right next to him. 

At the time, both Sammut, a Missionary 
Sister of Our Lady of Africa, and those in 
the room were touched by the pope's deeply 
symbolic gesture to level the playing field. 

Now, as delegates from around the globe 
prepare to travel again to Rome for this 
year's May 2-6 plenary, a wave of new 
appointments of sisters inside the Vatican 
has made it clear that Francis is backing that 
symbolism up with substantive changes and 
making room for more women religious to 
have a permanent seat at the table. 

"Change takes time," said Sr. Patricia 
Murray, executive secretary of the 
International Union of Superiors General, 

https://www.globalsistersreport.org/authors/christopher-white
https://www.globalsistersreport.org/topics/religious-life/all
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https://www.globalsistersreport.org/blog/gsr-today/ministry-equality/sisters-international-union-superiors-general-plenary-appreciate
https://www.uisg.org/en/plenary2022/


which represents 600,000 sisters from 
around the globe. 

"I entered religious life just as Vatican II 
was ending, so I've seen enormous changes 
in my over 50 years of religious life," 
Murray, a member of the Institute of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, told Global Sisters 
Report. "Transformation begins really at the 
personal level and then affects the 
institution." 

 
Sr. Carmen Sammut, superior general of the 
Missionary Sisters of Our Lady of Africa and 
the outgoing president of the International Union 
of Superiors General, gives her address 
alongside Pope Francis during a meeting of the 
organization May 10, 2019, at the Vatican. 
(CNS/Reuters/Vatican Media) 
 
Much of the change has been fueled at the 
top by Pope Francis, who in his nearly 
decadelong papacy has repeatedly elevated 
the work of religious women. In March, the 
pope inaugurated a new era of governance in 
Catholic Church life by overhauling the 
Vatican's apostolic constitution to allow for 
laypeople to head Vatican departments. 

There have been — and remain — 
challenges for women religious inside the 
Vatican, many of whom have worked 
behind the scenes and often at the service of 
cardinals and bishops with little recognition. 
But now, for a number of sisters, there's no 

doubt that changes are taking place inside an 
institution that has often been resistant to it. 

"As we build relationships, as we learn and 
grow and hear different perspectives, then 
the institution or the ways of the institution 
get challenged to change," Murray said. "I 
do believe in change and transformation. 
I've seen it. I've lived it." 
 
'As we build relationships, as we learn and 
grow and hear different perspectives, then 
the institution or the ways of the institution 

get challenged to change.' 
—Sr. Patricia Murray 

 
Shattering the stained-glass ceiling 
When Immaculate Heart of Mary Sr. Sharon 
Holland arrived in Rome from the United 
States in 1998 to serve as a staff member to 
the Vatican's Congregation for Institutes of 
Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic 
Life, she was something of a novelty, both 
around the Vatican and for her fellow sisters 
in the United States. 

"The number of well-prepared women 
religious has increased over the years, and 
surely, this has contributed to a larger 
number of women religious in a variety of 
positions throughout the curia," Holland told 
GSR. 
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Canon lawyer Mercy Sr. Sharon Euart is a 
former associate general secretary of the U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops and now the 
executive coordinator of the Resource Center for 
Religious Institutes. (CNS/Courtesy of 
Sharon Euart) 
 
And for Mercy Sr. Sharon Euart, executive 
director of the Resource Center for 
Religious Institutes and former associate 
general secretary of the U.S. bishops' 
conference, that's been an "amazingly 
important and influential development." 

Holland spent over a decade at the Vatican's 
congregation that oversees the world's 
religious orders and was succeeded by 
Loreto Sr. Mary Wright from Australia in 
2008. 

"Their visibility and the ability to talk to a 
woman religious has been a wonderful 
experience for some time now," Euart told 
GSR, describing the ways in which Holland, 
Wright and others have been allies to 
women religious visiting the Vatican from 
the English-speaking world. 

"They helped translate, of course," she said 
of navigating the language barriers in 
Vatican meetings, but more than that, she 
said they offered advice and explained how 
things operate inside the Vatican 

departments and what works and what 
doesn't. 

In 2019, just over 20 years after Holland's 
appointment, Pope Francis stunned 
theologians and women religious alike when 
he named six leaders of international 
religious orders and one woman who heads 
an institute of consecrated laywomen as full 
members of the Congregation for Institutes 
of Consecrated Life and Societies of 
Apostolic Life. 

As members, the appointees took on a role 
similar to board members of a 
company, responsible for considering and 
voting on policies that directly affect sisters, 
a first for that Vatican department. 

Today, the 2022 Vatican yearbook lists over 
a dozen sisters working as officials inside 
Vatican departments and even more as 
members and consultors to various 
dicasteries. Last year alone, Pope Francis 
named three sisters to high-ranking posts 
inside three prominent Vatican offices: 

Xavière Sr. Nathalie Becquart 

In February 2021, Pope Francis sent 
shockwaves through the Catholic Church by 
naming Becquart as one of two 
undersecretaries of the Vatican's General 
Secretariat of the Synod of Bishops. 

Her appointment as the office's No. 2 means 
she holds the right to vote at the next synod, 
a first for a role traditionally held by men. 
Becquart, 53, had previously directed the 
National Service for the Evangelization of 
Young People and for Vocations for the 
French bishops' conference. Prior to joining 
religious life, she worked in marketing and 
communications. 

https://www.trcri.org/
https://www.trcri.org/
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https://religionnews.com/2019/07/18/pope-francis-gets-it-right-on-curia-reform-and-women/
https://www.vaticanum.com/en/pontifical-yearbook-2022-orig-annuario-pontificio-2022
https://www.globalsistersreport.org/news/news/news/meet-sr-nathalie-becquart-woman-who-helping-reshape-catholic-church


 
Xavière Missionary Sr. Nathalie Becquart, 
undersecretary of the Synod of Bishops, in the 
chapel at her office at the Vatican on Jan. 5 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Franciscan Sister of the Eucharist 
Raffaella Petrini 

Pope Francis' appointment of Petrini in 
November 2021 as the new secretary general 
of the Governorate of Vatican City State 
made her the highest-ranking woman in the 
Vatican. 

In her role, she is responsible for overseeing 
the administrative operations of the world's 
smallest state, which includes the Vatican 
museums, post office and police. Her 
appointment marks the first time a woman 
has held the position, which a bishop 
traditionally filled. Petrini, 53, began as an 
official at the Vatican's Congregation for the 
Evangelization of Peoples in 2005 and holds 
a doctorate from the Pontifical University of 
St. Thomas Aquinas, where she also taught. 

 
Pope Francis greets Sr. Raffaella Petrini, an 
Italian member of the U.S.-based Franciscan 
Sisters of the Eucharist, at the Vatican on Dec. 
3, 2015. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
Salesian Sr. Alessandra Smerilli 

Prior to her appointment in August 2021 as 
interim secretary of the Dicastery for 
Promoting Integral Human Development, 
Smerilli was already in high demand inside 
the Vatican, serving as the undersecretary 
for faith and development at the dicastery, 
an adviser to the governing office of Vatican 
City State and a consultant to the Synod of 
Bishops. 

On April 23, Francis made her ad interim 
appointment permanent. In addition to her 
duties of overseeing the department's 
expansive portfolio, the 47-year-old Italian 
is an economist and serves on the 
management team of the Vatican's COVID-
19 commission. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/pope-francis-appoints-religious-sister-secretary-general-vatican-city
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https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/pope-appoints-key-posts-including-nun-development-office


 
Pope Francis with Salesian Sr. Alessandra 
Smerilli at the Vatican in an undated photo 
(CNS/Vatican Media/Courtesy of the Dicastery 
for Promoting Integral Human Development) 
 
Synodality and sisters 
One of the key reforms of the Francis 
papacy has been an emphasis on 
synodality in an effort to shape a more 
participatory church that is able to 
accompany all of the people of God. 
For Murray, who over the last eight years 
has been in regular communication with 
sisters all around the globe, that's the 
necessary context to understand the pope's 
priorities and the rise of women religious in 
new positions of authority inside the church. 

"I have seen an increased number of sisters, 
both working within the Vatican but also 
taking up different roles," Murray said. 
"And I see that in the context really of what 
we now understand as the synodal journey 
that Pope Francis has set out with an 
invitation to all the baptized to participate in 
the life of the church at many different 
levels." 

The visible presence of more sisters and 
laypeople, she says, represents a church that 
is "moving into the future at a time of great 
difficulty in the world," where there's a need 
for as many perspectives on the way forward 
as possible. 

"I don't see it as just taking up positions in a 
kind of a bureaucracy," Murray said of these 
roles. "I see it much more as discerning how 
to be Christ's presence in the world." 

On a practical level, however, that makes for 
an intense workload for those responsible 
for implementing Pope Francis' newly 
revamped two-year synod process in an 
effort to engage as many members of the 
church as possible. 

Over the last year, Becquart estimates she 
has given over 100 talks, both via 
videoconference and in person, as Catholic 
dioceses and organizations around the world 
have invited her to help make sense of the 
synod process. 

While no day is standard, on the day she met 
with GSR at the Vatican's synod office on 
Rome's Via della Conciliazione, she had 
begun the morning with Mass; met with 
Cardinal Mario Grech, the prefect of the 
office; and given several interviews, 
including to a crew from a London-based 
BBC team. She had a Zoom conference in 
the United States planned for the afternoon. 

Such a day is not atypical — following her 
high-profile appointment, she has been 
featured in The New York Times, The Wall 
Street Journal, The Associated Press and 
scores of other international publications. 

"Because I have a vote, it means more media 
attention," she said, but she quickly pivoted 
to the fact that the church, like the world 
around it, is changing. 

https://www.ncronline.org/node/201563
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Pope Francis talks with officials of the Synod of 
Bishops during a meeting with representatives of 
bishops' conferences from around the world Oct. 
9, 2021, at the Vatican. From left: Bishop Luis 
Marín de San Martín, undersecretary of the 
Synod of Bishops; Sr. Nathalie Becquart, 
undersecretary of the synod; Cardinal Jean-
Claude Hollerich of Luxembourg, relator 
general of the synod; and Maltese Cardinal 
Mario Grech, secretary-general of the synod. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
"We are not on the moon," she said. "We are 
a part of society," and this means the church 
is learning to adapt to the presence of more 
sisters, more female journalists covering the 
Vatican, and more female ambassadors to 
the Holy See, all of which she sees as a 
healthy development. 

American Sr. Marie Kolbe Zamora of the 
Franciscan Sisters of Christian Charity, 57, 
also works as an official in the synod office. 
At the time of her interview with GSR, she 
was preparing for a meeting with more than 
80 synod consultants from around the globe 
set to arrive in Rome at the end of April. 

"While the reality is that the Vatican is still 
run by clerics," about half of the synod 
office is made up of women, both lay and 
religious, she said. 

When Grech, the cardinal prefect of the 
office, prepares to meet with Pope Francis, 
Zamora says he consults her, and they walk 

through the documents he plans to show the 
pope and discuss how they might best be 
presented, a process she says is synodal in 
its own way. 

"I am pleased to make this contribution at 
this level not even for my sake, but for 
women and laypeople that might come after 
it. It's a real privilege to do this work," she 
told GSR. "If I can do this work in peace 
and in competence for this office, hopefully 
it opens doors, and perhaps fears of letting 
in religious and laypeople will diminish." 
 

'There is an authority I have, which is the 
authority of the integrity of my person, and 
that's probably the most important authority 

anybody can really have.' 
—Sr. Marie Kolbe Zamora 

 
'Where one of us is, all of us are' 
In the 1990s, the U.S. bishops' conference 
released two major documents on the role of 
women in the church, at the time putting the 
U.S. church ahead of Rome on where it 
stood on the question of what roles women 
could and should play in church life. 

"Strengthening the Bonds of Peace," which 
was released in 1994, encouraged church 
leaders to identify leadership roles that were 
open to women, and the follow-up 
document, "From Words to Deeds," in 1998 
operated with the assumption that all roles 
are open to women unless canon law states 
otherwise. 

While progress on this front has had its ups 
and downs, Euart said the appointments of 
Becquart, Petrini, Smerilli, Zamora and 
others represent "another example of how 
the role of women in the church is moving 
forward in a positive way by the fact that the 
Holy See is opening positions to women that 
do not require the sacrament of holy orders." 

https://www.globalsistersreport.org/node/200206
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Holland offered a similar assessment, saying 
"it is increasingly recognized that many 
roles do not require priestly ordination." 

"I would expect a continued growth of 
women religious and women in general at 
the service of the church at the Vatican," she 
said. "They are prepared and can become 
available." 

"It is a flurry," said Daughter of St. Paul Sr. 
Bernadette Reis of these new appointments 
of women religious. "It says a lot in terms of 
both the quantity and the diversity." 

Reis was "headhunted" by Vatican 
communications after she began as a 
volunteer in 2015. She became an entry-
level journalist at Vatican Media in 2018, 
then was promoted to the assistant to 
director of the Holy See press office in 
2019. She is now in a middle-management 
position coordinating news programs in over 
30 languages. 

 
Sr. Bernadette Reis speaks at a press conference 
in February 2019, when she was assistant to the 
director of the Vatican press office. (CNS/Paul 
Haring) 
 
She characterized the quick ascendancy of 
so many visible women religious in two 
ways: There's a "breadth of knowledge," but 
"we also represent areas of different 
expertise." 

"When I first started there, I have to admit it 
was like going through culture shock 
because the Vatican works so differently 
than any other organization I've worked 
with," Reis said. "I had a lot to learn in 
terms of the culture." 

Reis said despite having to learn a new 
approach to operations, "I have never 
experienced any clericalization that may 
take place in other parts of the Vatican." 

Unlike priests, she continued, sisters "can't 
climb the ladder" and operate "without 
agendas." 

"There's just a desire to give life," she said. 

Zamora, who holds a doctorate in theology 
from Rome's Pontifical Gregorian 
University, said while women religious lack 
authority over a cleric, "there is an authority 
I have, which is the authority of the integrity 
of my person, and that's probably the most 
important authority anybody can really 
have." 

"I can feel that this is enabling me and us as 
an office to work together," she said. "If my 
colleagues didn't perceive I didn't have their 
best interests at heart, they wouldn't 
collaborate." 

Beyond particular competencies, the women 
note that there is a special distinctiveness as 
sisters that they bring to the way the Vatican 
operates. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/quick-reads/vatican-communications-reform-adds-staff-vatican-press-office


 
Loreto Sr. Patricia Murray, executive secretary 
of the International Union of Superiors General, 
speaks May 6, 2019, at the UISG plenary 
assembly in Rome. (Courtesy of UISG) 
 
"I think because religious sisters belong to 
congregations, you come with the charism 
of your congregation," including the lived 
experience of the sisters from the worldwide 
congregation, Murray said. 

"We stand on the shoulders of those who've 
gone before us," she continued. "It's not just 
your own personal journey. You're formed 
by the journey of the congregation, by the 
insight of the founder or foundress, and also 
by the spiritual heritage to which you 
belong." 

Becquart concurred, noting that while she no 
longer lives in community, as the Xavière 
sisters do not have a presence in Rome, she 
is still "sent forth" by her mother superior 
and the community to work in her particular 
role at the Vatican. 

"Our charism," she said, "is to build bridges, 
to help heal and reconcile. It's my entire 
vocation." 

As Murray put it, "you don't go alone into a 
particular position as a sister." 

"You go with this rich heritage, this rich 
community, with the support of prayer, with 
the concern but also with wisdom and 

advice with which you can surround 
yourself," she continued. "It's more than an 
individuality. It's the great journey of the 
congregation that is being offered at the 
Vatican." 
 
"We often say where one of us is, all of us 
are," she added.  'Our charism is to build 
bridges, to help heal and reconcile. It's my 
entire vocation.' 
—Xavière Sr. Nathalie Becquart 

 
New possibilities and a new story 
While the Vatican is a bureaucracy, for 
religious sisters, "it's also a community of 
believers," Murray said. 

"When you have different perspectives, 
different voices — young and old, male and 
female, clerics and lay, and the voice of 
sisters — that makes a much richer 
perspective and a richer life, even in an 
office setting," she said. 

This opening of doors, she said, calls for 
openness, change and transformation for 
everyone, which Murray said offers the 
"potential to learn and to grow and to be 
different." 

Euart said much of the world is already used 
to seeing women taking prominent roles in 
other institutions, but the governance of the 
Vatican "is so dominated by clerics" that in 
2022, it still seems like a new story. 

"It's a new experience in Rome," she added, 
"and it's a wonderful development." 
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A man holds a statue of Our Lady of Guadalupe 
during Mass at the opening of the Sixth 
Ecclesial Assembly of Latin America and the 
Caribbean at the Basilica of Our Lady of 
Guadalupe Nov. 21, 2021, in Mexico City. 
(CNS/Emilio Espejel) 
 
Editor's note: The following keynote 
address was delivered at a conference for 
and with a group of U.S. bishops March 25-
26 in Chicago. "Pope Francis, Vatican II, 

and the Way Forward" was co-organized by 
Loyola University Chicago's Hank Center 
for the Catholic Intellectual Heritage, 
Boston College's Boisi Center for Religion 
and American Public Life, and Fordham 
University's Center on Religion and Culture. 
Also helping with the organization was NCR 
political columnist Michael Sean Winters. 

NCR presents this commentary by 
Archbishop Hector Miguel Cabrejos Vidarte 
in English. The Spanish version is here. 

NCR presenta este comentario de 
Archbishop Hector Miguel Cabrejos Vidarte 
en inglés. La versión en español está aquí. 

As president of CELAM, I am grateful to 
Loyola University of Chicago, for holding 
this important international conference on 
"Pope Francis, Vatican II, and the Way 
Forward" in the perspective of ecclesial 
renewal in a synodal context. I congratulate 
the organizers of this valuable initiative. At 
the same time, I appreciate the invitation to 
address you. 

I wish to share this reflection on the 
deepening of ecclesiality in a synodal 
framework, which has been clearly marking 
the path (camino) of the church in Latin 
America and the Caribbean and to which 
CELAM is firmly committed. 

The General Assembly of CELAM in 
Tegucigalpa (2019), during which I had the 
privilege of having been elected president of 
CELAM by my brothers in the episcopate, 
set forth the guidelines to initiate a deep and 
serious process of renewal and pastoral and 
institutional restructuring of CELAM. 
Among the many guidelines, we have 
identified those oriented with a greater 
intentionality in changing the pastoral style 
to one that is more collaborative as part of 
the gradual construction of a synodal 
ecclesial culture, as Pope Francis asks us 
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and shows us by example. The most 
significant mandates were: 

1. To stop along the way to conduct a serious 
analysis and discernment on the pastoral 
mission of CELAM; 

2. To encourage CELAM to be a synodality 
school; 

3. To restructure in order to respond with 
greater competence to the pastoral reality 
that we encounter; 

4. To devise other more adequate pastoral 
structures. 
This mandate emanates from the renewing 
force that the Second Vatican Council has 
given us. The conciliar decree Unitatis 
Redintegratio, of Nov. 21, 1964, clearly 
presents the need for permanent reform of 
the church: "The pilgrim Church in this 
world is called by Christ to a permanent 
reform, of which she, as an institution 
earthly and human, needs permanently." 
This reform also involves all ecclesial 
institutions and structures, and is carried out 
from the new ecclesiology proposed by the 
Council that conceives the people of God as 
the historical subject of evangelization; the 
entire people of God announces the Evangeli 
(or Good News). 

The fundamental dynamic that is asked of 
the church and its members is to be 
followers of Jesus Christ. As it says 
in CELAM's renewal and restructuring 
document, "The Church must fulfill her 
mission by following in his footsteps and 
adopting his attitudes (cf. Mt 9, 35-36)." 
This following is discipling and missionary, 
because every disciple must be a missionary 
"by virtue of his (or her) baptism" and their 
"baptismal vocation." 

Pastoral renewal of the structures in 
CELAM 

The pastoral proposal of CELAM seeks to 
be achieved through Pastoral Centers with a 
double aspect: the confluence of diversity 
and pluralism, and the irradiation of 
elements proposed from that pluralism 
which is a consequence of a continuous 
process of discernment, that seeks to grow in 
learning and knowledge. What is 
fundamental is the articulation and the 
interactive service that is forged as a system 
and is developed in each Center and among 
themselves. 

These Centers "are not independent and 
isolated entities, but service entities, whose 
intrinsic complementarity is defined and 
understood from the methodological 
background of See, Judge (or illuminate) 
and Act, which gives stamp to each one of 
the Centers, while integrating them into a 
process," as the renewal and restructuring 
document says. 

In accordance with the renewal and 
restructuring document, the four proposed 
CELAM Centers — Knowledge 
Management, CEBITEPAL Training, 
Pastoral Action Programs and Networks 
(CEPRAP), and Communications — act not 
as independent and isolated entities, but in a 
cross-cutting relationship, as instances of 
learning and service, whose intrinsic 
complementarity is defined and understood 
from the methodological background of 
Seeing-Listening (Knowledge Center), 
Judging-Discerning (CEBITEPAL Training 
Center) and Acting (Center for Pastoral 
Action Programs and Networks); and the 
Center that fosters the close link to the three 
previous Centers, offering services from 
their specificity. 

This pastoral proposal is based on the two 
priority lines or lines of action proposed by 
CELAM: the first, called "Integral Human 
Development and Integral Ecology," 
emphasizing three of the four "dreams" that 
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Pope Francis has expressed in Querida 
Amazonia: the social dream, the cultural 
dream and the ecological dream; and the 
"Synodal and Outgoing Church," with an 
emphasis on the ecclesial dream. It is 
illuminating to know that each one of the 
Pastoral Centers assumes these four dreams 
in an organic way under the specificity of 
the Center. 

 
A woman lowers her protective mask after 
receiving Communion during the opening Mass 
of the Ecclesial Assembly of Latin America and 
the Caribbean at the Basilica of Our Lady of 
Guadalupe Nov. 21, 2021, in Mexico City. 
(CNS/Emilio Espejel) 
 
The four dreams of Pope Francis 
Now we can ask ourselves, why does 
CELAM assume the four dreams of Querida 
Amazonia? This comes directly from Pope 
Francis himself when he stated that 
"everything that the Church offers must be 
incarnated in an original way in each part of 
the world, so that the Bride of Christ 
acquires multiform faces that best manifest 
the inexhaustible richness of grace. 
Preaching must be embodied, spirituality 
must be embodied, the structures of the 
Church must be embodied," which implies a 
pastoral embodied in the various cultures of 
the continent, from the two aforementioned 
axes that develop the ecclesial, social, 
cultural and ecological. 
These four dreams are assumed as shared 
nuclei in the different Pastoral Centers; in a 
synthetic way they are summarized: 

1. I dream of Christian communities capable of 
giving themselves in Latin America and the 
Caribbean to the point of giving the church 
new faces with Latin American features 
(ecclesial dream); 

2. I dream of a continent that fights for the 
rights of the poorest, of the original peoples, 
of the last, where their voice is heard and 
their dignity is promoted (social dream); 

3. I dream of a continent that preserves that 
cultural richness that makes it stand out, 
where human beauty shines in such diverse 
ways (cultural dream); 

4. I dream of a continent that jealously guards 
the overwhelming natural beauty that adorns 
it, the overflowing life that fills its rivers and 
its forests (ecological dream).  
Within this same proposal, some specific 
horizons of CELAM's Pastoral Action could 
be pointed out: 

1. To facilitate the transition from a pastoral 
style that seeks to maintain the pastoral 
styles of the past to a synodal pastoral style 
of missionary itineraries that foster a 
synodal church that is out going in the 
following of Jesus Christ Our Lord; 

2. To develop synodal pastoral processes 
around territorial and/or thematic networks 
that contribute to integral conversion that 
accompany the actions of the episcopal 
conferences in the region; 

3. To promote the pontifical magisterium and 
the Latin American and Caribbean 
episcopate in pastoral and social matters, 
and develop corresponding pastoral 
methodologies; 

4. To strengthen and accompany the 
institutions of the church that work for the 
most vulnerable from the perspective of the 
preferential option for the poor and 
vulnerable. 
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Pope Francis addresses the executive committee 
of the Latin American bishops' council, or 
CELAM, at the apostolic nunciature Sept. 7, 
2017, in Bogota, Colombia. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
The experience of synodal conversion 
In the introduction of our Ecclesial 
Assembly in January 2021, Pope 
Francis declared that an unprecedented 
synodal process had begun, and clearly 
marked the path for the assembly to follow: 
"Together with the people of God. That this 
Ecclesial Assembly is not an elite separated 
from the holy people of God. Together with 
the people, do not forget that we are all part 
of the people of God. … In growing 
[together] gives us belonging ... the Church 
is given by breaking bread, the Church is 
given to all without exclusion and an 
Ecclesial Assembly is a sign of this; of a 
Church without exclusion." 

Through this assembly, heir to the paths 
traveled by the church in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, we placed ourselves in a 
genuine attitude of listening, with the 
conviction that in this "kairos," which is 
God's propitious time, we were called to 
listen to the voice of the Holy Spirit that 
emanates with undeniable force in the 
people. The First Ecclesial Assembly has 
been a process that wants to assist in the 
common discernment of the church (and of 
the society that wants to allow oneself to be 

challenged) to respond more genuinely and 
legitimately to the signs of the times in our 
region, to promote its integral salvific 
mission more strongly, and to continue 
elucidating new paths for a fuller following 
of the Lord of life. 

In the midst of the harshest crisis of our 
generation, due to the pandemic caused by 
COVID-19, the church took an active 
listening attitude to express a real presence, 
and above all to promote concrete ways to 
be a more synodal church. Participation 
arrived, thanks to the very multiple and 
diverse ecclesial instances that became true 
bridges, to the most diverse places, making 
possible the active participation of the 
people of God as never before in the region. 

What we most value about the path 
An unprecedented experience has been 
carried out in the church with a synodal 
model and with a genuinely ecclesial 
approach for a region-continent. It is 
impossible not to consider this experience as 
a watershed moment of our ecclesial 
experience in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. In its regional focus we find also 
the most significant contribution to the 
universal church. 
The momentum of the Amazon synod and 
the experience of the recently created 
Ecclesial Conference of the Amazon 
(CEAMA) urged us to continue this 
experience of not losing focus towards 
sewing the fabric of a more synodal church, 
following the path of the Gospel. 

Taking on the invitation of Pope Francis at 
the launch of the assembly in January 2021, 
where he asked us "not to exclude anyone," 
an unprecedented process of participation 
was carried out with the entire people of 
God. About 70,000 people formally 
participated in it: 45,000 in community 
spaces, about 10,000 individually, and about 
15,000 in thematic forums proposed and 
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organized by the people of God. Although 
limited, this listening experience and its 
scope are unprecedented. 
 

This listening experience and its scope are 
unprecedented. 

 
Left behind is the vision of isolated events, 
since this assembly is a process, which has 
not ended, marked by various stages, 
inspired by the synodal proposal of the 
apostolic constitution Episcopalis 
Communio: 

1. Definition of a theme and its respective 
objectives; 

2. Preparation and dissemination of the 
document for the journey; 

3. Broad listening of all the people of God who 
wanted and were able to participate, with a 
clear intention of a wide and open scope 
without exclusion, and giving space to the 
"excluded" or "unlikely"; 

4. Spiritual and liturgical itinerary 
accompanying the entire process; 

5. Preparation of a document for discernment 
based on listening that will serve as a guide 
on the search for horizons; 

6. A hybrid plenary assembly phase (virtual 
and face-to-face) with an unprecedented 
participation, in composition and number, of 
more than 1,000 people (around 100 in 
person in Mexico, and around 900 virtually 
throughout Latin America and the Caribbean 
— including about 80 Hispanic delegates 
from the U.S. and Canada); 

7. Results articulated as pastoral challenges 
and orientations with which the following 
steps will be taken: 
a. Document with pastoral orientations from 
the assembly; 
b. Proposing the challenges back to the 
people of God; 

c. Connection with the synod on synodality; 
d. Consolidation of the renewal and 
restructuring of CELAM, among others. 

A few dynamics that did not help 
We failed to engage more strongly the 
voices of the "unlikely," whose presence 
was essential to achieve the objective of this 
experience. In the delegations of each 
country, selected by the ecclesial 
commissions, participation in the plenary 
phase did not always reflect the breadth of 
listening or the diversity of the church. In 
other words, the temptation of heavily 
choosing delegates from among those 
groups that are more involved, most 
institutionalized or most in tune with the 
thinking of those who hold positions of 
leadership in the church prevailed. 
A more intentional and careful preparation 
of the delegates to the assembly was 
significantly lacking. We noticed that a good 
number did not do a serious exercise of 
prayerful and reflective reading in 
preparation for their participation in the 
experience of discernment. 

The technological platform, coupled with 
our inexperience and certain internal 
disorganization at various instances, yielded 
various difficulties that made the process of 
full participation in the discernment groups 
and in other aspects of the assembly more 
complex. 

Women from various ecclesial affiliations 
constituted more than 67% of all participants 
during the listening phase, yet in the plenary 
assembly phase women were only 36% of 
those participating. 

During the assembly, some perceived certain 
expressions of clericalism that were pointed 
out during the course of the gathering. 

 



Women from various ecclesial affiliations 
constituted more than 67% of all participants 
during the listening phase, yet in the plenary 
assembly phase women were only 36% of 

those participating. 
 

The most hopeful aspects of this 
experience 
The broad composition, even though 
imperfect, genuinely represented the people 
of God: 20% bishops, 20% priests and 
deacons, 20% religious and religious, 40% 
laywomen and laymen. 
There was transparency in the process: 
Results of the syntheses from the listening 
narratives were presented with total 
openness so that all the people of God could 
know what was discussed in their voices and 
with their contributions. 

We worked with a method of communal 
participation and discernment (method of 
spiritual conversation) that deeply marked 
the experience in the assembly groups, 
which received a profoundly positive 
evaluation. 

Spirituality was an essential element 
throughout the entire experience. Spirituality 
grounded our common experience towards 
seeking God's will, putting at the center the 
word of Christ and following him. 

There was an intentional decision to connect 
this experience with the Holy See's synod on 
synodality. 

The presence of representatives from other 
regions of the global church, and of its 
continental conferences, either in person or 
via communiques, has been highly valued. 
These representatives expressed strong 
appreciation for this experience. 

As a result of the experience of communal 
discernment, we have identified 41 
challenges for the church in Latin America 

and the Caribbean. Some are fresher pastoral 
initiatives, others express the need for 
greater depth and commitment, and others 
reflect confirmation and continuity of areas 
where we are already intensely working. 

Open digital diffusion of about 80% of the 
assembly (except the discernment groups) 
was open to any member of the people of 
God through the various channels. This 
opened the experience of the assembly to the 
entire church. 

Horizons and next steps in an unfinished 
process 
The ecclesial assembly is a process; 
therefore, it has not finished and will be 
followed by subsequent phases of study, 
implementation, accompaniment to the 
particular churches and episcopal and 
national religious conferences. 
CELAM has created commissions on issues 
that are priorities: the Ecclesial Assembly: 
Implementation and Appropriation; 
Commission of Theological Reflection to 
prepare the assembly's document of pastoral 
orientations; and CELAM on the way to the 
synod on synodality. 

These commissions will be accompanied by 
a [small] group (petit committee) charged 
with the task of articulating processes, 
ensuring progress, and promoting the 
process as a whole, in light of the Ecclesial 
Assembly and the process of renewal and 
restructuring of CELAM. 

Let us renew in this holy season of Lent our 
passion for Jesus and for his people. May 
the Lord bless us and our Lady of 
Guadalupe fill us with tenderness. 



 
Archbishop Hector Miguel Cabrejos Vidarte 
Archbishop Hector Miguel Cabrejos Vidarte 
of Trujillo, Peru, is president of the Latin 
American bishops' council, or CELAM. 
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Young people take part in a climate change rally 
in Washington Sept. 20, 2019. 
(CNS/Reuters/Erin Scott) 
 
Young Catholics frustrated with church 
leaders' silence on climate change and 
environmental concerns could make a big 
contribution by pressing bishops to commit 
dioceses to net-zero greenhouse gas 

emissions, said panelists at a recent 
Georgetown University event. 

The suggestion came during a webinar April 
27 hosted by Georgetown's Initiative on 
Catholic Social Thought and Public Life. 

The conversation shed light on 
dissatisfaction that young Catholics and 
others have with how bishops and priests 
have largely failed to engage church 
teaching on creation care, and so far have 
approached climate change less as a matter 
of moral importance and more as a political 
flashpoint to be avoided. 

Anna Robertson, director of youth and 
young adult mobilization with Catholic 
Climate Covenant, cited recent polling from 
the Springtide Research Institute showing 
that 74% of young Catholics (ages 13-25) 
are concerned about environmental issues, 
and a separate survey by the British medical 
journal The Lancet showed overall 84% of 
young people ages 16-25 globally are 
worried about climate change, with half 
reporting negative day-to-day impacts on 
their lives. 

"This is a huge concern, and this is a really 
pastoral crisis for our church," Robertson 
said. "Young people want to see our joys 
and hopes and our griefs and anxieties 
reflected in the church and embraced by it." 

So far, that hasn't happened around climate 
change. 

A study last year by researchers at Creighton 
University that reviewed 12,000 bishop 
columns from 2014 to 2019 — a period 
spanning one year before and four after 
Pope Francis issued his encyclical "Laudato 
Si', on Care for Our Common Home" — 
found less than 1%, or 93, mentioned 
climate change. In contrast, bishops 

https://www.ncronline.org/authors/archbishop-hector-miguel-cabrejos-vidarte
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/brian-roewe
https://www.ncronline.org/earthbeat/action
https://catholicsocialthought.georgetown.edu/events/young-catholics-and-climate-change
https://www.ncronline.org/news/earthbeat/study-most-us-catholic-bishops-kept-silent-francis-climate-change-push
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/archbishop-hector-miguel-cabrejos-vidarte


addressed issues of religious freedom and 
abortion more than 1,500 times. 

Dan DiLeo, a theologian at Creighton and 
one of the researchers, said the results show 
that U.S. bishops are failing in their 
responsibility to share the fullness of the 
Catholic faith, including teachings on 
creation care dating back to the Book of 
Genesis and St. Francis of Assisi and 
articulated by every pope since Paul VI. 

DiLeo said it was important for Catholics to 
recognize not just a moral responsibility to 
respond to climate change, but that the 
church has "an extraordinary opportunity to 
take action" to reduce heat-trapping 
greenhouse gas emissions and expand 
ecological awareness through its vast 
structure and network of parishes, schools, 
health care centers and more. 

"I think the most significant thing that young 
Catholics can do, frankly, is to advocate that 
the bishop commits the diocese to net-zero 
emissions," he said. 

So far, approximately two dozen U.S. 
Catholic dioceses have expressed a 
commitment to the Vatican's Laudato Si' 
Action Platform, a multiyear churchwide 
initiative to respond to Francis' calls in his 
encyclical for all people to work to better 
care for creation. Among its recommended 
actions for Catholic institutions is achieving 
carbon neutrality, where emissions are 
reduced to zero or balanced with carbon 
offset programs. 

Silence among bishops on climate change 
isn't limited to the United States. Suzana 
Moreira, a theologian based in Brazil and 
coordinator of the Laudato Si' Movement's 
eco-conversion programs, said that when she 
attended youth ministry events in the past, 
"there was always this huge concern with 
our bodies." 

"The social and environmental teachings of 
our church are just as important as Catholic 
teaching on sexuality," she said. 

The Georgetown conversation brought 
together voices from across generations, 
continents and roles. 

 
A conversation on "Young Catholics and 
Climate Change: Living Laudato Si'" was held 
by Georgetown University's Initiative on 
Catholic Social Thought and Public Life April 
27. Pictured, clockwise from top left, Sharon 
Lavigne, moderator Anna Gordon, Dan DiLeo, 
Suzana Moreira and Anna Robertson. 
(Georgetown University) 
 
Sharon Lavigne, a grandmother of 12 in 
southern Louisiana and founder of Rise St. 
James, a grassroots environmental justice 
group, shared her story of fending off highly 
polluting industrial plants in a part of the 
state referred to as "Cancer Alley." 

"We've been living here all of our lives, and 
we didn't realize that industry was so 
powerful and industry was poisoning the 
people in St. James, especially in the fifth 
district," she said. 

Lavigne, who will receive the Laetare Medal 
from the University of Notre Dame later this 
month, said that the high rates of air 
pollution and cancer from nearby polluting 
industries has made her community "a 
sacrifice zone" and threatens the ancestral 
lands that she and others had hoped to pass 
down to future generations. 
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Lavigne said it was especially important to 
educate children about environmental issues 
like those facing her community in school 
and religion classes, a topic she has 
discussed with Baton Rouge Bishop Michael 
Duca. 

"We need to educate the people on what's 
going on," she said. 

The panelists agreed that meeting with their 
local bishop should be a priority for young 
Catholics who want to see their church take 
a larger role around climate change. They 
also shared ways to find hope and 
inspiration amid the despair and anxiety that 
can often accompany climate change. 

Moreira said she's been inspired by a group 
of friends from a poor district in Rio de 
Janeiro who enrolled in the Laudato Si' 
Movement's animator program. Offering 
advice to young climate leaders in the U.S., 
she suggested they "don't forget to pray, 
don't forget to party," meaning to center 
their work in prayer and to make time to 
celebrate life and even small successes in 
climate activism and action. A third idea: 
learn a second language. 

Robertson invited young Catholics to get 
involved with the Covenant's youth 
programs, including an upcoming legislative 
initiative with U.S. senators. Whatever the 
action, she encouraged her peers to find 
ways to be engaged even while "calling on 
the church to step up its game." 

Despite dire predictions around climate 
change and humanity's future, it's important 
to remember we are not beyond hope, she 
added. 

"We are not beyond redemption in this 
climate fight. We can be a beneficial species 
on the Earth," Robertson said. 

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

Perhaps being 
'spiritual but not 

religious' isn't such a 
bad thing 

4 May 2022 
by Daniel P. Horan 

  
Spirituality 

 

 
Pope Francis poses for a selfie during a pre-
synod gathering of youth delegates at the 
Pontifical International Maria Mater Ecclesiae 
College in Rome March 19, 2018. The meeting 
was in preparation for the Synod of Bishops on 
young people in October 2018. (CNS/Vatican 
Media) 
 
Church leaders often wring their hands over 
fear that withholding public condemnation 
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of individuals about sexuality, politics, 
Communion or some other issue could be 
the potential source of "scandal" to the 
faithful. Yet many young adults, affiliated 
and disaffiliated Catholics alike, regularly 
point to such condemnations — particularly 
when they target the most vulnerable and 
marginalized — as the real stumbling block 
to faith in general and religious affiliation in 
particular. 

The 2018 pre-synodal meeting of young 
adults from around the world bears witness 
to this truth. The final document, composed 
by the young adults themselves at the 
invitation of Pope Francis for the Synod of 
Bishops on young people, says: "Lots of 
young people, having lost trust in 
institutions, have become disaffiliated with 
organized religion and would not see 
themselves as 'religious.' However, young 
people are open to the spiritual." 

They add, "Scandals attributed to the Church 
— both real and perceived — affect the 
confidence of young people in the Church 
and in the traditional institutions for which 
she stands." 

For at least the last four years since this 
document was published, and perhaps even 
longer, I have been thinking about the 
expression "spiritual but not religious." Part 
of this has to do with my identity as a 
pastoral minister, a Franciscan friar and 
Catholic priest. In that capacity, I was 
initially inclined like many other ordained 
and lay ministers committed to serving the 
church to be pessimistic and see such 
phrases as reflecting the perennial 
boogeymen of our contemporary era: 
individualism, relativism, consumerism and 
so on. 

I admit that it worried me a little and it 
appeared to be a sign that an increasing 
number of people — especially young 

people — were rejecting a tradition and 
institution I cared about so deeply. 
 
What if we focused first on the embrace of 

one's identity as 'spiritual'? 
 

At the same time, I was also looking at the 
sociological reports and the self-
identification of increasing numbers of 
people through the lens of a theologian and 
scholar of spirituality. And the combination 
of my professional scholarly assessment and 
pastoral ministry with young people began 
leading me toward a much different, even 
more optimistic perspective. 
For too long, pastors and parents have dwelt 
on the ostensible rejection of "the religious," 
that second part of the self-identifying 
phrase, which portends bad things for 
traditional institutions of religious 
belonging. To many people, it is seen as the 
only important data point in the phrase, 
overshadowing what is, in my estimation, 
much more significant. 

What if we focused first on the embrace of 
one's identity as "spiritual"? 

What if our starting point in thinking about 
what it means to be a person in communion 
with God, oneself and the world was not 
reduced to external expressions of 
institutional belonging, but instead began 
with attention to humans' inherent capacity 
for God? 

I am reminded of something Missionary 
Oblate of Mary Immaculate Fr. Ronald 
Rolheiser says early in his best-selling 
book The Holy Longing: The Search for a 
Christian Spirituality: "Spirituality is not 
something on the fringes, an option for those 
with a particular bent. None of us has a 
choice. Everyone has to have a spirituality 
and everyone does have one, either a life-
giving one or a destructive one." 
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In the tradition of St. Augustine of Hippo, 
Rolheiser goes on to say correctly that 
spirituality is another way of describing the 
intrinsic desire or passion we have been 
created with for the divine. Rolheiser adds: 

Hence, spirituality is not about serenely 
picking or rationally choosing certain 
spiritual activities like going to church, 
praying or meditating, reading spiritual 
books, or setting off on some explicit 
spiritual quest. It is far more basic than that. 
Long before we do anything religious at all, 
we have to do something about the fire that 
burns within us. What we do with that fire, 
how we channel it, is our spirituality. 

All humans have a yearning for relationship 
with God, but not everyone finds that 
traditional forms of institutional belonging 
supports, deepens or sustains a spiritual life 
of prayer and action in keeping with God's 
revelation in Jesus Christ. Sadly, 
infuriatingly even, sometimes the institution 
— and those members and leaders who 
identify with it — actually creates 
impediments to authentic living of faith and 
relationship with God. 

This shouldn't be that shocking, since the 
Gospels are replete with precisely this 
counterintuitive dynamic at play during 
Jesus' own earthly ministry. The No. 1 
obstacle to relationship between those in 
Jesus' time and Jesus himself is actually his 
disciples! They bicker about who among 
themselves is most important (e.g., Matthew 
18:1-5; Mark 9:33-37; Luke 9:46-48), they 
try to shut down those ministering in Jesus' 
name but without their permission 
(e.g., Mark 9:38-41; Luke 9:49-50), they try 
to send crowds away from Jesus rather than 
provide for the people (e.g., Matthew 14:15-
16; Mark 6:35-37; Luke 9:12-13), 
and they seek to prevent parents from 
bringing their children to Jesus 

(e.g., Matthew 19:13-15; Mark 10:13-
16; Luke 18:15-17). 

I am, therefore, not the least surprised that 
many people, especially young adults, find 
that church leaders appear far more 
interested in embracing culture warrior 
identities and dedicating time to which 
political opponents they wish to condemn 
rather than embracing the most marginalized 
and oppressed in our communities. Such 
church leaders indeed appear to be the 
successors of the apostles, but mostly in 
terms of the apostles' efforts to make 
themselves the most important and prevent 
others from relationship with Jesus. 

This, for young adults, is an obstacle, a 
stumbling block, a scandal that prevents 
them from being a "religious" person. 
 

That so many young adults continue to 
recognize a spiritual dimension in their lives 
is a hopeful sign that they are also seeking 
the language and frameworks that religious 

traditions can provide. 
 

And yet, so many of the same spiritual 
seekers continue to recognize a holy longing 
within them. God continues to draw near to 
them and invite them into relationship. The 
problem is that, as the young adults in 2018 
state in their document, many of the 
religiously disaffiliated then struggle today 
to find language and sources for meaning-
making to interpret their spiritual lives in a 
context where the traditional institutions no 
longer suffice. 
 
As I wrote in an academic article last year, I 
still have hope that Catholicism generally 
and the various spiritual traditions within it 
(such as the Franciscan tradition) can offer 
resources for meaning-making and religious 
belonging for contemporary women and 
men. That so many young adults continue to 
recognize a spiritual dimension in their lives 
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is a hopeful sign that they are also seeking 
the language and frameworks that religious 
traditions can provide. 

But to get there, we have to address the real 
scandals of contemporary religious 
institutions, including the failure to fully 
acknowledge, reckon with and take 
responsibility for sexual abuse and its cover-
up; inadequate respect for and opportunities 
open to women in church leadership and 
ministry; discrimination against LGBTQ 
persons; insufficient resources and attention 
paid to urgent ethical crises in 
society beyond abortion (such as the plight 
of immigrants and refugees, income 
inequality, global climate change and 
others); and, as the young people in 2018 
make clear, the absence of paths for young 
adults to take on leadership roles in the 
church and be accompanied by mentors in 
faith and ministry who treat them like the 
adults they are. 

So perhaps the expression "I am spiritual, 
but not religious" is neither as threatening 
nor as bad as many people think it is. In fact, 
it may be a great sign of possibility and 
hope. 

The key will be for those in leadership 
positions of the church to recognize the 
work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of these 
spiritual seekers, hear them, learn from 
them, meet them where they are and walk 
together with them in the spirit of 
accompaniment God is calling the church to 
live. Maybe then, embracing the "religious" 
part won't seem like such a challenge for the 
next generation. 

 
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. 
 

Most anti-abortion 
Catholics hopeful 

after Supreme Court 
leak; others express 

concern 
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by Brian Fraga 
  

 
Norvilia Etienne, of Students for Life, holds a 
sign outside the Supreme Court of the United 
States May 3, the day after a draft of the court's 
opinion was leaked signaling that the court was 
leaning toward overturning Roe v. Wade. 
(CNS/Rhina Guidos) 
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The U.S. Supreme Court has not yet 
overruled Roe v. Wade, but that did not stop 
some Catholic bishops, priests, activists and 
others from reacting with hope to a leaked 
draft decision that indicates the high court is 
poised to scrap the constitutional right to an 
abortion. 

A few church leaders and pundits expressed 
disapproval that someone leaked the draft to 
Politico, which published the text of Justice 
Samuel Alito's preliminary ruling on May 2. 
But they also praised the 98-page draft for 
its legal conclusion that the court erred 
in Roe and that the landmark 1973 decision 
"must be overruled," along with the 1992 
ruling in Planned Parenthood v. Casey that 
affirmed Roe. 

"Roe was egregiously wrong from the start," 
Alito writes in his draft, which was 
circulated to other justices in February. "It is 
time to heed the Constitution and return the 
issue of abortion to the people's elected 
representatives." 

The high court is expected to issue its 
official ruling later this summer 
in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health 
Organization, which pertains to a 
Mississippi law that bans most abortions 
after 15 weeks of pregnancy. Attorneys who 
argued for the law asked the court to 
overturn its precedents in Roe and Casey. 
Alito's draft indicates the court's 
conservative wing may have the votes to do 
so. 

"Yes, let us pray this leaked opinion stands," 
Bishop Joseph Strickland of Tyler, 
Texas, tweeted on May 3. 

Strickland, a conservative prelate who is an 
outspoken opponent of legal abortion, called 
on his followers to pray that "hearts are 
changed and the sanctity of the life of the 

unborn once again is recognized in our 
nation." 

"Thanks be to God for the Supreme Court 
decision regarding Roe vs Wade," 
Strickland said. 

As news of the leaked draft spread online, 
San Francisco Archbishop Salvatore 
Cordileone, another outspoken conservative 
prelate, on May 2 tweeted a photo showing 
thousands of anti-abortion protestors in 
Washington D.C. 

"Tonight I am thinking of all the years of 
hard work by pro-life people of all faiths and 
none. Years and years of patient advocacy, 
help for unwed moms, political engagement 
and more," Cordileone wrote. 

The Texas Catholic Conference tweeted on 
May 2 that it was rejoicing that Texans 
appeared to be "on the precipice" of ending 
legal abortion in their state, which has a so-
called "trigger ban" that outlaws abortion 
if Roe is overturned. 

Meanwhile, Bishop Michael Olson of Fort 
Worth, Texas, tweeted that the leak was "an 
attempt at intimidation," a view echoed by 
outspoken anti-abortion activists such as 
Abby Johnson, the former Planned 
Parenthood official and high-profile 
controversial Catholic convert. 

"No doubt this was released by a pro-
abortion staffer trying to cause upheaval in 
the court," said Johnson, who 
also tweeted for people to pray for "spines 
of steel and protection for the justices who 
voted to overturn Roe." 

But not all Catholic responses to the leaked 
draft struck triumphant notes. Emily 
Reimer-Barry, a Christian ethics professor at 
the University of San Diego, told NCR that 
she has real concerns that such a ruling 
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could place additional healthcare barriers for 
women faced with serious complications 
during pregnancy, including miscarriage. 

"We need to do much more to accompany 
women and to approach this from a lens of 
mercy and compassion, which I haven't seen 
much of in terms in the Catholic approach to 
abortion," Reimer-Barry said. 

In a prepared statement, Chief Justice John 
Roberts on May 3 confirmed the draft 
opinion's authenticity, though he added that 
the draft "does not represent a decision" by 
the court "or the final position" of any of the 
nine justices. Roberts said he had ordered 
the high court's marshal to investigate the 
leak. 

President Joe Biden, a Catholic Democrat 
who supports abortion rights, told reporters 
on May 3 that the draft opinion represented 
a "radical" decision that would represent "a 
fundamental shift in American 
jurisprudence" and undermine the court's 
other precedents that are based on the right 
to privacy, including same-sex marriage. 

"I think the codification of Roe makes a lot 
of sense," said Biden, who in a separate 
prepared statement added that it would fall 
"on our nation's elected officials at all levels 
of government to protect a woman's right to 
choose." 

House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, another 
Catholic Democrat who supports abortion 
rights, and Senate Majority Chuck Schumer 
both condemned the leaked draft. The House 
has passed a bill to codify Roe into federal 
law. Schumer said the Senate will also vote 
on a bill to codify Roe, but the Democrats do 
not have the 60 votes needed to break a 
Republican filibuster. 

In an email blast on May 3, Brian Burch of 
CatholicVote.org, a right-wing political 

nonprofit, meanwhile said his team is 
"working with allies and pro-life 
organizations to respond to the coming 
media barrage." 

"This is the moment we've been waiting 
for," Burch wrote. "The pro-life movement 
has prayed and worked for decades for this. 
And what happens next may be more 
important than any other event in the past 
four decades." 

 
Jamie Manson of Catholics for Choice speaks to 
a crowd outside the Supreme Court of the 
United States May 3, the day after a draft 
opinion was leaked signaling that the majority of 
justices were leaning toward overturning Roe v. 
Wade. (CNS/Rhina Guidos) 
 
Not all Catholics will be lining up with 
organizations like CatholicVote.org. On 
May 3, activists with Catholics for Choice, a 
nonprofit that supports legal abortion, 
demonstrated outside the Supreme Court. 
Jamie Manson, the group's president, 
referenced a 2020 Pew survey in saying that 
she was one of "68% of Catholics who do 
not want Roe v. Wade struck down." 

"The time is now for the silent majority of 
pro-choice Catholics and former Catholics 
to be outspoken and emboldened in their 
support for abortion access for those who 
choose it," Manson said in prepared 
remarks. 

Meanwhile, Reimer-Barry also told NCR 
that much of the country's debate around 
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abortion rights, including in Catholic 
contexts, have tended to ignore or downplay 
women's rights to autonomy, as well as the 
impacts of structural racism and 
socioeconomic factors that are often at play 
when women face difficult decisions 
pertaining to keeping a pregnancy. She said 
portions of Alito's draft seemed "totally out 
of touch with the realities of legal landscape 
and the everyday challenges that 
pregnant and working moms face right 
now." 

Said Reimer-Barry, "We should think about 
this through a framework that offers 
supports for women, and those supports 
should come before the sacrifices. But we 
don't see those supports right now; those 
supports are not already in place even 
though the pro-life movement has had over 
50 years to establish those supports. The 
GOP that [pro-life leaders] aligned 
themselves with has not been a good partner 
to build the social supports to establish the 
culture of life that John Paul II talked 
about." 

 
Brian Fraga 
Brian Fraga is NCR staff reporter. His email 
address is bfraga@ncronline.org. Follow 
him on Twitter at @BrianFragaNCR. 
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Members of the choir of Our Lady of 
Loretto Church in Hempstead, New York, 
sing during a Spanish-language Mass Sept. 
6, 2021, at Immaculate Conception 
Seminary in Huntington, New York. 
(CNS/Gregory A. Shemitz) 
 
Last month, more than 400 Hispanic 
ministry leaders from parishes, dioceses, 
pastoral organizations, apostolic 
movements, religious communities, Catholic 
publishers, educational institutions and no 
fewer than eight U.S. bishops' conference 
offices gathered to celebrate their past 
achievements and, more importantly, plan 
for the future. 

With the theme "Raíces y Alas — Roots and 
Wings," the sixth National Catholic 
Congress on Hispanic Ministry, held April 
26-30 in Washington, D.C., focused on four 
priorities: social justice, young adults, 
families and pastoral formation. 
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Notably, nearly a quarter of attendees at the 
conference were young people. 

Speaker after speaker voiced glowing 
support for a thriving Hispanic ministry in 
the United States, but pastors and parish 
ministers who spoke to NCR said the reality 
on the ground was not so rosy: that a lack of 
resources not only hinders their work but 
communicates that Latinos are not a priority 
in the church. 

Latino Catholics make up roughly half of 
the U.S. church today, and, because of the 
growth in the Hispanic population, are on 
track to soon become the majority of the 
U.S. church. Already 60% of Catholics 
under the age of 18 are Latino. At the same 
time, the percentage of U.S. Hispanics who 
identify as Catholic is declining, indicating 
an urgent need for ministries that serve this 
population. 

Yet only a quarter of U.S. parishes offer 
ministries directed to Hispanics, usually one 
or more Masses in Spanish, according 
to data compiled before the V Encuentro 
process in 2018. A previous study of 
Hispanic ministry, in 2014, found 172 (out 
of 196) dioceses and archdioceses had 
formal structures serving Hispanic 
Catholics. 

The percentage of Latino clergy do not 
match the proportions in the pews, but the 
percentage of laypeople in formation 
programs who are Hispanic does. Yet 
the Encuentro data said 20 dioceses 
containing 26% of the Hispanic Catholic 
population did not report any lay ecclesial 
ministers in Hispanic ministry. 

At the Hispanic ministry conference, one 
pastor said he had trouble finding bilingual 
materials for his parish's programs for 
Latinos. A diocesan director of Hispanic 
ministry compared his work to that of a 

soldier sent to battle without equipment. 
"They send us into ministry but they don't 
provide the budget, the resources, and we 
cannot do miracles," he told NCR. 

Of course, Hispanic ministry is more than 
just providing materials in Spanish. It 
doesn't have to be a separate parish or 
diocesan "track," but it requires investment 
nonetheless. In fact, speakers at the V 
Encuentro noted, "There aren't two Catholic 
churches in the United States. ... Our 
journey, our joys and our sadness, our hopes 
and frustrations are an integral part of the 
journey of the church in this country." 

But the Encuentro also called for a pastoral 
plan for Hispanic leaders; parish-level 
communities to bridge the gaps between 
parents, children and parish leaders; and 
more paid positions for those in youth and 
young adult Hispanic ministry. 

That was four years ago. If anything, 
parishes and ministries in Hispanic and 
Black communities have taken a hit because 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. But if the U.S. 
bishops can find $28 million for a five-day 
eucharistic revival, they can find money to 
support these essential ministries that will 
transform our church. 

Already, Latino Catholics' emphasis on a 
relational faith, a less hierarchal 
ecclesiology and a realistic worldview that is 
sympathetic with the human condition is 
changing the U.S. church for the better. 

It's time for all Catholic institutions — 
parishes, dioceses, schools and universities, 
and, yes, publications — to invest resources 
in ministries that center Latino Catholics. 
After all, it won't be long before Hispanic 
ministry is just called "ministry." 
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Who will build 
California's electric 

vehicle charging 
stations and why it 

matters 
6 May 2022 

by Jessica Goodheart, Capital & Main 
 

 
California is expected to need more than 1.2 
million chargers by 2030 to meet the fueling 
demands of the 7.5 million electric vehicles 
anticipated to be on California roads. 
(Unsplash/Michael Fousert) 
 
Editor's Note: This story originally 
appeared in Capital & Main and is part 
of Covering Climate Now, a global 
journalism collaboration strengthening 
coverage of the climate story. 

When Chevrolet debuted the Volt, a plug-in 
hybrid, back in 2011, Brett Beard began 
installing chargers in the homes of Southern 
California's electric vehicle early adopters. It 
was a niche group. "We were in movie stars' 
garages," remembers Beard. 

Now the state is expected to need more than 
1.2 million chargers by 2030 to meet the 
fueling demands of the 7.5 million electric 
vehicles anticipated to be on California 
roads, according to the California Energy 

Commission. The work of building out 
California's EV charging infrastructure has 
become essential to meeting the state's 
climate goals and to alleviating the "range 
anxiety" of a broader public traversing the 
state in their battery-powered cars. 

The hundreds of millions of state and federal 
dollars budgeted to create that infrastructure 
also represent jobs for the union electricians 
at Beard's Santa Fe Springs contracting 
company, as well as thousands of electrical 
workers across the state. In the next eight 
years, according to one estimate, 2,609 
California electrical workers, or 6.8% of the 
existing electrical workforce, will be 
employed in installing EV chargers. 

With this sudden boost in spending, labor 
and environmental advocates have been 
working to pair public investment in EV 
infrastructure with training standards as a 
way to ensure the quality of the work and 
high road jobs. Assembly Bill 841, 
sponsored by California Assemblyman Phil 
Ting in 2020, requires at least a quarter of 
certified electricians on publicly funded or 
authorized projects to have participated in an 
18-hour course, known as the Electric 
Vehicle Infrastructure Training Program 
(EVITP). The skills requirement represents 
a broader effort by labor advocates to attach 
credentialing standards to jobs related to 
climate investment. 

Beard took part in the early version of 
EVITP back in 2012. It was invaluable 
instruction at a time when the technology 
was little understood by his colleagues. 
"Electricians have pickup trucks," he points 
out. "They don't have electric vehicles." 

Beard has since taken the class several times 
more as the technology has evolved. He and 
other supporters of the requirement say it is 
necessary to ensure that vehicle charging is 
both safe and reliable. Beard is watching the 
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move to electrify heavy-duty trucks and 
school buses, as well as the development 
of "bidirectional" charging that allows car 
batteries to send electricity back to the grid. 
Charging stations with as many as 20 
dispensers all powered by one large charger 
are on the horizon. "So you're talking about 
a huge voltage," similar to a battery storage 
system, says Beard.  As increasing power 
demands are placed on the charging 
infrastructure, "Having the EVITP is going 
to save lives," he adds.  

The requirement that at least a quarter of 
electricians on publicly funded jobs take an 
online class at a cost of $275 may seem like 
an uncontroversial proposition. But not 
everyone is enthusiastic. The Electric 
Vehicle Charging Association (EVCA), an 
industry group that represents companies 
like ChargePoint, initially opposed the 
requirement before withdrawing its 
opposition in 2020. Reed Addis, manager of 
EVCA, says his members remain "cranky" 
about the obligation placed on them. "We 
don't know of shoddy electrical work or 
shoddy installation work that would require 
this. So from our perspective, it was like, 
where's the impetus for this policy?"  
 
'Having the [Electric Vehicle Infrastructure 
Training Program] is going to save lives.' 

— Brett Beard, Santa Fe Springs 
contracting company 

 
The EVITP was launched in 2012 after a 
series of reports of electric cars catching 
fire. Some of those fires originated in the 
vehicle, but others started in the electrical 
systems of the buildings where cars were 
charging, leading to a recognition by the 
auto manufacturers that the electricians who 
were installing charging stations needed 
better training, according to Bernie Kotlier, 
national co-chair of EVITP. Based in 
Michigan, the nonprofit that runs the 
training program is guided by electrical 

contractors, electricians, first responders, 
utilities, electric vehicle makers, EV 
charging manufacturers and others. 
Kotlier says there is no central repository of 
code violations, electrocutions, fires or 
deaths related to installation errors. Still, 
over the years, there have been scattered 
press reports of fires that have broken out 
while cars were charging that have not been 
battery-related. 

In 2020, a child suffered minor injuries after 
a fire erupted in a Cerritos, California, 
garage where a Tesla was charging; it was 
thought to be related to the home's 
aluminum wiring. In 2019, a fire erupted in 
San Antonio, Texas, due to an overloaded 
electrical system. Such press reports about 
fires connected to electrical vehicles, 
however rare, also set back the industry, 
says Kotlier, who is also an executive 
director on the Labor Management 
Cooperation Committee of IBEW and the 
National Electrical Contractors Association 
(NECA) California & Nevada. He says there 
are 2,300 EVITP-certified electricians 
across California, already enough to meet 
the state's infrastructure goals. 

 
A Hyundai Kona charging at an Evnex charging 
station in New Zealand. (Unsplash/Ed Harvey) 
 
The EVITP program is supported by the 
750,000-member International Brotherhood 
of Electrical Workers, though it is not a 
union program. Kotlier is keen to point out 
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that participants need only be state-certified 
electricians to be eligible for an EVITP 
certification. There are other pathways to 
become certified besides the union's 
apprenticeship programs. 

Yet some supporters see the EVITP 
requirement as a way to maintain job quality 
standards at a time when the move away 
from fossil fuels could cost middle-class 
jobs at refineries, power plants and in 
the auto industry. The goal should be to 
show "that the clean economy is better than 
the dirty economy that we have," said Marc 
Boom, director of federal affairs at the 
Natural Resources Defense Council. "That 
transition is not going to be complete until 
there are good, high-quality jobs that come 
along with it."  

The national environmental group joined the 
electricians' union in February in urging 
Congress to include an EVITP certification 
requirement in the Build Back Better Act. 
The Biden administration is recommending 
the program as a way to ensure "safe and 
high quality" workmanship under the 
bipartisan infrastructure bill, which is 
expected to fund 500,000 EV charging 
stations nationwide at a cost of $7.5 billion. 
 

'Because they've picked this particular 
program, given it a monopoly, you're not 

going to see as many people of color being 
able to participate and get that type of 

training.' 
— Reed Addis, Electric Vehicle Charging 

Association 
 

Carol Zabin, an economist with the UC 
Berkeley Labor Center's Green Economy 
Program, explains it this way. The EVITP 
program is "basically building on the state-
certified apprenticeship system," an earn-
while-you-learn workforce training system 
that combines classroom training with years 
of on-the-job training. "Certification can 

really support good wages, and it does 
identify skills that help employers know 
what they're hiring," says Zabin.  

But EVCA's Addis sees the EVITP 
requirement as "elitist" and costly at a time 
when the industry is trying to make electric 
cars as affordable as possible. "Because 
they've picked this particular program, given 
it a monopoly, you're not going to see as 
many people of color being able to 
participate and get that type of training," 
says Addis, who complained the test is hard 
to access for those in rural areas.  

There is no data available about the 
demographics of EVITP-certified 
electricians in California, according to the 
California Energy Commission. The CEC 
has recently partnered with California 
community colleges to offer EVITP exams 
in rural areas of the state. Previously, the test 
was offered only in the Bay Area and Los 
Angeles. 

 
Diana Limon is the training director for the 
largest school for electricians in the nation: the 
Electrical Training Institute of Southern 
California in Commerce, California. (Capital & 
Main) 
 
Diana Limon, dressed in a pale gray suit, is 
businesslike and direct. She's the training 
director for the largest school for electricians 
in the nation: the Electrical Training 
Institute of Southern California (ETI) in 
Commerce, California. The facility is jointly 
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run by NECA and IBEW Local 11, whose 
jurisdiction covers auto-centric L.A. County. 
(Note: IBEW Local 11 is a financial 
supporter of this website.) The apprentices 
at ETI look a lot like the county, except 
there are more Latinos and fewer whites and 
Asian and Pacific Islanders. The current 
class of about 1,900 is 69% Latino, 9% 
Black, 4% Asian and Pacific Islander and 
17% white. About 125 IBEW apprentices 
completed the EVITP program last 
year.  They will receive their EVITP 
credential once the state fully certifies them 
as electricians. 

"I think for us it's always about raising the 
standards," Limon says of EVITP.  "When 
we do something wrong, people can be 
shocked, they can be electrocuted, or 
somebody else can be injured as a result of 
that, or there could be fire. So public safety 
is important to us and the safety of our 
members is important to us." 

The Electrical Training Institute is located in 
the solar and battery-powered building 
where Frank de Leon apprenticed as an 
electrician beginning in 2004. He said he 
first learned about the possibility of 
becoming an electrician through the 
union's 2nd Call program, which sends 
members into the prisons to do outreach. 
"The union electrician job was like a dream 
come true for me," says de Leon, who thinks 
his basic math and interview skills helped 
him land the apprenticeship. 

Now he's an EVITP-certified foreman with a 
union electrical contractor that specializes in 
EV charging. He says he will soon be 
installing 40 chargers at Chuckawalla Valley 
State Prison in Riverside County, where he 
was confined for 25 months in the late 
1990s. 

Georgetown 
renames chapel for 

Sr. Thea Bowman to 
honor a 'brave, holy 

woman' 
5 May 2022 

by Dan Stockman 
  

Religious Life 
 

 
 
From left: Sr. Patricia Chappell of the Sisters of 
Notre Dame de Namur; history professor 
Shannen Dee Williams, author of a book on 
Black sisters; moderator John Carr; Ogechi 
Akalegbere, the 2021 winner of the Cardinal 
Bernardin New Leadership Award; and Cardinal 
Wilton Gregory, archbishop of Washington, 
participate in a panel discussion May 3 at 
Georgetown University on the life of Sr. Thea 
Bowman after a chapel there was renamed in her 
honor. (Courtesy of Georgetown 
University/Rafael Suanes) 
 
A chapel at the oldest Jesuit university in the 
United States is now named for Servant of 
God Sr. Thea Bowman instead of a priest 
who once fought in the Confederate army. 

Georgetown University on May 3 renamed 
the chapel in Copley Hall for Bowman, who 
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was a Franciscan Sister of Perpetual 
Adoration and is on the path to sainthood. 
The chapel was originally named the 
Cowardin Chapel of St. William for Jesuit 
Fr. William Reynolds Cowardin, who as a 
teen fought for the South in the Civil War 
and later was a student, professor and 
chaplain at Georgetown. 

The chapel, now known as the Servant of 
God Sr. Thea Bowman Chapel of St. 
William, is a consecrated Catholic chapel 
but is generally the spiritual home of 
Georgetown's Protestant community and, 
lately, of services for many faiths. 

After the renaming ceremony, the 
university's Office of Mission and 
Ministry and the Initiative on Catholic 
Social Thought and Public Life hosted 
a Dahlgren Dialogue on Bowman, her 
legacy and the lessons she teaches us today. 
Bowman died of cancer in 1990 at age 52. 

The panel discussion featured Sr. Patricia 
Chappell, the moderator of the leadership 
team for the Sisters of Notre Dame de 
Namur U.S. East-West Province, a former 
president of the National Black Sisters' 
Conference and the former executive 
director of Pax Christi USA; Cardinal 
Wilton Gregory, archbishop of Washington 
and a former president of the U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops; Shannen 
Dee Williams, a history professor at the 
University of Dayton, Ohio, and author 
of Subversive Habits: Black Catholic Nuns 
in the Long African American Freedom 
Struggle; and Ogechi Akalegbere, the 2021 
winner of the Cardinal Bernardin New 
Leadership Award from the Catholic 
Campaign for Human Development and the 
Christian service coordinator at Connelly 
School of the Holy Child in Potomac, 
Maryland. A recording of the discussion can 
be viewed on YouTube. 

Moderator John Carr began the discussion, 
which drew about 150 people in person and 
more than 1,000 livestream viewers, by 
noting that nearby Isaac Hawkins Hall was 
originally named for Jesuit Fr. Thomas 
Mulledy, who in 1838 arranged for the sale 
of 272 humans enslaved by the Jesuits at 
Georgetown to plantations in southern 
Maryland and used the proceeds to retire 
college debt. In 2017, the building was 
renamed for Isaac Hawkins, the first name 
on the bill of sale. 

"I want to set that context of honoring this 
brave, holy woman in this place that is 
stained by that history. Because that is not 
just Georgetown's history, that is not just the 
church's history. That is our nation's history, 
that is our history, our original sin and an 
open wound in our society," said Carr, 
founder and co-director of the Initiative on 
Catholic Social Thought and Public Life. 
"So I tell this particular story about this 
particular place on this particular day 
because this woman can help us understand 
— understand what happened, what needs to 
happen." 

Chappell said the only way to truly continue 
Bowman's work is to change the value 
systems in our society. Those systems, 
which are Eurocentric, keep racism alive, 
she said. 

"Those values are what have formed the 
foundation of our social systems, including 
of our beloved Catholic Church," Chappell 
said. "So what has happened is systemic 
racism has been embedded in every one of 
our social systems, including the Catholic 
Church. ... These same systems are the boot 
on the neck of marginalized, oppressed, and 
Black and brown communities." 
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Sr. Patricia Chappell, left, of the Sisters of Notre 
Dame de Namur and history professor Shannen 
Dee Williams, author of a book on Black sisters, 
participate in a panel discussion May 3 at 
Georgetown University on the life of Sr. Thea 
Bowman after a chapel there was renamed in her 
honor. (Courtesy of Georgetown 
University/Rafael Suanes) 
 
Williams said Bowman's life should remind 
us that while a few civil rights leaders 
received widespread attention, thousands of 
other people also did the work of 
desegregation, such as Black sisters who 
desegregated white religious communities 
and their convents, hospitals and ministries, 
often in towns with racist laws on the books 
"and without the protection of news 
cameras." 

Akalegbere said Bowman showed the 
importance of community, even though 
community can often be part of the problem. 

"Some of the people that have harmed me 
the most are those that I should have called 
brothers and sisters in Christ," Akalegbere 
said. 

Bowman also showed Akalegbere that she 
can be her full, authentic self. 

"Sister Thea gives me both hope and 
visibility at a time when I felt invisible," she 
said. "I can be female, Black, Catholic, 
immigrant — all the things that I am." 

Gregory said Bowman would be especially 
happy that the chapel named for her is used 
for ecumenical services. 

"Naming that chapel after Sister Thea says 
in so many ways that there's a big welcome 
sign on the front of that chapel," Gregory 
said. "Having her name on that chapel, 
knowing that people will gather to worship 
in other traditions there, she'd be very proud 
of that. Very." 

 
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. 
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