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Longing 
  

One of the primary themes that emerges in 
the work of John of the Cross is the soul’s 
longing for God. Mirabai Starr describes 
this state: 
 
It feels as if the most beautiful lover in the 
world had come into your life, wooed you 
with perfect poetry and electric kisses, 
promised you were the one, the one and 
only, and then disappeared in the middle of 
the night without a word. But this is a lover 
who will never leave you. . . . You know 
only unbearable yearning. You have 
forgotten that the longing itself is the answer 
to the longing, that in the very crying out for 
the Holy One, the Holy One is pouring 
herself into you. [1] 

Through his poetry, John’s soul cries out to 
God: 

Where have you hidden away, 
[Beloved], and left me grieving, care on 
care? 
Hurt me and wouldn’t stay 
but off like a deer from there? 
I hurried forth imploring the empty air. 

You shepherds, you that rove 
over the range where mountains touch the 
sky, 
if you should meet my love 
—my one love—tell him why 
I’m faint, and in a fever, and may die. [2]  

CAC teacher James Finley clarifies that not 
all longings for the divine will be 
experienced in such a dramatic or clear 
way. We can also pay attention to our own 
dissatisfaction with “the way things are.” 
Jim writes: 

The longings that form the visceral energy 
of prayer are not necessarily felt and 
expressed in concrete and tangible ways that 
are easy to recognize. Sometimes—often, in 
fact—the longings of prayer are diffused and 
muted longings that one barely feels at all. 
What we notice is that we tend to be entirely 
too indifferent and uncommitted to the 
spiritual path. But in looking more closely, 
we can discern a sense of discontent with 
our apparent lack of zeal. The discontent 
belies a subtle desire hidden beneath the 
surface of an ongoing apparent lack of 
desire. . . . We pretend we do not care about 
what we, at some deep level that is hard to 
access, actually care about very much. There 
is, it seems, a deal that the heart makes with 
itself not to admit that it harbors a desire so 
deep it could not go on without that desire 
being fulfilled. 

Whenever someone on the spiritual path 
shares with me their concerns about their 
lack of desire for and commitment to their 
path, I often sense the tender sadness in all 
that they share. The tenderness lies in the 
sincerity in which they obviously do care. 
For if they did not care, their perceived lack 
of caring would be of no concern to them. 
And the sadness lies in their inability to see 
how God loves them so in the midst of their 
real and imagined lack of commitment to 
God. [3] 
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Silence 
  

What we need most 
in order to make progress 
is to be silent 
before this great God 
with our appetite 
and with our tongue, 
for the language 
he best hears 
is silent love. 
 
—John of the Cross, Sayings of Light and 
Love, trans. Mirabai Starr 

John of the Cross describes the doubt that 
disrupts a soul in the dark night, when all 
sense of knowing God is absent. Mirabai 
Starr translates from John’s classic 
work Dark Night of the Soul: 

The deep suffering of the soul in the night of 
sense comes not so much from the aridity 
she must endure but from this growing 
suspicion that she has lost her way. She 
thinks that all spiritual blessing is over and 
that God has abandoned her. She finds 
neither support nor delight in holy things. 
Growing weary, she struggles in vain to 
practice the tricks [prayer practices] that 
used to yield results.  

John of the Cross encourages those 
experiencing this dark night to trust the 
silence that comes when we surrender our 
need to speak to God using our own words: 

This is no time for discursive meditation. 
Instead, the soul must surrender into peace 
and quietude, even if she is convinced she is 
doing nothing and wasting time. She might 

assume that this lack of desire to think about 
anything is a sure sign of her laziness. But 
simple patience and perseverance in a state 
of formless prayerfulness, while doing 
nothing, accomplishes great things. 

All that is required here is to set her soul 
free, unencumbered, to let her take a break 
from ideas and knowledge, to quit troubling 
herself about thinking and meditating. The 
soul must content herself with a loving 
attentiveness toward God, without agitation, 
without effort, without the desire to taste or 
feel him. These urges only disquiet and 
distract the soul from the peaceful quietude 
and sweet ease inherent in the gift of 
contemplation being offered. 

The soul might continue to have qualms 
about wasting time. She may wonder if it 
would not be better to be doing something 
else, since she cannot think or activate 
anything in prayer. Let her bear these doubts 
calmly. There is no other way to go to 
prayer now than to surrender to this sweet 
ease and breadth of spirit. If the soul tries to 
engage her interior faculties to accomplish 
something, she will squander the goodness 
God is instilling in her through the peace in 
which she is simply resting. . . . 

The best thing for the soul to do is to pay no 
attention to the fact that the actions of her 
faculties are slipping away. . . . She needs to 
get out of the way. In peaceful plentitude, let 
her now say “yes” to the infused 
contemplation God is bestowing upon her. . . 
. Contemplation is nothing other than a 
secret, peaceful, loving inflow of God. If 
given room, it will fire the soul in the spirit 
of love. 
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Unknowing 
  

In his poem “Glosa á lo Divino,” John of 
the Cross reveals his deep trust in the 
mystery of “not knowing,” confident that it 
will lead him into greater intimacy with 
God. We share with you Mirabai Starr’s 
translation. 
 
I would not sacrifice my soul  
for all the beauty of this world.  

There is only one thing 
for which I would risk everything:  
an I-don’t-know-what 
that lies hidden 
in the heart of the Mystery.  

The taste of finite pleasure 
leads nowhere. 
All it does is exhaust the appetite  
and ravage the palate. 
And so, I would not sacrifice my soul  
for all the sweetness of this world.  

But I would risk everything  
for an I-don’t-know-what  
that lies hidden 
in the heart of the Mystery.  

The generous heart 
does not collapse into the easy things,  
but rises up in adversity. 
It settles for nothing. 
Faith lifts it higher and higher.  

Such a heart savors 
an I-don’t-know-what 
found only in the heart of the Mystery.  

The soul that God has touched  
burns with love-longing. 
Her tastes have been transfigured.  
Ordinary pleasures sicken her.  
She is like a person with a fever;  
nothing tastes good anymore.  

All she wants 
is an I-don’t-know-what  
locked in the heart of  
the Mystery. . . . 

I will never lose myself 
for anything the senses can taste,  
nor for anything the mind can grasp,  
no matter how sublime,  
    how delicious. 
I will not pause for beauty, 
I will not linger over grace. 
I am bound for 
an I-don’t-know-what 
deep within the heart of the Mystery. 

—John of the Cross, Glosa á lo Divino, 
trans. Mirabai Starr 
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Love 
  

The mystic is not somebody who says, “Look 
what I’ve experienced. Look what I’ve 
achieved.” The mystic is the one who says, 
“Look what love has done to me.”. . 
.  There’s nothing left, but the being of love 
itself giving itself away as . . . the 
concreteness of who you simply are. 
—James Finley, Following the Mystics 
through the Narrow Gate 

Father Richard affirms love as the heart of 
all mystical experience: 



It seems to me Christianity has put major 
emphasis on us loving God. Yet the mystics 
consistently describe an overwhelming 
experience of how God loves us! In their 
writings, God is the initiator, God is the 
doer, God is the one who seduces us. It’s all 
about God’s initiative. Then we certainly 
want to love back the way we have been 
loved. As Franciscan Jacopone da Todi 
(1230–1306) would say, weeping, “Love is 
not loved! Love is not loved!” [1] I want to 
love back the way I have been loved. But 
it’s not like I’ve got to prove my love for 
God by doing things. My job is simply to 
complete the circuit! 

Mystics experience a full-bodied embrace 
and acceptance by Divine Love, and then 
spend their lives trying to verbalize and 
embody it. They invariably find ways to 
give that love back through forms of service 
and worship, but it’s never earning the 
love—it’s always returning the love. Can 
you feel the difference? Returning God’s 
love is almost a different language. It’s not 
based in fear, but in ecstasy. 

God is always given, incarnate in every 
moment and present to those who know how 
to be present themselves. It is that simple 
and that difficult. To be present in prayer 
can be an experience of being loved at a 
deep level. I hope you have felt such 
intimacy alone with God; I promise it is 
available to you. Maybe we just need to 
be told that this divine intimacy is what we 
should expect. We’re afraid to ask for it; 
we’re afraid to seek it. It feels 
presumptuous. We don’t trust that such a 
love exists—and for us. But it does. 

Mystics often use erotic language to 
describe the deep human-divine relationship 
found in contemplation. I have often 
wondered why God would give us such a 
strong and constant fascination with one 

another’s image, form, and face. I think it’s 
because all human loves are an increasingly 
demanding school preparing us for an 
infinite divine love. 

Today we recognize this school of love as 
the only real training ground for “all the 
saints,” and it can never be limited to those 
who have fully graduated. As the entire New 
Testament does, we must apply the word 
“saints” to all of us who are in kindergarten, 
elementary school, middle school, high 
school, college, or graduate programs. Love 
is one shared reality, and our common name 
for that one shared reality is “God” (see 1 
John 4:7–21). 
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Transformed by the Dark Night 
  

If something does not give birth to humility, 
and love, and dying to self, and godly 
simplicity, and silence—what can it be? 
—John of the Cross, The Ascent of Mount 
Carmel, book 2, chapter 29 
 
Although the dark night of the soul is a 
deeply personal experience, it has far-
reaching implications for how we show up 
in our lives and interact with others with 
whom we live, work and pray. In the CAC 
podcast Turning to the Mystics, James 
Finley speaks of John of the Cross as a 
model for how the union of our souls with 
God in the dark night transforms our 
humanity. 

When we look at the Spiritual Canticle and 
the light that shines out of the darkness and 
being married to God, mystical marriage and 
so on, [John] was really known for a 



sensitivity to the poor, his sensitivity to the 
sick. He was also known for his compassion. 
One of the friars writes in their journal, 
“When we go off on our little Sunday 
groups and small groups for our walk, we 
always hope John of the Cross will join us 
because he always makes us laugh.” The 
deep love he had for Teresa [of Ávila], this 
deep mystical friendship bond that they had, 
he was fully alive. At his death, the 
monastery that he went to, he deliberately 
chose one of the superiors who didn’t like 
him. On his death bed, he called the 
superior, “So whatever I did to contribute to 
the conflict between us, I want to 
apologize.” That’s how he died and it [was] 
said the superior came out crying. It changed 
his life. 

So that’s the evidence of this [dark night]. It 
radicalizes, which I think is Christ 
consciousness in the world. It’s beyond the 
darkness of this world in a way that 
paradoxically radicalizes our presence in it 
to the holiness of life on life’s terms. . . . 
Sometimes I say to myself a little prayer in 
my advancing years, “God, help me to be 
the kind of old person young people want 
old people to be. Help me not just to talk 
like this, but help me to walk around like 
this and answer the phone like this and talk 
to my grandchildren like this.” We’re all 
trying to do our best here to walk the walk. 
[1] 

Finley speaks of the fruit of our fidelity to 
the experience of the dark night: 
If we stay the course and go through this, we 
find our way deeper, deeper, deeper, and 
then we can see that at any given moment in 
these ways, through marital love, through 
parenting, through solitude, through oneness 
with the world, through silence, through 
service to community, through art, in any 
given moment, there can come flashing forth 

our unexpected proximity to this mystical 
dimension of union. [2] 
 

To stop Russian 
manipulation, Francis 
must make Vatican's 
stand on Ukraine 
clear 

9 May 2022 
by Thomas Bremer, Regina 
Elsner, Massimo Faggioli, 

Kristina Stoeckl 
  

Vatican 
World 

 
Russian Orthodox Patriarch Kirill of Moscow 
and Metropolitan Hilarion of Volokolamsk, head 
of external relations for the Russian Orthodox 
Church, participate in a video meeting with Pope 
Francis and Swiss Cardinal Kurt Koch, president 
of the Pontifical Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity, March 16. (CNS/Courtesy of 
Russian Orthodox Church) 
 
Two months into the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine, the Russian Orthodox Church has 
not missed a single occasion to claim that 
the Vatican stands by its side in the situation 
in Ukraine. While Vatican diplomacy and 
Pope Francis try to choose their words and 
symbolism to navigate a war that they seem 
to interpret as outcome of a geopolitical 
conflict of interests between Russia and the 
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United States, the Moscow Patriarchate has 
been unwavering in its resolve to present the 
Vatican as an ally and ignore evidence to the 
contrary. 

Just consider this timeline of events and 
statements: When Pope Francis visited the 
Russian ambassador to the Holy See Feb. 
25, the day after the war started, this was 
widely perceived in the West as a diplomatic 
peace initiative. The Russian side gave a 
different interpretation and stressed that the 
pope merely personally wanted to learn 
about what is happening in the Donbass and 
in the rest of Ukraine. 

The repeated calls for peace in Ukraine by 
Pope Francis have hitherto been interpreted 
by the Russian Orthodox Church as support 
for the central Russian justification of the 
war that peace in the Donbas was threatened 
by Ukrainian extremists and has to be 
restored by the Russian special military 
operation. 

The Russian Orthodox Church deliberately 
and strategically manipulates the statements 
and the actions that come out of the Vatican 
to convey the message that Francis is on the 

side of Kirill in the war in Ukraine. 

The Russian Orthodox Church made 
promotional use of the visit of the papal 
nuncio to Russia, Msgr. Giovanni D'Aniello, 
to Patriarch Kirill on March 3, and of the 
mid-March video conference between 
Francis and Kirill. Images of both occasions 
widely circulated on Russian state and 
religious media with the message that the 
Moscow Patriarchate and the Vatican have a 
common view on important world problems 
— the need to uphold traditional values, 
family, the rights of believers — and that the 
Vatican, like the Russian Orthodox Church, 
shares a position of political neutrality. 

In the last weeks, there has been a 
discussion about a possible meeting between 
Francis and Kirill on June 14 in Jerusalem. 
On April 22, the pope said in an 
interview that the Holy See had to cancel the 
meeting. The same day, Metropolitan Ilarion 
of the Moscow Patriarchate said the meeting 
was "postponed" due to the events of the last 
two months, and that the proper preparations 
for it had not yet started. 

A recent publication of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences evaluates the 
international situation with regard to the war 
in Ukraine. Interestingly enough, it also 
analyzes the Catholic Church as a political 
factor. The author interprets the relationship 
between the Moscow Patriarchate and the 
Vatican in the current situation like this: 
"The Vatican and the Moscow Patriarchate 
as a rule allow national church leaders to 
hold various political positions, but 
themselves prefer to stay above the fray." 

 
Russian Orthodox Patriarch Kirill of Moscow 
leads a cathedral consecration service in 
Moscow April 10. (CNS/Patriarchal Press 
Service handout via Reuters/Oleg Varaov) 
 
The pleas from officials of the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church (which is in communion 
with the Moscow Patriarchate) to Kirill that 
he should intervene with President Vladimir 
Putin on their behalf are here relegated to 
"various political positions of national 
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church leaders" and Kirill's disregard for 
such pleas is called "staying above the fray." 

In this publication of the Russian Academy 
of Sciences, the statements of Francis for 
peace and an end to bloodshed are 
interpreted as "quite a soft position 
compared to the anti-Russian speeches of 
many European politicians," and the role of 
the Catholic Church is mostly interpreted as 
understanding of the Russian side. 

Francis himself did little to dispel this 
viewpoint when, in an interview with the 
Italian newspaper Corriere della Sera on 
May 3, he wondered whether "NATO 
barking at Russia's gate" compelled Putin to 
unleash the invasion of Ukraine, and said, 
"In Ukraine, the conflict has been created by 
others." 

In short, all of these examples point to the 
fact that the Russian Orthodox Church 
deliberately and strategically manipulates 
the statements and the actions that come out 
of the Vatican to convey the message that 
Francis is on the side of Kirill in the war in 
Ukraine. Even when, in his interview with 
Corriere della Sera the pope called the 
patriarch "Putin's altar boy," the takeaway 
of Russian media was that Francis called 
Kirill "brother." 

Furthermore, the Russian Orthodox Church 
presents itself — side by side with the 
Vatican — as a future force for peace: 
"Relations between the Russian Orthodox 
Church and the Vatican can serve as a good 
basis for the subsequent formation of a 
peacekeeping agenda around the Ukrainian 
crisis," says the Academy of Sciences 
publication. 

 
Pope Francis greets a man draped in a Ukrainian 
flag after his weekly general audience in St. 
Peter's Square at the Vatican April 27, 2022. In 
the group were 11 orphaned children who 
escaped Ukraine and found assistance in early 
March from an Italian Catholic organization. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
If the Vatican wants to end the manipulation 
of its position by the Moscow Patriarchate, 
the people in charge should first of all 
recognize that this manipulation is 
happening and that the Vatican's policy of 
balancing out leads to manipulations from 
the Russian Orthodox Church. Making 
statements that condemn the Russian war of 
aggression in Ukraine in greater clarity 
alone is not enough, because the Russian 
side will just ignore those, as it ignores the 
voices of its Ukrainian Orthodox Church. 

The only way to end the manipulation of the 
Vatican's position by the Russian state and 
church media is to stop producing actions 
and statements that can be interpreted to 
feed Russian propaganda, and to make very 
clear and unambiguous statements. 

Francis appears to interpret the war in 
Ukraine as outcome of a geopolitical 
conflict of interests between Russia and the 
United States. This vision of the conflict has 
important shortcomings. The idea that 
Russia is defending a legitimate national 
security interest in Ukraine and that NATO 
has allegedly violated this interest by its past 
expansions is flawed. Security for whom? 
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The Russia that claims to need security 
guarantees against NATO expansion has, in 
reality, failed to guarantee security, personal 
safety, dignity and peace for its own 
population and for neighboring countries for 
over two decades. Opposition politicians, 
critical journalists, civil society activists and 
normal citizens have been curtailed, 
repressed and even killed. 

 
A person holds up a banner during an anti-war 
protest in Moscow Feb. 24, after Russia 
launched a massive military operation against 
Ukraine. The banner reads, "No war. Freedom 
for political prisoners." Russian officials have 
been making arrests and deportations for anti-
war activities since the beginning of the war in 
Ukraine. (CNS/Reuters/Evgenia Novozhenina) 
 
Also, inside the Russian Orthodox Church, 
protest has been stifled. In the summer of 
2019, several dozen priests of the Russian 
Orthodox Church signed a letter of 
protest against the harsh prosecution of 
peaceful demonstrators ahead of Moscow's 
city government elections. Kirill condemned 
the letter as politicization of the church. 

The episodes of repression of legitimate 
civil protest teaches us that the world and 
especially the Vatican must not accept 
claims to security interests as legitimate in 
the face of blatant violations of rights and 
personal safety of Russian citizens at the 
hands of their state. The Kremlin does not 
want security from NATO-expansion for the 
purpose of building peace, but for 
continuing to suppress its own population 
and destabilize its neighbors. 

In the last weeks, the Vatican's diplomatic 
effort vis-à-vis Moscow has not been 
matched by an equal reaching out to the 
other Orthodox Churches in the region: the 
Orthodox Church of Ukraine and its 
Metropolitan Epifanii and the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church in communion with the 
Moscow Patriarchate and its Metropolitan 
Onufrii, who has openly criticized the 
silence of his patriarch. 

The Holy See should seize the opportunity 
to join efforts with all of the Orthodox 
Churches in the country to enable 
humanitarian corridors or bring relief to 
places under siege. It should support on an 
informal and unofficial level the forces in 
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church that 
distance themselves from Moscow. The 
Vatican's reluctance to engage other 
Orthodox players in Ukraine only benefits 
the Moscow Patriarchate. 

If the Vatican wants to end the manipulation 
of its position by the Moscow Patriarchate, 

the people in charge should first of all 
recognize that this manipulation is 

happening. 

The Holy See must recognize the gravity of 
the pastoral situation in Ukraine, where 
Orthodox believers are afflicted by a brutal 
military aggression from a country whose 
religious leader claims that this violence is 
part of his plan for their salvation (namely 
from liberal and democratic values), as 
Kirill did. 

Furthermore, by upholding an ecumenical 
focus on the hierarchy, the Vatican makes 
itself dependent on a Moscow Patriarchate 
that is already, even in the eyes of Francis, 
given his comment about the patriarch as 
"Putin's altar boy," deeply compromised. In 
this way, the Holy See risks to damage the 
ecumenical project itself, but also its own 
diplomatic tradition and authority. 
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Where are peace, the value of life and 
truthfulness in Kirill's recent actions? He has 
justified the war in the same terms as the 
Russian government. He has exhorted 
Russian soldiers to a just war against "evil 
forces." He has gifted an icon to the 
National Security Guards for their mission 
in Ukraine and has presented this war as one 
where Russia is the victim and not the 
aggressor. 

 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, Defense 
Minister Sergei Shoigu and Russian Orthodox 
Patriarch Kirill of Moscow visit the newly 
constructed Resurrection of Christ Cathedral, the 
main Orthodox Cathedral of the Russian Armed 
Forces, near Moscow on June 22, 2020. 
(CNS/Kremlin via Reuters/Sputnik/Alexei 
Nikolsky) 
 
A Vatican that continues to dialogue with 
this hierarchy, ignoring all other 
articulations of the Russian Orthodox 
Church in and outside the borders of the 
Russian Federation and ignoring the 
autocephalous Orthodox Church of Ukraine, 
risks enormous damage to the ecumenical 
project. 

Ecumenism is driven also by the idea that all 
Christian churches share similar views on 
peace, the value of human life and 
truthfulness. For many years already, the 
Moscow Patriarchate has interpreted these 
values narrowly and exclusively in terms of 
traditional Christian values. In the mid-
2010s, the Moscow Patriarchate, as well as 

Christian neoconservatives in the United 
States a few years earlier, dreamed of a 
"holy alliance" of conservative Christian 
forces with the Vatican, a dream that was 
interrupted by the papacy of Francis. 

Francis' pontificate made clear that 
interruption, which was declared with 
unofficial but undeniable clarity to the U.S. 
neoconservative bloc. In 2017, Jesuit Fr. 
Antonio Spadaro, the editor of Civiltà 
Cattolica, and Marcelo Figueroa, a 
Presbyterian pastor who is the editor of the 
Argentine edition of the Vatican newspaper 
L'Osservatore Romano, have called alliances 
built exclusively around the rejection of 
homosexuality, same-sex marriage, 
feminism and secularism an "ecumenism of 
hate." 

Francis also has restructured some central 
bodies inside the Vatican in ways that have 
limited the influence of the conservative 
culture warriors. 

This same kind of ecumenism should be 
denounced by the Vatican also looking East. 
By opening up to the Moscow Patriarchate 
in terms of an ecumenism of values today, 
Francis risks letting in through the backdoor 
those forces of reaction that he has tried to 
fend off inside his own church since 2013. 

Francis still puts hopes in ecumenical 
dialogue with the current leadership of the 
Russian Orthodox Church. For the time 
being, important preconditions for this 
dialogue are missing: a commitment to 
peace, to the value of human life and to 
truthfulness. 

The deliberate and strategic manipulation of 
the messages that come out of the Vatican 
by the Moscow Patriarchate and Russian 
media should ring an alarm. It is hard to 
imagine that real ecumenical dialogue and 
communion among the Orthodox Churches 
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can be restored without signs of metanoia 
from the leaders of the Russian Orthodox 
Church. 

We understand and respect Francis' long-
lasting commitment for peace and against 
arms build-up. As for the situation in 
Ukraine, however, the pledge to this 
commitment alone is not sufficient, because 
it evidently plays into the hands of those 
who support the war. Francis must make 
clear where the Catholic Church stands on 
Ukraine. 

 
Thomas Bremer 
Thomas Bremer teaches ecumenical 
theology, Eastern Church studies and the 
search for peace at the Faculty of Catholic 
Theology, University of Münster, Germany. 
 

 
Regina Elsner 
Regina Elsner is a Catholic theologian and a 
researcher at the Center for East European 
and international Studies ZOiS in Berlin. 
She is investigating the dynamics of 
Orthodox social ethics in Eastern Europe 
since the dissolution of the Soviet Union 
with a special focus on peace ethics and 
gender-related topics. 

 
Massimo Faggioli 
Massimo Faggioli teaches church history 
and ecclesiology at Villanova University in 
Philadelphia. 
 

 
Kristina Stoeckl Kristina Stoeckl teaches 
sociology at the University of Innsbruck, 
Austria She is the author of books and 
essays on the Russian Orthodox Church in 
the post-Soviet period and directs the 
"Postsecular Conflicts" project on the role of 
churches in the sphere of international 
politics and human rights. 
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Pope Francis accepts a copy of "Luis Antonio 
Tagle: Leading by Listening" from Catholic 
News Service Rome bureau chief Cindy 
Wooden as he meets journalists aboard his flight 
from Rome to Havana Sept. 19, 2015. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Six months before he died, the late Cardinal 
John Foley praised Catholic News Service in 
a 2011 speech he delivered to the annual 
Catholic Media Convention. 

Christopher Gunty remembers Foley, who 
headed the Vatican's Pontifical Council for 
Social Communications for 23 years, saying 
that "if Catholic News Service didn't exist, 
we'd have to create it." 

Gunty, now the associate publisher and CEO 
of the Catholic Review, a monthly magazine 
for the Archdiocese of Baltimore, says he 
and his paper "rely heavily on CNS to 
inform our readers on what's going on in the 
nation and the world, and without them, it's 
going to be nearly impossible for us to do 
so." 

Gunty and other Catholic media 
professionals, as well as some Catholic 
bishops and communications officials, 
lamented the pending loss of Catholic News 
Service, the U.S. bishops' century-old wire 
service, which has been long respected for 
providing objective and balanced reporting 
on the church. 

"This decision is a mistake. In this time, we 
need good information," said Fabrizio 
Mastrofini, spokesman for the Vatican's 
Pontifical Academy for Life, who told NCR 
in an email that shutting down CNS creates 
opportunities for ideologically driven news 
outlets to fill the gap. 

"I do not know if U.S. bishops are really 
conscious about what they decided and what 
they provoked," Mastrofini said. 

Citing financial reasons, the U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops announced 
on May 4 that it plans to close CNS offices 
in Washington, D.C., and New York by 
year's end, shutting down coverage of 
domestic news, while maintaining its Rome 
bureau to continue reporting on the Vatican 
and international events. 

 
This is a screen grab of Catholic News Service's 
website May 4. (CNS) 
 
In total, 21 positions — 11 of them union 
jobs — stand to be eliminated at Catholic 
News Service and the conference's public 
affairs, creative services and marketing and 
episcopal resources divisions. 

"Obviously we're disappointed that the 
bishops would make this decision, to shut 
down what is a very good objective news 
service reporting on the church and religious 
issues in general. We think it's the wrong 
decision, and we're sorry to see it happen," 
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said Paul Reilly, local representative for the 
Washington-Baltimore News Guild, which 
represents CNS editorial staff. 

"My readers are much less informed if we 
don't have the news service," said Gunty, 
who told NCR that he wrote a letter on May 
5 to Baltimore Archbishop William Lori, 
urging him to do what he can to prevent the 
bishops' conference from shuttering CNS' 
operations. 

"I think it's a terrible idea to shut down the 
news service," Gunty said, adding that he 
hopes other diocesan news editors will also 
petition their bishops to intervene on CNS' 
behalf. 

 
This is a screen grab of Catholic News Service's 
news page May 4. (CNS) 
 
Chieko Noguchi, a spokeswoman for the 
bishops' conference, said in a prepared 
statement that the conference's Department 
of Communications over the next several 
months "will undertake a significant 
realignment to better utilize the resources 
entrusted to the [bishops' conference] by the 
faithful in a manner that fits the 
communications environment today." 

Noguchi said that the changes, "although 
painful," will allow CNS' Rome bureau and 
the bishops' conference's public affairs 
office "a more sustainable foundation." 

The May 4 announcement arrived nearly 
five years to the day after announcement of 

an earlier 2017 restructuring plan, in which 
the bishops said 12 jobs were being 
eliminated — and 10 positions created — in 
the communications department to transition 
from a traditional print structure to a more 
digital model. 

The U.S. bishops voted again recently to 
restructure the conference's communications 
operations, this time in a closed-door 
executive session last November at their 
general assembly in Baltimore. Two sources 
— a diocesan bishop and a staffer in the 
conference's communications department — 
told NCR that the bishops were presented 
with five different restructuring proposals to 
address a $2.5 million annual deficit. One 
idea — which the bishops rejected, 
according to the sources — proposed an 
increase in the annual assessment that 
dioceses pay to the conference. 

The bishops approved plans they knew 
would result in downsizing, but there 
appears to be uncertainty as to whether some 
bishops knew their vote would result in 
CNS' domestic operations being shut down. 
One bishop who spoke to NCR on the 
condition of anonymity to discuss matters 
presented in executive session said he 
"would have remembered something that 
significant." 

"I think the [U.S. bishops' Committee on 
Priorities and Plans] genuinely wrestled with 
a lot of different factors, but I don't know if 
this outcome is exactly what was presented 
to us," said that bishop, who added that he 
was "caught by surprise" when learning of 
CNS' pending domestic shutdown. 

"At this time, when there are so many so-
called Catholic news agencies dominating 
the market, for us to not have an official 
news service, is not very wise," he said. 
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In an April 2020 letter, Los Angeles 
Archbishop José Gomez, the bishops' 
conference president, charged the bishops' 
Committee on Priorities and Plans with 
restructuring the conference’s 
communications department, which Gomez 
said had an outdated business model with 
unrealistic revenue expectations. A report 
that the Committee on Priorities and Plans 
compiled for the bishops last November — 
which NCR obtained — said the 
communications department had run a 
deficit for at least the past ten years. 

With 22 full-time employees and an annual 
budget around $5.1 million, Catholic News 
Service represented 46% of the 
communication department's budget. 

Over the course of five monthly virtual 
meetings in 2020, the Committee on 
Priorities and Plans devised a plan to reduce 
the communications department's budget by 
30%. To do so, they formulated five 
proposed "courses of action" that included 
an array of spending reductions, according 
to the report. Two courses of action 
proposed a 30% across-the-board budget cut 
for CNS while two others left any potential 
budget cuts to the discretion of the bishops' 
Committee on Communications. 

 
Pope Francis meets with members of the 
Catholic News Service Rome bureau at the 
Domus Sanctae Marthae at the Vatican Feb. 1, 
2021. The special audience was in recognition of 
the 100th anniversary of CNS. Pictured at right 

is CNS staffer Junno Arocho Esteves, 
correspondent. Fr. Paul deLadurantaye, a priest 
of the Diocese of Arlington, Virginia, is at 
center. Also in attendance were Cindy Wooden, 
bureau chief; Carol Glatz, correspondent; Joanna 
Kohorst, administrative assistant; Paul Haring, 
senior photographer; and Robert Duncan, 
multimedia journalist. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
Bishop Christopher Coyne of Burlington, 
Vermont, said the financial foundation for 
Catholic News Service had been eroding for 
several years due to changes in media 
technology and the inability of dioceses, 
many of them hard-hit by clergy sex abuse 
settlements and the COVID-19 pandemic, to 
continue paying for the news service. 

"You could see the handwriting on the 
wall," said Coyne, who served on the 
bishops' Committee on Communications 
from 2012-2018 and currently sits on the 
Subcommittee on the Catholic 
Communication Campaign, of which he said 
a significant portion is used to pay for the 
bishops' conference's communications 
department. 

With funds raised through diocesan special 
collections, the Catholic Communication 
Campaign annually distributes hundreds of 
thousands of dollars to support Catholic 
media initiatives and projects online and via 
radio, print and television. 

The Catholic Communication Campaign 
raises about $4 million annually. In recent 
years, the subcommittee that oversees the 
campaign has allocated approximately $3 
million to the bishops' conference's 
communications department, and the other 
$1 million to domestic and international 
Catholic communications needs. 

According to a survey of bishops that the 
conference compiled in January 2021, 20 
bishops said their dioceses couldn't afford a 
CNS subscription, while 10 other bishops 



said their diocesan publications use "other 
regional or national-level" Catholic news 
services. 

Coyne said CNS saw "significant drops" in 
revenue as more dioceses in recent years 
closed their newspapers or shifted to 
platforms like FAITH Catholic, a Michigan-
based nonprofit company that publishes 
magazines for a growing number of dioceses 
and religious orders. 

Some Catholic organizations have also 
increasingly been relying on coverage from 
Catholic News Agency, a free wire service 
offered by the Eternal Word Television 
Network, the conservative Catholic media 
conglomerate. (Several U.S. bishops, 
including conference president Gomez, 
serve on EWTN's board of governors, 
according to the organization's tax filings.) 

 
Some issues of Origins, the documentary service 
of Catholic News Service, are seen in this 
undated photo, along with binders for entire 
volumes of the publication. (CNS/Tyler 
Orsburn) 
 
"I think Catholic News Agency was really 
the death knell for CNS, because it was free, 
and CNS wasn't," said Coyne, who added 
that those economic factors made CNS' 
financial model "not sustainable." 

Said Coyne, "Unless the bishops conference 
decided that keeping [Catholic News 
Service] was necessary and wanted to move 
a lot of money within the conference, but 
that's not the way [CNS] had been supported 
financially." 

With subscriptions paid by diocesan and 
other Catholic media outlets, Catholic News 
Service for decades was a self-sustaining 
entity within the bishops' conference, so 
much so that the conference in the late 
1980s charged CNS an assessment for its 
office space, which remained a sore spot for 
the wire service's staff. 

But in recent years, the revenue that CNS 
brought in did not always cover normal 
operating expenses, according to 
the conference's annual financial 
reports. From 2016 to 2019, CNS' annual 
revenue ranged between $2.9 million and 
$3.3 million while expenses hovered around 
$5 million. 

In 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic 
significantly cut down spending on budget 
line items like traveling, Catholic News 
Service operated at almost a $500,000 
surplus. But that year's financial report also 
reveals that CNS had cut its spending on 
salaries and benefits by more than half since 
2016. Staff members at CNS told NCR that 
a hiring freeze for several years had 
prevented positions from being filled, and 
that they often had to do more than what 
their job descriptions entailed. 

"I think people here were always afraid that 
something like this could happen," said one 
CNS journalist who asked not to be 
identified for fear of losing their job before 
the end of the year. Still, the journalist said 
the May 4 announcement "was a shock to 
everyone." 
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Tony Spence, the former director and editor-
in-chief of Catholic News Service, told NCR 
that the news of CNS' shutdown arrived 
"like a dead bird falling on the dining room 
table during supper." 

"There was no public indication that this 
was coming down the pike," said Spence, 
who led CNS for 12 years before stepping 
down in 2016. The bishops' conference 
asked him to resign after right-wing blogs 
attacked him for tweets regarding 
controversial religious freedom bills in 
Georgia and North Carolina. Those sites 
accused him of "promoting the LGBT 
agenda." 

"The culture warrior bishops at the USCCB 
have always had a certain amount of animus 
to CNS because it offers straight unbiased 
reporting," Spence said. "Culture warriors 
don't want straight unbiased reporting. They 
want an echo chamber where everyone has 
the same opinion." 

Spence described the bishops' plan to shut 
down CNS as a "huge loss" for the church. 

"A lot of editors do not want to have to 
make the choice [of using other Catholic 
wire services] because those editors have 
professional standards and they know that 
CNS meets those standards," Spence said. 

Gunty, of the Catholic Review in Baltimore, 
said that he and other Catholic diocesan 
news editors may have to begin their own 
news cooperative if the bishops' conference 
goes through with its plan to shutter CNS' 
coverage of Catholic news in the United 
States. 

"We might end up having to share our 
stories," said Gunty, who referenced a 
survey that his publication conducted last 
year that indicated nine in 10 readers wanted 

more — not less — coverage of Catholic 
news across the country. 

Said Gunty, "We're going to have to find 
other ways to do this." 

 
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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A closed boat ramp at Lake Powell in Page, 
Arizona, extends into desert sand April 19. 
(CNS/Reuters/Caitlin Ochs) 
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With prospects for substantial climate 
change legislation fading as midterm 
elections draw closer, a major Catholic 
campaign is bringing constituents straight to 
their senators, including moderate 
Republicans, in a bid to find the votes, even 
a single one, needed to pass the $555 billion 
in energy incentives and emissions-slashing 
policies included in the now-idle Build Back 
Better Act. 

More than 800 Catholics began meeting 
with their U.S. senators in the first days of 
May as part of the campaign, called 
"Encounter for Our Common Home" and led 
by the Catholic Climate Covenant. The 
effort seeks to bring a distinct Catholic voice 
into the legislative debates that have stalled 
for months around the approximately $2 
trillion bill spent over the next decade once 
considered the backbone of President Joe 
Biden's domestic social agenda, not just on 
climate change but also on child care, health 
care, affordable housing and more. 

The half-trillion-dollar climate provisions — 
which are under negotiations as part of a 
scaled-down bill and include tax credits for 
clean energy, electric vehicles and energy 
efficiency upgrades — represent the largest 
federal investments on addressing climate 
change in U.S. history. Many environmental 
advocates see this current window, despite 
legislative setbacks so far, as the best chance 
for Congress to pass major climate 
legislation since the failed Waxman-Markey 
cap-and-trade bill in 2009. 

"Recognizing we may not have another 
opportunity come midterms for any 
substantive climate legislation, now it's 
absolutely the time for us to be speaking 
from a prophetic point of view," said Jose 
Aguto, executive director for Catholic 
Climate Covenant. 

The "Encounter for Our Common Home" 
campaign is the most coordinated effort by 
Catholics to date to support the climate 
legislation under Build Back 
Better. Interfaith coalitions have taken 
up several initiatives of their own over the 
past year. 

 
The U.S. Capitol in Washington is seen during 
sunrise March 1. (CNS/Jonathan Ernst Reuters) 
 
Aguto told EarthBeat the scale and strategy 
of the campaign "doesn't compare" to past 
advocacy and lobbying efforts by the 
Covenant. A total of 867 Catholics from 47 
states, Puerto Rico and Washington, D.C., 
have signed up, with meetings scheduled 
with senators from at least 26 states. The 
first phase of delegation meetings began 
May 2 and will continue throughout the 
month. 

Among those confirmed are meetings with 
Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer and 
Kirsten Gillibrand of New York, along with 
both senators from Pennsylvania, Florida, 
Connecticut and Virginia; Sen. Mike Braun 
of Indiana; Sen. Mike Lee of Utah; Sen. Jon 
Ossoff of Georgia; and Sen. Rob Portman of 
Ohio. 

Campaign organizers hope these first 
meetings will lead to more conversations. 
They have prioritized face-to-face 
interactions, whether in person or virtual. 

https://www.ncronline.org/node/204403
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The effort also has solicited more than 3,000 
emails and faxes to senators. 

The "Encounter for Our Common Home" 
campaign draws inspiration from Pope 
Francis' words in his 2015 encyclical, 
"Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common 
Home," in which the pope stated that "True 
statecraft is manifest, when in difficult 
times, we uphold high principles and think 
of the long-term common good." Organizers 
also see the initiative as living out calls to 
advocacy outlined in the Vatican's Laudato 
Si' Action Platform. 

Along with state delegations of Catholics, 
the Covenant is joined by 10 other national 
organizations, all of which support the $555 
billion in climate provisions and have met 
weekly on the campaign. Among them are 
the Catholic Health Association of the 
United States, the National Catholic 
Educational Association, Caritas North 
America, Laudato Si' Movement and the 
Leadership Conference of Women 
Religious. 

The urgency is driven primarily by two 
timelines. 

The 2022 midterm elections loom in 
November, giving Biden and Democrats, 
who currently control both chambers of 
Congress with razor-thin margins, an ever-
closing window to secure a substantial 
climate package. Democrats have targeted 
July 4, or as early as Memorial Day, to 
strike a new deal, The Washington Post has 
reported. 

Along with the politics, scientists have 
said action this decade to rapidly and 
substantially reduce heat-trapping 
greenhouse gas emissions is crucial to put 
the planet on a path to limit average global 
temperatures to 1.5 degrees Celsius, and 

with it avoid the most catastrophic 
consequences of climate change. 

With the Encounter campaign, Catholics 
plan to focus less on debating the details of 
the climate provisions or the science of 
climate change, and instead to highlight 
church teaching on caring for creation and 
ask senators to view the legislation not 
through partisan lenses but in terms of the 
substantial impact their support could mean 
for people and the planet today and for 
generations to come. 

"They have the opportunity right now with 
just one vote," Aguto said. 

The original $1.7 trillion Build Back Better 
bill faded in December, when Sen. Joe 
Manchin of West Virginia stated he could 
not support it. Manchin, who is Catholic, has 
played a central role in the negotiations, as 
Democrats have sought to pass the 
legislation through a reconciliation process 
in the evenly divided Senate that requires a 
simple majority rather than 60 votes. 

Late last month, Manchin began holding 
bipartisan meetings about a possible energy 
bill that would avoid reconciliation, though 
climate activists are skeptical it would yield 
the same levels of ambition and spending as 
the Build Back Better provisions that 
already have passed the House. 

So far, the Covenant's Encounter campaign 
has yet to set up a meeting with the West 
Virginian Democrat. But organizers have 
insisted on not focusing their efforts 
exclusively on Manchin. They have set up 
meetings with moderate Republicans like 
Braun, Susan Collins (Maine), Lisa 
Murkowski (Alaska), Mitt Romney (Utah) 
and Pat Toomey (Pennsylvania). Of that 
group, all but Romney are Catholic. 
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Persuading even one Republican to support 
the climate provisions appears no simple 
task. None has voiced support for the 
climate pieces of Build Back Better as the 
bill was debated last year, and for years 
Republicans as a whole have not been 
inclined to support climate legislation. 

"We feel like there's an opening. But to be 
perfectly honest, it's gonna be tough," said 
Michelle Knight, of Erie, Pennsylvania, who 
was part of a 10-person group that met with 
Toomey on May 2. 

A delegation of roughly 60 Indiana 
Catholics met May 4 virtually with Braun, a 
major focus for the campaign given his faith 
background and position as co-chair of the 
bipartisan Senate Climate Solutions Caucus. 

Benedictine Sr. Jean Marie Ballard of 
Evansville told EarthBeat after the meeting 
that "our presence spoke volumes to the 
senator and his staff," who indicated it was 
the largest state group to meet with Braun. 
She took it as a hopeful sign that the senator 
expressed a willingness to meet with a 
smaller group in the future. 

 
Sen. Mike Braun of Indiana meets virtually with 
a delegation of roughly 60 Indiana Catholics 
May 4. Braun is a major focus for the Encounter 
for Our Common Home, given his faith 
background and position as co-chair of the 
bipartisan Senate Climate Solutions Caucus. 
(Courtesy of Indiana Catholics for Creation) 

Many of the participants were part of a 
group called Indiana Catholics for Creation. 
In addition, a representative from the 
Indiana Catholic Conference, the policy arm 
of the state's bishops, joined. Indianapolis 
Archbishop Charles Thompson also issued a 
letter of support to the senator. 

Alexander Mingus, Indiana Catholic 
Conference associate director, 
acknowledged there's some added pressure 
on their group knowing that Braun could be 
a "key player." He added they hope to 
address the senator's concerns with the 
potential costs, and to frame it as an 
investment now that would ultimately limit 
government spending down the road. In 
2021, for example, the U.S. experienced 
its second-most billion-dollar weather-
related disasters, costing more than $145 
billion in all. 

"We're trying to look at this meeting as 
something that isn't just a one-time effort 
and done, but rather the cultivation of a 
relationship," Mingus said, adding the group 
had low expectations that their initial 
meeting alone would sway the senator to 
vote "yes." 

Ahead of the meeting, Ballard told 
EarthBeat the group hoped to convey the 
"moral imperative" to take action now, how 
acting on climate change fits into being pro-
life and to show Catholic support and 
encouragement for the senator to go beyond 
partisanship and vote from his faith 
convictions. 

"[We need to] impress upon him that we 
need him to act for the good of all people. 
What is he leaving to his grandchildren and 
for all the folks that come after him? He's in 
a position to help leave the world in a better 
shape than it is right now," the Benedictine 
sister said. 
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In meetings with Virginia senators Mark 
Warner and Tim Kaine, Catholics urged the 
two Democrats to speak with their 
Republican colleagues about climate change 
in pro-life terms, that rising temperatures 
pose a threat to more than polar bears and 
glaciers. 

"The message I hope to deliver to both Sens. 
Kaine and Warner is that the window for us 
to slow or reverse climate change is closing 
rapidly and therefore it is imperative that we 
act now and do so in a substantive manner. 
If we don't get this right, there are no do-
overs and the consequences will be 
devastating for all forms of life," said Diane 
Koropchak, a parishioner at Our Lady of 
Nazareth Church, in Roanoke, Virginia. 

In their meeting with a staffer from 
Toomey's office, Pennsylvania Catholics 
talked about how the faith they share with 
the senator compels them to press for a 
major federal climate package now. They 
see an opening with Toomey, too, in that 
he's retiring after this year, perhaps 
untethering him some from party positions, 
and that he has shown a willingness to do so 
in the past — specifically on gun control 
after the Sandy Hook mass shooting by co-
sponsoring a bill with Manchin. 

Like other state delegations, Knight hopes 
the first meeting is a start of continued 
conversations on the need for federal climate 
action this year. 

"I did feel like the door was left open," 
Knight said, before adding "whether they're 
open to hearing the content of what we're 
saying, I'm still very uncertain about that." 

 
Brian Roewe 
Brian Roewe is NCR environment 
correspondent. His email address 
is broewe@ncronline.org. Follow him on 
Twitter at @brianroewe. 
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Pope Francis leads an audience with students 
and professors of Rome's Pontifical Institute of 
Liturgy at St. Anselm, at the Vatican May 7, 
2022. (CNS photo/Vatican Media) 
 
VATICAN CITY — The study and 
celebration of the liturgy should lead to a 
sense of awe before God, a commitment to 
mission and a growing unity within the 
church, not tensions and squabbles, Pope 
Francis said. 
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"When liturgical life is a bit of a banner of 
division, there is the odor of the devil, the 
deceiver. It is not possible to worship God 
and at the same time make the liturgy a 
battlefield," the pope said May 7 during a 
meeting with students and professors from 
the Pontifical Institute of Liturgy at St. 
Anselm in Rome. 

The papal audience marked the conclusion 
of a celebration of the 60th anniversary of 
the Benedictine-run institute, which was 
founded after the Second Vatican Council 
and its reform of the liturgy. 

Pope Francis said the institute responded to 
"the growing need of the people of God to 
live and participate more intensely in the 
liturgical life of the church" by 
understanding it and experiencing "its 
mystery with an ever-new sense of wonder." 

"One does not possess the liturgy," he said. 
Rather, the liturgy is lived and celebrated. 

However, the pope said, people must be 
aware of "the temptation of liturgical 
formalism: to focus on forms, formalities 
rather than reality, as we see today in those 
movements that try to go backwards and 
deny the Second Vatican Council. Then the 
celebration is recitation, it is something 
without life, without joy." 

The teaching of every church council has 
taken time to be accepted fully, he said, and 
it is no different with Vatican II, especially 
with its reform of the liturgy. 

He told the students and professors that he 
remembers as a youngster how people were 
so upset — "they rent their garments" — by 
reforms that began even before the council, 
such as Pope XII ruling that drinking water 
did not violate the required fast before Mass 
or allowing people to fulfill their Sunday 
Mass obligation by attending a Saturday 

evening Mass or the restoration of the Easter 
vigil on Saturday night. 

"All of these things scandalized closed-
minded people," he said, and "it still 
happens today. Indeed, those with closed 
mindsets use liturgical patterns to defend 
their own point of view. Using the liturgy: 
this is the drama we are experiencing in 
ecclesial groups that are distancing 
themselves from the church, questioning the 
council (and) the authority of the bishops" 
even as they claim "to preserve tradition." 

Celebrating the liturgy must increase 
communion within the church and unity 
with others, he said, because "the liturgical 
life opens us to each other, to those closest 
and furthest from the church, in our common 
belonging to Christ." 

"Giving glory to God in the liturgy finds its 
counterpart in love of neighbor, in the 
commitment to live as brothers and sisters in 
daily life, in the community in which I find 
myself, with its merits and its limitations," 
Pope Francis said. 

And, he said, every Mass or liturgy ends 
with sending members of the congregation 
out on mission. 

"What we live and celebrate leads us to go 
out to meet others, to meet the world around 
us, to meet the joys and needs of so many 
people who perhaps live without knowing 
the gift of God," he said. "A genuine 
liturgical life, especially the Eucharist, 
always impels us to charity, which is above 
all openness and attention to others." 
 
 
 
 



Pope Francis 
highlights danger of 
staid liturgies that 

'deny Vatican Council 
II' 

11 May 2022 
by Michael Sean Winters 
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Pope Francis is pushed in a wheelchair by his 
aide, Sandro Mariotti, as he leaves an audience 
with students and professors of Rome's 
Pontifical Institute of Liturgy at St. Anselm, 
May 7 at the Vatican. The pope said that the 
celebration of the liturgy and the study of it 
should lead to greater unity in the church, not 
division and squabbles. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
There is an old saying: "During Holy Week, 
there is nothing more useless than a Jesuit." 
The magnificent liturgies of that holiest of 
times requires a profound liturgical sense. 
Members of the Society of Jesus have never 
been known for their liturgical flair and 
Pope Francis is no exception. When he 
presides, it is in a very unembellished, 
straightforward manner. 

Consequently, his remarks to the members 
of the Pontifical Liturgical Institute last 

weekend (May 7) were a bit surprising. No 
one should be surprised that a man of such 
spiritual solidity entertains deep spiritual 
sentiments about the liturgy, but to hear him 
share them was a rare insight into what 
makes the Holy Father tick. 

Much of the attention has focused on his 
remarks about liturgical formalism. "I would 
like to underline the danger, the temptation 
of liturgical formalism: going after forms, 
formalities rather than reality, as we see 
today in those movements that try to go 
backwards and deny Vatican Council II 
itself," the pope said. "In this way, the 
celebration is recitation, it is something 
without life, without joy." (Emphasis in 
original.) 

The key phrase there is "deny Vatican 
Council II." We have all attended post-
conciliar liturgies that lack joy. But it is 
when the liturgy becomes a weapon in the 
culture wars, when doubts are raised about 
Vatican II and its legitimacy, when liturgy 
becomes an ideological expression rather 
than an ecclesial one, that is where the Holy 
Spirit is shut out and the in-breaking of the 
divine mystery is nullified. 

Francis did not mince words here: "When 
liturgical life becomes something of a 
banner of division, there is the odor of the 
devil, the deceiver, in there." 

His comments about previous changes, such 
as when Pius XII reintroduced the Easter 
Vigil, were apt. The naysayers were upset 
by Pius' action but the fact is the restoration 
of the great vigil helped prompt the Second 
Vatican Council to focus on the role of the 
baptized in new and important ways. Lex 
orandi, lex credendi: The law of prayer is 
the law of belief. 

Relatedly, the pope said this about ecclesial 
unity: 
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Your dedication to liturgical study, on the 
part of both professors and students, also 
makes you grow in ecclesial communion. 
Indeed, the liturgical life opens us up to the 
other, to the nearest and farthest from the 
Church, in common belonging to Christ. 
Rendering glory to God in the liturgy finds 
its counterpart in the love of neighbor, in the 
commitment to living as brothers and sisters 
in everyday situations, in the community in 
which we find ourselves, with its merits and 
its limitations. This is the road of true 
sanctification. Therefore, the formation of 
the People of God is a fundamental task for 
living a fully ecclesial liturgical life. 

A wise pastor and gifted homilist once said 
from the pulpit at the church I attend, "If 
you do not recognize Jesus Christ in the 
poor, how can you recognize him in the 
Eucharist? And if you do not recognize him 
in the Eucharist, how can you recognize him 
in the poor?" 

We should not let the pope off the hook 
here. He jumped from the study of liturgy at 
St. Anselm's to the normative claims about 
the liturgy for those of us who do not study 
at the liturgical institute! I wish he had 
detailed a little more thoroughly how the 
liturgy "opens us up to the other" and 
sketched how rendering glory can lead, as a 
practical matter, to love of neighbor. How 
does he draw that connection for himself? 
Francis told, he did not show, and many of 
us who watch this papacy with great 
attention would have preferred if he had 
showed us what he meant, or revealed some 
personal anecdotes to flesh out his meaning. 

Francis then focused on the relationship of 
liturgy to mission, noting that every liturgy 
ends with being sent forth, the etymological 
root of our word "mission." 

"What we live and celebrate leads us to go 
out towards others, to encounter the world 

that surrounds us, to encounter the joys and 
the needs of many who perhaps live without 
knowing the gift of God," he said. "The 
genuine liturgical life, especially the 
Eucharist, always impels us to charity, 
which is above all openness and attention to 
others. This attitude always begins and is 
founded in prayer, especially liturgical 
prayer. And this dimension also opens us up 
to dialogue, to encounter, to the ecumenical 
spirit, to acceptance." 

There is a lot to unpack there, but the phrase 
"gift of God" jumps off the page. In our 
activistic times, we tend to focus on the 
goals, not the sources, of our activity. The 
fight for justice is no longer considered 
"constitutive" with preaching the Gospel, 
but exhaustive. Yet, the Compendium of the 
Social Doctrine of the Church makes clear 
that grace and gift are the source of 
Christian solidarity. All Christian grace 
flows from, and flows decisively from, the 
mystery of the passion, death and 
resurrection of the Lord which we celebrate 
at every Eucharist. 

I wish the pope has discussed the role of 
aesthetics in the liturgy. It is true that 
different styles of liturgy appeal to different 
people, but it is also true that we listen to 
Mozart and have forgotten Salieri because 
the one is better than the other. I wish, too, 
the pope had related the liturgy to 
synodality. 

As the church in the United States prepares 
for a eucharistic revival, how vital it is that 
we remember, as Francis does, that the Mass 
does not stand alone, apart from the rest of 
our faith. Eucharist is a noun because it is 
first a verb. 

The liturgy forms us as a church and 
educates us into the ways of grace and gift, 
of suffering and prayer and obedience, 
which are the church's most essential forces. 
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The liturgy unites us to Christ and, just so, 
to one another, schooling all in what it 
means to carry our cross and to hope in the 
resurrection. The liturgy is the air for the 
church's lungs. The pope is inviting us to 
reflect not just on how the church breathes, 
but also on what we are and what we do 
when we take a deep liturgical breath. 

 
Michael Sean Winters 
Michael Sean Winters covers the nexus of 
religion and politics for NCR. 
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Supporters of Vice President Leonor "Leni" 
Robredo pray during a candlelight vigil at Plaza 
Quince Martires in Naga May 9, 2022. (CNS 
photo/Lisa Marie David, Reuters) 
 
MANILA, Philippines — Some Catholic 
clergymen and groups expressed 
disappointment at the result of the Philippine 
presidential election by offering messages of 
support to Leonor "Leni" Robredo, the 
defeated candidate and the champion of 
many in the church. 

As counting came to a close after the May 9 
election, frontrunner Ferdinand Marcos Jr. 
was heading for a landslide win. 

Ucanews.com reported many church leaders 
had supported his main rival, Robredo, a 
former human rights lawyer and the current 
vice president. 

"Thanks Vice President Leni. At least, just 
for a few months. I lived in hope. We truly 
do not deserve a leader like you. 
Unfortunately, this country is not ready for 
good governance," one priest, Jesuit Father 
James Gascon, wrote on Facebook. 

Father Kali Llamado, Manila cathedral vice 
rector, also shared his sentiments by 
thanking Robredo for her decision to run in 
the election despite the lack of machinery 
and support from big political families. 

https://www.ncronline.org/authors/michael-sean-winters
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/catholic-news-service
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/michael-sean-winters


"It is my honor to stand with you, Vice 
President Robredo, for integrity, truth and 
for the common good," Father Llamado said 
on his Facebook account. 

The San Lorenzo Church group called on all 
Filipinos to keep watch and to pray for the 
vice president for strength. 

"Let us pray for Vice President Leni 
Robredo. Let us extend our support to the 
vice president and for those who won in the 
elections. May they truly be motivated to 
serve the nation," they said in a statement. 

"Let us remain peaceful in this electoral 
process. Let us remain hopeful that while the 
election count is soon to be over, no violent 
incidents may happen." 

Running mates Marcos and Sara Duterte 
were celebrating a landslide win over 
Robredo and former lawmaker Francis 
"Kiko" Pangilinan after 95% of the votes 
were counted. Marcos had more than 31 
million votes, more than double the tally for 
Robredo. Duterte, daughter of outgoing 
President Rodrigo Duterte, was on course to 
be vice president. 

Marcos, the son of late dictator Ferdinand 
Marcos Sr., thanked his supporters. 

"We know that the count is not yet done, is 
not yet over. We still need to be vigilant, but 
I want to issue a statement of gratitude to all 
of those who have been with us in this long 
and sometimes very difficult journey for the 
last six months," he said at his campaign 
headquarters in Manila. 

"I thank my countrymen who were there and 
supported not just the candidates and the 
whole party but supported our push for a 
better tomorrow for our beloved 
Philippines." 

In closing Catholic 
News Service, US 
bishops undermine 
their pastoral work 

12 May 2022 
by David Gibson 

  

 
The mastheads of numerous Catholic 
newspapers are seen in this photo illustration. 
(CNS/Tyler Orsburn) 
 
That Catholic News Service was the first to 
report on its own demise was both a tribute 
to the legacy of the 102-year-old outlet's 
editorial independence and perverse proof of 
what a bone-headed decision the U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops made in 
opting to gut CNS. 

The May 4 announcement that effectively 
shutters CNS' domestic operations 
eliminates a rare source of credibility for the 
hierarchy, a critical tool for reliably 
informing American Catholics about the 
church beyond their own diocese, and a 
counterwitness to the proliferation of 
ideologically driven Catholic media 
platforms that are driving the church apart, 
and regular Catholics around the bend — 
often right out of Catholicism. 

According to the news service, staffers were 
told that the core operations in Washington 
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and New York were to be shuttered and that 
only the Vatican bureau would be retained. 
(CNS also wrote that USCCB Publishing, 
which holds the rights to the Catechism of 
the Catholic Church, the U.S. Adult 
Catechism and many other books, will cease 
its publishing operations at the end of 2022.) 
How even that isolated remnant in Rome 
can actually work, or whether it will survive, 
remains to be seen, as they say in television. 

Domestically, the effective shuttering of 
CNS will have a terrible practical effect 
because diocesan newspapers and websites 
across the country depend on CNS content 
to fill out their page with news about the 
church in other dioceses and around the 
world. Like their secular counterparts, local 
Catholic media have fewer resources to 
cover church news, and while those dioceses 
can ill-afford to pay for Catholic News 
Service, shutting CNS' domestic operations 
is akin to cutting off your town's newspaper 
from the Associated Press and Reuters wire 
feeds; their already thin offerings would 
shrink even further. 

 
This is a copy of the April 11, 1920, issue of The 
Catholic News Sheet, produced by the National 
Catholic Welfare Council News Service, the 
precursor to Catholic News Service. (CNS) 
 

Certainly, there are genuine financial 
pressures and problems afflicting Catholic 
media, as there are with secular media. The 
Catholic hierarchy has for years debated 
how to fund CNS in an era of declining 
donations and ad revenue, though it's not 
clear that there has been enough creative 
thinking about the ways that CNS could be 
reinvented as a viable operation. 

At the same time, conservatives in the 
USCCB have for years done all they can to 
undermine CNS. They have helped set up 
conservative versions like the Denver-based 
Catholic News Agency, which provide free 
content that diocesan media and others can't 
afford to resist. "I think Catholic News 
Agency was really the death knell for CNS, 
because it was free, and CNS wasn't," 
Bishop Christopher Coyne of Burlington, 
Vermont, a leading voice for the bishops on 
communications issues, told NCR's Brian 
Fraga. "You could see the handwriting on 
the wall." 

Other bishops promoted Breitbart-style 
rivals to CNS like the National Catholic 
Register and the EWTN cable network, 
which is basically the Catholic version of 
Fox News. (The Register, EWTN and CNA 
are now all part of the same conglomerate). 
Indeed, Pope Francis recently described 
EWTN as "the work of the devil" because of 
the ways that the cable network tries to 
divide Catholics. Yet Los Angeles 
Archbishop José Gomez, president of the 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, sits on 
EWTN's board. That's like the head of CNN 
serving as an adviser to Rupert Murdoch's 
News Corp and then working to shutter his 
own network in favor of Fox News. Most 
people would have questions. Real 
journalists would get answers.  
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Barbara Stephenson, then Catholic News 
Service's photo editor, receives an image from 
the United Press International "Unifax II" 
machine in this 1990 file photo. (CNS) 
 
That makes the decision to decimate the 
bishops' 102-year-old news service so 
stunning. It cedes the field to amateur and 
ideologically driven voices at a time when 
disinformation and division are threats not 
only to Catholicism but to our democratic 
institutions. Catholic News Service has been 
one of the most independent and highly 
regarded denominational news agencies in 
the U.S. and the world; the tales of CNS 
editors, backed by a less compliant 
generation of church officials, rejecting 
demands by angry churchmen to spike a 
story or rewrite it the way they like, are 
worthy of the best secular media legends. 

The loss of Catholic News Service is not a 
parochial concern, either. For all the focus 
on the travails of the coal-mining industry, 
journalism has been shedding jobs at an 
even faster rate. At newspapers, where the 
most in-depth and original reporting has 
traditionally been done, the falloff is 
especially dramatic: While there were some 
114,000 newsroom jobs in the year 2008, by 
2020 that number had declined to about 
85,000, according to a recent Pew Research 
Center survey. 

The jobs that remain pay less than ever, and 
online media is not filling the void, 
especially not in the local and regional 

coverage that is the heart and soul of our 
communities. Religion coverage has been hit 
the hardest, with fewer full-time religion 
reporters, fewer veteran beat reporters who 
know the field so thoroughly, and thus less 
news about not only Catholicism but all 
faiths — even as religion remains perhaps 
the most critical driver of news in today's 
world. 

 
Catholic News Service Rome bureau chief 
Cindy Wooden introduces Natasa Govekar, 
director of the theological-pastoral department 
of the Vatican Secretariat for Communication, 
June 13, 2018, as the keynote speaker at the 
Catholic Media Conference in Green Bay, 
Wisconsin. (CNS/Chaz Muth) 
 
Outlets like Commonweal and America and 
Our Sunday Visitor have venerable legacies 
and professional editorial staffs. But they are 
not news services and can't begin to cover 
the ground that CNS does. Even this 
publication [National Catholic Reporter], 
with the most praiseworthy journalistic track 
record in Catholicism in breaking news 
about the church, can only do so much with 
limited resources. And very few bishops are 
about to let NCR content replace CNS in 
their diocesan media. 

What this means is that when the 
overworked, under-experienced journalists 
of the secular media need to cover 
something about the Catholic Church, the 
first place they will look for inspiration and 
information is Catholic media. And what 
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they too often find, and translate to the 
wider public, is too often not very edifying, 
or even accurate. CNS was a counterweight 
to that trend. 

But now that space will be dominated by 
platforms that proclaim themselves 
journalistic but which are little more than 
clanging cymbals. And the growing number 
of bishops and cardinals who promote their 
personal brands at the expense of their 
church will come to be seen as the voice of 
Catholicism. The lives of the faithful and the 
sense of their faith will be less visible to our 
wider communion. The ministry of the 
bishops and the pope will be drowned out by 
the loudest and angriest, and they will be the 
ones to define what it is to be Catholic, and 
what it means to be a Catholic journalist. 
Catholic leaders regularly denounce secular 
journalism for its coverage of the Catholic 
Church, but Catholic media is the real 
culprit. 
 
So many of the Catholic media outlets that 
are opposed to Francis and Vatican II exist 
only to promote their views, not to report, 
write, edit and publish Catholic news, and 

the truth as we can best ascertain it. 
 

The crisis of Catholic media will not be 
resolved by focusing on the Catholic bona 
fides of a particular outlet or writer, or by 
limiting ourselves to exhortations to civility 
(or lamentations when the exhortations 
inevitably fail). In fact, that approach feeds 
into the dead-end dynamic of endlessly 
parsing who is a good Catholic and who 
should be barred from Communion, or burnt 
at the stake, depending on which century 
you locate your version of Traditionalism. 
The real crisis in Catholic media is a crisis 
of professionalism, a lack of outlets and 
practitioners whose reputations are built on, 
and maintained by, following basic 
journalistic standards and practices. 

And this is the crux of the issue: The quality 
of Catholic journalism is not determined by 
the quality of a journalist's Catholicism. 
Journalism is part of media, but not all 
media is journalism. Journalism is a craft 
and a trade, and it establishes its credibility 
by doing its job well, which by definition is 
to seek the truth. 

Catholic journalism is not piety or 
apologetics. As Martin Luther put it, "The 
Christian shoemaker does his duty not by 
putting little crosses on shoes, but by 
making good shoes, because God is 
interested in good craftsmanship." Or, if you 
prefer your wisdom from more reliably 
Catholic sources, consider Jacques 
Maritain's advice in his well-
known essay on Christian art: "If you want 
to make a Christian work, then be Christian, 
and simply try to make a beautiful work, 
into which your heart will pass; do not try to 
'make Christian.' " 
 

 
Pope Francis looks at a copy of the April 11, 
1920, edition of the "Catholic News Sheet," 
during a meeting with members of the Catholic 
News Service Rome bureau at the Vatican Feb. 
1, 2021. The special audience was in recognition 
of the 100th anniversary of CNS. (CNS/Vatican 
Media) 
 
The problem is not the Catholicism 
practiced by journalists, but the journalism 
practiced by Catholics. So many of the 
Catholic media outlets that are opposed to 
Francis and Vatican II exist only to promote 
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their views, not to report, write, edit and 
publish Catholic news, and the truth as we 
can best ascertain it. They do so without 
regard to, or, more charitably, in ignorance 
of, the most elemental practices of 
journalism. 

Yet they are often the ones who most loudly 
proclaim their journalistic savvy and 
rectitude even as they make fundamental 
mistakes, or deliberate deceptions, large and 
small. They misuse datelines to make it 
seem that they are on the scene of an event 
when they are in fact thousands of miles 
away. They routinely hide basic conflicts of 
interest and fail to disclose their sources of 
funding. They run copy that does not belong 
to them, break embargoes, and publish 
scurrilous assertions — often by anonymous 
sources — without basic fact-checking or 
allowing the accused to respond. There isn't 
even an effort to establish a line between 
news and commentary, nor do they pretend 
there is a wall between business and 
editorial. There is only media, not 
journalism. 

No editing, no accountability, no 
professionalism adds up to no credibility. 
And that is what the Catholic bishops, 
whose reservoir of credibility was already 
down to the fumes, are sacrificing when they 
dismantle a professional news outlet like 
CNS. The very anti-Francis ideological 
forces that the bishops decry have been 
strengthened by this decision, and the anti-
modern, anti-conciliar trend in Catholicism 
has been given another gift. 

As Mike Lewis of the Catholic commentary 
site, Where Peter Is, noted, the Second 
Vatican Council's decree on the media, Inter 
Mirifica ("Among the Wonders") speaks 
about the faithful's "right to information" 
reported in a "true and complete" and 
professional manner. The Council Fathers 
said that it is a "duty" of the Catholic 

Church "to instruct men in [the] proper use" 
of the media. Catholic News Service has 
played a signature role in fulfilling that duty, 
and its loss undermines the evangelization 
and the common good that the Council 
called for, and that good journalism 
provides.  

 
David Gibson 
David Gibson is the director of Fordham 
University's Center on Religion and Culture. 
He was formerly a national reporter for 
Religion News Service and an award-
winning journalist, author and filmmaker. 
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Shannen Dee Williams, associate professor of 
history at the University of Dayton, speaks to 
her students during a class April 21 in Dayton, 
Ohio. Williams spent 14 years researching 
America's Black nuns, and her history of them, 
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"Subversive Habits," will be published May 17. 
Williams found that many Black nuns were 
modest about their achievements and reticent 
about sharing details of bad experiences, such as 
encountering racism and discrimination. (AP 
photo/Aaron Doster) 
 

Black and White Habits 
Join Shannen Dee Williams and Global 
Sisters Report as Williams speaks about her 
long-awaited book on the history of Black 
Catholic Sisters at the May 25 Witness & 
Grace program. For more information and to 
register, click here. 
 
Shannen Dee Williams was scrolling 
through microfilm in 2007, looking for a 
suitable paper topic for her graduate seminar 
on African American history at Rutgers 
University, when a newspaper story caught 
her eye. 

In the years since, she has said that had she 
known what she was getting into, she would 
have kept scrolling. But she didn't. Instead, 
she read the 1968 story about the very first 
meeting of the National Black Sisters' 
Conference and stared at the photo of 
someone she had never seen before: a Black 
nun. Intrigued, she read on. 

How was it possible, Williams thought, that 
a Black woman who grew up Catholic was 
unaware of the existence of Black sisters in 
the Catholic Church? Her mother, who had 
attended sister-run Catholic schools, had 
also never heard of Black sisters. 

 
The cover of "Subversive Habits: Black Catholic 
Nuns in the Long African American Freedom 
Struggle" (Courtesy of Duke University Press) 
 
Now, 15 years after that day with the 
microfilm, Williams can hold in her hands 
the answer to that question in the form of 
her book, Subversive Habits: Black Catholic 
Nuns in the Long African American 
Freedom Struggle, released this month by 
Duke University Press. 

Now that Williams, an associate professor of 
history at the University of Dayton, has 
finished the project, would she still keep 
scrolling if she could do it over again? 

At first, she's not sure. 

"There are moments I still feel that way," 
Williams told Global Sisters Report. "But 
I'm very happy I've completed the project. I 
know that it matters. But there certainly has 
been a cost to doing this work." 

As she wrote in America magazine: "When I 
submitted the final manuscript 
for Subversive Habits: Black Catholic Nuns 
in the Long African American Freedom 
Struggle this past winter, I looked up from 
my computer screen ... walked to my room, 
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sat on my bed and cried for three hours 
straight." 

Williams, after a pause, says she would do it 
all over again, if only to ensure the stories of 
Black Catholic sisters get told, even the ones 
she could not include in the book. 

"I only cite about 75 interviews, but I did 
about 150," she said. "Many are stories I 
can't tell — the sisters asked that I keep 
them private, but they wanted to tell me 
because they had to get them off their 
chests. ... There's a lot of testimony I'm 
going to have to take to my grave." 

Some didn't want their stories told because 
they were too painful; others, because they 
fear backlash if they make public what their 
white sisters did to them, especially now that 
they are elderly and dependent on their care. 
One asked that her story not be told because 
she has a sibling who is passing as white. 

But the stories also tell of a faith that never 
broke. 

 
Early members of the National Black Sisters' 
Conference outside the conference headquarters 
in Pittsburgh in the early 1970s. (Courtesy of 
Sisters of Charity of Nazareth) 
 
"The reality is it's been a beautiful journey," 
Williams said. "It's a proud history, a 

beautiful history, but it's also a painful 
history." 

The extensively researched book, which 
includes more than 100 pages of citations, 
tells the history of Black sisters in the 
United States, from the "few girls of color 
desiring religious life" and their 1819 
attempt to join the Religious of the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus to 2018, when the National 
Black Sisters' Conference honored Patricia 
Grey, formerly Mercy Sister M. Martin de 
Porres, as its foundress at its 50th 
anniversary. 

The stories largely have been untold, 
Williams said, but there are many more for 
which it is too late. 

"It remains a challenge for me as a scholar 
to think about how many women were 
allowed to die and how many women's 
stories that I missed, how many Black 
sisters' stories we've lost because so many 
scholars did not deem their stories worthy 
enough to be preserved," she said. "But if 
I'm hopeful of anything, it's that the next 
generation of scholars will continue this 
work." 

Williams was given unprecedented access to 
some congregational archives, especially 
after her 2016 presentation to the Leadership 
Conference of Women Religious' annual 
assembly. 
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Shannen Dee Williams addresses the Leadership 
Conference of Women Religious assembly in 
Atlanta in August 2016. (CNS/Georgia 
Bulletin/Michael Alexander) 
 
Margaret Susan Thompson, an associate 
professor of history at Syracuse 
University who studies Catholic sisters and 
race in the United States and is an associate 
with the Sisters, Servants of the Immaculate 
Heart of Mary, told GSR that the 
comprehensive story of Black Catholic 
sisters in the United States has never been 
told until now. 

"She's the first person to really explore the 
history of African American women 
religious, period. There've been articles, 
dissertations and so forth, but she's doing 
some very important work here," Thompson 
said. "Especially because it's across 
communities, both historically African 
American communities and historically 
white communities." 

Thompson said there has been notable 
scholarship on Black sisters, such as Diane 
Batts Morrow's 2002 book, Persons of Color 
and Religious at the Same Time, which 
examined the Oblate Sisters of Providence 
from 1828 to 1860, and work by Cecilia 
Moore, but it has been narrow in scope. 

Williams has "a comprehensive vision that 
we haven't had before," Thompson 
said. "She gives us the basis for comparing 

across time and across congregations. It may 
be the first, but it shouldn't be the last." 

 
Shannen Dee Williams, right, presents Mercy 
Sr. Cora Marie Billings with an honorary 
doctorate at Villanova University's May 2019 
commencement ceremony. (Courtesy of 
Villanova University) 
 
Bettye Collier-Thomas, author of Jesus, 
Jobs, and Justice: African American Women 
and Religion, in a review calls Subversive 
Habits "sweeping in its scope, exhaustively 
researched, and balanced in presentation" as 
well as "a seminal history of Black Catholic 
Nuns and their struggle for equality and 
justice in the Catholic Church." 

Williams said her book will undoubtedly 
make some uncomfortable, as it shows how 
religious life was often a bastion of white 
supremacy and segregation. It details how 
white communities rejected Black women, 
told them they could only apply to Black 
communities, or discouraged them from 
joining religious life; how Black 
communities were shunned or attacked; how 
congregations kept written and unwritten 
policies excluding women of color for 
decades after the civil rights battles of the 
1950s and '60s; and how Black sisters who 
did join white communities were subjected 
to racist policies and treatment. Many 
congregations owned enslaved people until 
it was outlawed with the Civil War. 

https://www.globalsistersreport.org/authors/margaret-susan-thompson
https://ihmsisters.org/
https://ihmsisters.org/
https://uncpress.org/book/9780807854013/persons-of-color-and-religious-at-the-same-time/
https://uncpress.org/book/9780807854013/persons-of-color-and-religious-at-the-same-time/
https://udayton.edu/directory/artssciences/religiousstudies/moore_cecilia.php
https://udayton.edu/directory/artssciences/religiousstudies/moore_cecilia.php
https://tupress.temple.edu/book/1209
https://tupress.temple.edu/book/1209
https://tupress.temple.edu/book/1209
https://www.dukeupress.edu/subversive-habits


"I have to believe that's why it's taken so 
long to write this history," Williams said. "I 
think a lot of people don't want to talk about 
it because it's very dangerous to the 
narrative we've been told." 

Williams said many congregations have 
begun to reckon with their pasts, but many 
have not. 

"There are many communities with histories 
rooted in slavery who have not apologized, 
who have not taken even the first step 
forward in acknowledging their history in 
any way," she said. "We are going to have to 
reckon with this, and it's going to be terrible. 
Reconciliation is our greatest sacrament, but 
you don't get to reconciliation without 
telling the truth." 

The truth, she said, is not something to be 
afraid of. 

"If we are truly Catholic, we have to 
understand the truth cannot destroy us. It can 
only make us better," Williams said. "It can 
only force us to uphold our teachings." 

 
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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Parishioners attend Mass at St. Barbara Catholic 
Church Feb. 6 in Philadelphia. (CNS/Chaz 
Muth) 
 
The recent Pew Research Center survey 
of Black Catholics in the U.S. highlighted 
two important points. First, that there are 3 
million Black Catholics. Second, 75% of 
Black Catholics worship in congregations 
that are not predominately Black. 

Both of these points reveal a richness to 
Black Catholicism that is often overlooked 
in most discussions of faith in America. It 
seems most debates on religion in the United 
States are about white evangelicals, the rise 
of Hispanic Protestants and Catholics, or a 
monolithic Catholic Church. Little attention 
is paid to the existence or influence of Black 
Catholics. 

There are more Black Catholics than there 
are Black members of the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church, the African Methodist 
Episcopal Zion Church or the Christian 
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Methodist Episcopal Church. All three are 
historically Black denominations founded 
when African Americans were expelled 
from white Protestant churches. 

The number of Black Catholics is but a 
reflection of the influence of Black 
Catholics in our society. For 20 years I have 
been a member of a Black Catholic men's 
breakfast group. Our gathering has no 
official name, no annual budget and no 
public presence. Yet each of us have been 
active in feeding the homeless, mentoring 
children, educating the young, enhancing the 
black community, working with the 
incarcerated and other callings. This is not 
unique, for in my travels and interactions I 
have met many other Black Catholics who 
quietly live their faith in acts of justice and 
mercy. 

Catholic social teaching, with its emphasis 
on the common good, justice for the 
marginalized, the dignity of the human 
person and the right of every person to grow 
to their fullest potential, is fully aligned with 
Black Christian faith. 

As evidenced by the Rev. James Lawson, 
Fannie Lou Hamer, the Rev. Martin Luther 
King Jr. and others, Black Christianity in 
America has not been compromised with 
what has hampered much of American 
Christianity, that is, compromises with white 
supremacy and American exceptionalism. 
Slavery, segregation, the violent overthrow 
of Reconstruction, lynchings, white mob 
burnings and massacres, discrimination, 
mass incarceration and other traumas have 
given Black Christians the ability to see our 
nation clearly and not mistake it for the 
reign of God. 

Black faith, therefore, looks to God, Jesus, 
the Scriptures, the cross and the resurrection 
as the source of salvation and healing, and 
not to race or nation. Consequently, Black 

Catholics hold the same theological 
perspectives as many Black Protestants, that 
is, a keen awareness that Jesus' call 
supersedes the limitations of nation, race or 
a political party. Often as I read the works 
of James Cone, who is often called the 
"father of Black theology," I am struck by 
how his theological insights resemble 
conversations about faith I have with my 
Black Catholic friends. 

 
Students from St. Anthony Catholic School in 
Washington attend the dedication and blessing 
of Sister Thea Bowman Drive at The Catholic 
University of America April 29. Bowman, who 
died in 1990, is one of six Black Catholics who 
are candidates for sainthood. Her sainthood 
cause was opened in 2018 and she has the title 
"Servant of God." (CNS/Tyler Orsburn) 
 
The 3 million Black Catholics in America 
represent a rich source of theological 
reflection and praxis. We can see it in the 
life of Daniel Rudd, founder of the first 
Black Catholic newspaper (American 
Catholic Tribune), who in 1888 planted the 
seeds of what later became the National 
Black Catholic Congress. It is evident in 
Franciscan Sr. Thea Bowman's preaching 
and singing before the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops in 1989, a presentation that 
illuminated the gift of Black Catholicism. It 
is seen in the life of Dr. Lena Edwards, a 
third order Franciscan whose medical work 
among the poor was recognized in her 1964 
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receipt of the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom. 

Black Catholic voices are rising in 
prominence as writers such as Gloria Purvis, 
Olga Segura and others ask us to look anew 
at racial justice and the church. The 
forthcoming book by Shannen Dee 
Williams, Subversive Habits: Black Catholic 
Nuns in the Long Freedom Struggle, will 
open hearts and minds to the witness of 
Black religious life. The writings of 
theologians Diana Hayes, M. Shawn 
Copeland, Jesuit Fr. Bryan Massingale and 
many others attest to the deep rivers of 
Black Catholic thought. 

There is more, for often unrecognized are 
the many African American activists, 
writers, theologians and others who are 
influenced by Catholicism. While not 
Catholic themselves, they embrace Catholic 
spirituality and social teaching in their life 
work. 

Years ago, I heard feminist writer bell hooks 
(who is much more than that descriptor) 
address a small university gathering. She 
gave a compelling presentation about how 
America is patriarchal, capitalist, racist and 
violent, and we are either perpetuators or 
victims of that system. Her call was that we 
not focus on who is the perpetuator or the 
victim, but our true calling is for all to take 
responsibility to dismantle and transform 
that system. Bell hooks later went on to say 
that her perspectives, activism and prayer 
life were influenced by retreats at a Catholic 
monastery. 

Indeed, her book, All About Love: New 
Visions, includes quotes by Catholic monk 
Thomas Merton, descriptions on mystical 
prayer by St. Teresa of Ávila and other 
obvious Catholic references. These and 
many other examples reveal the influence 
both of Black Catholics and African 

American activists influenced by 
Catholicism. Our society overlooks those 
deep rivers of spirituality and practice to our 
collective detriment. 

The second point raised in the Pew Research 
study is significant, that is, that most Black 
Catholics worship in parishes where most 
members are of a different race. 
Specifically, the study notes that only 25% 
of Black Catholics attend a church where 
most of the members are Black. In 
comparison, 80% of white Catholics attend 
predominately white churches, 67% of 
Hispanic Catholics attend Mass that is 
predominately Hispanic, and 68% of Black 
Protestants attend predominately Black 
churches. Therefore, among those three 
comparative groups, Black Catholics are 
alone in their participation in churches that 
are predominately white or multiracial. 

This could indicate that most Black 
Catholics see their faith, and God, as their 
unifying element. There is no wrong in 
worshiping among those who look like you. 
Yet the Scriptures are clear that our union in 
Christ surpasses differences of class, race, 
status or nation. In fact, John's Gospel 
records Jesus praying that the oneness of his 
followers be the definitive sign of his 
mission and God's love. 

Christianity in America, for the most part, 
has been incapable of bridging the racial 
divide. It could be said that Black Catholics 
heard the message of oneness in Christ and 
have chosen to participate in weekly Masses 
with people of different races. For them, the 
God revealed in the assembly, the 
sacraments, the Scriptures and prayers, is 
more defining than the race of those they 
worship with. 
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Members of a gospel choir named for Sr. Thea 
Bowman sing during a Black History Month 
Mass of thanksgiving at Immaculate Conception 
Church Feb 20 in the Jamaica Estates section of 
the New York borough of Queens. 
(CNS/Gregory A. Shemitz) 
 
When I was in the master's program at 
Seattle University School of Theology and 
Ministry, one of my projects included 
interviews with Black Catholics who 
experienced flagrant racism and yet 
remained faithful to their church. 

I spoke with Black Catholics who had been 
made to stand in the rear or were relegated 
to the balcony, and others who suffered 
indignities and slurs from racist priests. 
Some mentioned priests who refused to 
perform services, such as burial, for their 
Black members. The obvious question is 
why they would remain in an assembly that 
denied their full humanity. This question is 
even more pronounced as they could have 
joined a Black church and been celebrated 
and accepted. 

Their answer, to a person, was they believed 
they found God in the Catholic Church, that 
their experience of God was confirmed and 
strengthened through the sacraments, 
teachings and prayers of the church. They 
concluded that no human, however racist 

and flawed, would keep them from 
experiencing God. 

Their comments convinced me that it was 
their faith, persistence and devotion that 
made the Catholic Church universal. 
Without their fidelity and courage, the 
Catholic Church would have lost its claim as 
a universal body. The Catholic Church in 
America is "catholic," or universal, because 
white, Hispanic, Vietnamese, Filipino, Black 
and many other peoples call it home. 
Without Black Catholic devotion through 
the years, the universal church would be 
without an important presence or voice. 

The Pew Research study, in noting the 
number of Black Catholics and that the 
overwhelming majority participate in 
churches where other races are a numerical 
majority, has hinted at the richness, depth 
and in fact necessity of Black Catholic 
devotion. It, along with the appointment of 
Cardinal Wilton Gregory as the country's 
first Black cardinal and the ongoing lived 
experience and witness of 3 million Black 
Catholics, enables us to look anew at the 
deep river that is Black Catholic spirituality. 

 
Daryl Grigsby 
Daryl Grigsby is the author of In Their 
Footsteps: Inspirational Reflections on 
Black History for Every Day of the Year, 
and is currently a presenter in the Jesuit 
School of Theology Sabbatical Renewal 
Program. He is also president of the board of 
directors of Color Me Human in Nevada 
County, and a member of the board of 
directors of Leadership Foundations. 
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Why is the church 
failing in the West? 

13 May 2022 
by Thomas Reese, Religion News 

Service 
  

Parish 

 
St. Francis of Assisi Catholic Church in Lincoln, 
Nebraska. (Unsplash/Creative 
Commons/Channel 82) 
 
There are numerous signs that the Catholic 
Church is failing in Western countries. 
There are few vocations, church attendance 
is down and young people are leaving the 
church in droves. There are as many theories 
explaining this decline as there are 
commentators, but the theories can be 
collected in two major baskets: those that 
blame culture and those that blame the 
church itself. 

The Catholic hierarchy tends to blame 
contemporary culture for the church's 
problems. Consumerism, individualism and 
secularism top their list of negative forces. 
The media bombards people with images 
and messages that are antithetical to 
Christianity: Happiness comes from sex, 
money and power. Life is too busy with 
work and leisure to have time for religion. 

The social structures that supported religion 
have also weakened. 

Ethnic neighborhoods that once reinforced 
religious communities and values have seen 
a decline as their residents have been 
disbursed to the suburbs. As Catholics 
joined the mainstream, they lost their roots. 
Fewer children go to Catholic schools. 
Interfaith marriages have increased as young 
Catholics socialize with non-Catholics. As 
they got better educated, they were less 
likely to follow the clergy without questions. 

There is a lot of truth in this cultural 
explanation for the church's failings, but 
blaming the culture is like blaming the 
weather. That is the world we live in; learn 
to deal with it. Retreating to a Catholic 
ghetto is not an option.  

The theory that the church itself is to blame 
for its decline features a conservative and a 
liberal version. Both blame the hierarchy for 
not dealing properly with the sex abuse 
crisis. Liberals stress the lack of 
accountability and lay involvement, while 
conservatives point their fingers at gay 
priests. 

Conservatives also blame the changes in the 
church ordered by the Second Vatican 
Council. Prior to the council, the church was 
a rock of stability and certainty in a stormy 
world. Change undermined the credibility of 
the church because change was an admission 
that the church was wrong in the past. One 
week you would go to hell for eating meat 
on Friday; the next week you were OK. One 
year you were told that the Mass would 
always be in Latin; the next year it would be 
in English. 
 

There is a lot of truth in this cultural 
explanation for the church's failings, but 
blaming the culture is like blaming the 

weather. That is the world we live in; learn 
to deal with it.  
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Conservatives also blame theologians for 
confusing the people by publicly debating 
moral and doctrinal matters that the 
hierarchy says are definitive teaching. They 
also believe that the social justice message 
of the church distracts from its traditional 
dogmas. Some argue that ecumenical and 
interreligious dialogue has led to the belief 
that all religions are equally valid. 
Emphasizing the role of the laity in the 
church took the priest off his pedestal and 
made the priesthood less attractive. 
Conservatives believe Pope Francis is going 
in the wrong direction and pray for a return 
to the policies of Popes John Paul II and 
Benedict XVI. 

The liberal version, meanwhile, points the 
finger at the hierarchy. 

Liberals believe Vatican II was just the 
beginning of reforms that were necessary for 
the church. They believe the hierarchy, 
especially John Paul II, feared chaos in the 
church and shut down any further reform. 
The documents of the council were 
interpreted through a conservative lens, and 
theologians were labeled dissidents and 
silenced if they did not toe the Vatican line. 

Commentators such as the Fr. Andrew 
Greeley believed that the hierarchy lost the 
laity when Pope Paul VI reaffirmed the 
church's prohibition against artificial birth 
control. The teaching was rejected by both 
moral theologians and the laity. 

Denying Communion to divorced and 
remarried Catholics has also been 
problematic for couples and their children. 

Liberals also blame the hierarchy for the 
vocation crisis because, they argue, there 
would be plenty of priests if they were 
allowed to marry, and even more if women 
were permitted ordination. 

Liberals also argue that the hierarchy's 
opposition to abortion and gay rights has 
alienated many people, especially the young. 
People have also been alienated by bishops 
who deny Communion to certain 
Democratic politicians. 
 

Lots of people stay in the church even 
though they disagree with some church 

teaching. But a bad experience in 
confession, at a wedding or at a funeral can 

turn people away for good.  
 

The liberals say that the hierarchy is 
following much the same path it took in 
Europe, where it alienated the working 
classes in the 19th century with its alliance 
with the upper classes. For much of the 
20th century, anti-clericalism was 
nonexistent in America because the bishops 
sided with unions and the working classes. 
Anti-clericalism only blossomed when 
bishops aligned themselves with the 
Republican Party against abortion and gay 
rights. 
As a social scientist, I believe that the 
preponderance of evidence supports the 
liberal explanation of the decline of the 
church, but I think that the conservatives 
make some good points. Certainly, the 
changes after Vatican II were not well 
explained or implemented. The clergy were 
as confused as the laity. And liberals need to 
explain why more Catholics are joining 
evangelical churches than liberal churches. 

One of the problems with all these theories, 
however, is that they were developed by 
theologians who believe that ideas are what 
motivate humans. Ideas are important, but 
experience often matters more. 

Lots of people stay in the church even 
though they disagree with some church 
teaching. But a bad experience in 
confession, at a wedding or at a funeral can 
turn people away for good. More people are 



driven away from the church by arrogant 
priests than by disagreements over theology. 
This is why Francis is so critical of 
clericalism. 

And the fact is, we lose more people through 
boredom than because of theology. Now that 
people do not believe that they will go to 
hell for missing Mass on Sunday, they are 
not going to come unless they benefit from 
the experience. 

If the preaching is dull, if the music does not 
move them, if they do not feel welcomed, 
then they are not going to come back. If the 
Mass is seen as something that the priest 
does, if the Scriptures are the domain of the 
clergy, if there is no sense of community, 
then why come? 

This is why many Catholics are drawn to 
evangelical churches. Ideas are important, 
but Catholicism must also be a lived 
experience that is relevant to the lives of the 
faithful. The pre-Vatican II church provided 
such experiences in popular devotions. After 
Vatican II, the liturgy was supposed to 
provide this experience but too often it did 
not. 

So the next time we have a discussion of 
why the church is failing, don't invite the 
theologians; invite sociologists, 
psychologists, artists, musicians and the 
people who have left the church.  

 
Thomas Reese 
Jesuit Fr. Thomas Reese's column for 
Religion News Service, "Signs of the 
Times," appears regularly at National 
Catholic Reporter. 
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