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Week Twenty: Unknowing 
  

Speaking of What Truly Matters 
  

Father Richard explores why he believes we 
must be humble in our language when we 
speak of God and truth: 
 
German scholar Heinrich Zimmer (1890–
1943) studied sacred images and their 
relationship to spirituality. He said, “The 
best things can’t be told: the second-best are 
misunderstood.” [1] So we settle for talking 
about the “third-best things,” which, in my 
culture, I suppose are things like sports, 
television, the weather, and other safe 
topics. 

The best things can’t be talked about—they 
can only be experienced. And then if we try 
to talk about them, we know that we see 
“through a glass darkly” (1 Corinthians 
13:12). Our best attempts will still be merely 
stammering, grasping for good enough 
words. But one of the great difficulties of 
theology and spirituality is that its subject 
matter is precisely those “best things” that 
cannot be talked about. If religion does not 
have humility about knowing, it ends up 
being smug, silly, and superstitious. 

The second-best things which, according to 
Zimmer, “are misunderstood,” are those 

things that merely point to the first-best 
things. These belong to philosophy, 
theology, psychology, art, and poetry, all of 
which—like sacred Scripture—are so easily 
misunderstood. Yet what I have tried to do 
in my work is to use those second-best 
things that point to and clarify the first-best 
things. What else can we do? All our words, 
beliefs, and rituals are merely “fingers 
pointing to the moon.” [2] 

I believe Jesus follows the same risky path, 
which has allowed him to be interpreted in 
so many different ways. Apparently, he was 
willing to take that risk, or he would have 
written down his teachings himself. Why do 
we think we have a right to certainty or 
complete clarity? This is the necessary and 
good poverty of all spiritual language. After 
all, Jesus never said, “You must be right!” or 
even that it was important to be right. That’s 
the genius of the biblical tradition. Jesus 
offers himself instead as “way, truth, and 
life” (John 14:6), and suddenly it all 
becomes about the sharing of our person 
instead of any fighting over ideas. Some 
people will meet that statement with 
resistance and criticism because we feel so 
much more in control when we are right 
than when we are in right relationship. 

Such admitted poverty in words should keep 
us humble, curious, and searching for God, 
although the history of religion has been 
quite the contrary. In fact, what we have 
largely done, even in church, is talk about 
the third-best things. Focusing on things like 
finances, clothing, edifices, roles, offices, 
and who has the authority gives us a sense 
of certitude, order, and control. In my 
experience, the people who find God are 
usually people who are very serious about 
their quest and their questions, more so than 
being absolutely certain about their answers. 
I offer that as hard-won wisdom. 
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Week Twenty: Unknowing 
  

The God Beyond What We 
Know 

  

Author Lisa Colón DeLay offers insight into 
the origins of contemplative prayer, which 
include the experience of God beyond what 
we know: 
 
The desert elders would sink deeply and 
continually into what they called the “prayer 
of quiet.” This type of prayer is 
called apophatic prayer. It does not employ 
words. Apophatic prayer involves a mindful 
and relinquishing disposition in the process 
of communing with God. This 
contemplative method of praying does not 
use images, requests, intercessions, and 
rituals. It involves the quieting of one’s 
spirit and the settling into the essence of 
being, which allows one to be found in the 
presence of God. 

Many of us in Western context and cultures 
are accustomed to only word-based praying. 
We understand God mainly through an 
acquisition of knowledge that affirms what 
and who God is. This is the kataphatic way 
of knowing God. This is the first way we 
begin to know God (or anything, for that 
matter): with definitions, descriptions, 
concepts, categories, images, and words. 
After some development, we understand 
more fully that God is transcendent, 
uncontainable. We may notice that God 
shatters any box of mental understanding we 

have been misusing. Then we may come to a 
place that points beyond conceptions so that 
we may start to discover what God is not 
and allow room for what we can hardly 
conceive—God is no thing. 

Sometimes other names can help disrupt our 
hardened and limited concepts of God: 
Divine Love, Mystery, Source. Apophatic 
theology, seen most fully within Eastern 
Orthodox Christianity, invites the spiritually 
devoted beyond limitations and known 
categories to ways that make room for what 
we don’t know and cannot comprehend 
about the Divine. The prayer of quiet draws 
us ever deeper into the Mystery that is worth 
growing familiar with but is ultimately 
unknowable in its totality. There is a 
boundlessness of the One who we, in 
English, sometimes call God, and apophatic 
prayer may lead us into that unknowing to 
experience the divine beyond what we 
know. [1] 

Father Richard stresses the importance of 
not-knowing to the authentic life of faith: 

To presume we know is always dangerous. 
There is an arrogance that comes from 
knowing and thinking that we normally have 
the right answer. That’s why great spiritual 
traditions balance the kataphatic way 
(knowing God through words and ideas) 
with the apophatic way (knowing God 
through silence and unknowing). We see it 
very clearly in the desert fathers and 
mothers, and it lasts pretty much through the 
first thousand years of Christianity. [2] The 
Franciscan theologian Bonaventure (c. 
1217–1274) ended his classic text The 
Soul’s Journey into God with this 
instruction, which represents the apophatic 
tradition of unknowing: 

 



If you wish to know how these things come 
about, 
ask [for] grace, not instruction, 
desire not understanding, 
the groaning of prayer not diligent reading, 
the Spouse not the teacher, 
God not man, 
darkness not clarity, 
not light but the fire 
that totally inflames and carries us into God 
. . . . [3] 
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Week Twenty: Unknowing 
  

The Narrow Gate of 
Contemplation 

  

CAC teacher James Finley describes 
contemplation as taught by the anonymous 
author of The Cloud of Unknowing. This 
fourteenth-century work inspired the 
creation of Centering Prayer, and teaches a 
way of praying that involves surrendering 
our thoughts so that we can simply be in 
God’s presence: 
 
Contemplation is a wordless resting in the 
presence of God beyond all thoughts and 
images. So, in contemplation, we’re not 
thinking of anything. We’re not thinking of 
anything, but we’re wordlessly resting in a 
presence beyond thought that’s intimately 
accessing our heart as we intimately access 
it, and we rest in the oneness. . . . How do 
we pass through the narrow gate [of 

contemplation] into God’s presence? [1] 
This is what the author of The Cloud of 
Unknowing says we are to do: 
Lift your heart up to the Lord, with a gentle 
stirring of love desiring him for his own 
sake and not for his gifts. Center all your 
attention and desire on him and let this be 
the sole concern of your mind and heart. Do 
all in your power to forget everything else, 
keeping your thoughts and desires free from 
involvement with any of God’s creatures or 
their affairs whether in general or in 
particular. Perhaps this will seem like an 
irresponsible attitude, but I tell you, let them 
all be; pay no attention to them. [2] 

In the latest season of the podcast Turning 
to the Mystics, James Finley and Kirsten 
Oates discuss the challenge of this method 
of prayer and of “paying no attention” to 
thoughts. As soon as one sits in silence, the 
thoughts continue! Jim reflects: 

Those thoughts are still there. See? You’ve 
been called to something beyond thoughts. 
Therefore, because you’re still accustomed 
to thought, we’re very bound up with our 
thoughts. That self that’s accustomed to 
thoughts, good thoughts, noble thoughts, the 
thinking self and all that it thinks, because 
we’re so accustomed to it, at first, it’s very 
hard. It’s a very strange thing. You have to 
sit long enough for it to catch hold. 

How long do you sit? Let’s say you try it 
and go, “Wow. That was hard.” You try it 
again, four days later, it’s still hard. . . . I 
think it goes like this: first of all, there’s like 
this beginner’s mind. At first, you realize 
you’re getting acclimated. It can go on for 
weeks and weeks. It’s still difficult. Even 
though it’s difficult, you can sense in it a 
certain resonance. It’s difficult but there’s 
something here that’s quietly shining in the 
difficulty. I feel called to do it. That’s the 
important thing. . . . 



Let’s say you’ve been exercising for a while. 
So you go for a long run or a long distance 
whatever it is. It’s a certain point where it’s 
difficult and you want to get to that point 
where you’re burning off [energy] but even 
though it’s difficult, it’s not just difficult. 
There’s meaning in it. There’s meaning in 
the difficulty because it’s a transformative 
difficulty. [3] 

Thursday, 19 May 2022 
  
  

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

  

 

  

Week Twenty: Unknowing 
  

Gestures in the Right Direction 
  

Anglican priest Janet P. Williams describes 
a renewed sense of the importance of 
apophatic spirituality:   
 
We tend to encounter God’s reputation 
before we (knowingly) encounter God. We 
gather all sorts of bits and pieces of 
information about God, some of it good and 
useful, some of it wildly off-centre and 
frankly harmful to us and others. . .  

If we are to speak of God as [God] is, then, 
we need to check what we say as often as 
possible against the touchstone of our 
experience of living towards holy encounter. 
And acknowledging that both our individual 
experiences and accounts of the common 
experience of the Church can be bent out of 
shape by prejudice, stereotype and 
idiosyncrasy, we need always to hold what 
we say and hear with a certain 
provisionality. Though this worries many 
people, there is no contradiction between 
this and faith. . . . As is often said, the 

opposite of faith is not doubt but 
certainty [emphasis added]. 

From many directions, from the Bible and 
from philosophy and from the Church’s 
practical experience of prayer as understood 
down the ages and wrangled into shape by 
theologians, there is agreement: God, who 
reaches out to us in love and mercy, through 
the life of Jesus Christ and the inspiration of 
the Holy Spirit, who meets us in worship 
and sacrament and prayer and in moments of 
grace in the natural world and in human 
relationships, is at the same time far beyond 
our reach. The words we use to describe 
God are more like gestures to point our 
attention in the right direction than they are 
like a scientific description or dictionary 
definition. . . . 

In the Bible, this is the point made in the last 
chapters of the book of Job, with their cut-
us-down-to-size questions: 
‘Where were you when I laid the foundation 
of the earth? 
 
Tell me, if you have understanding. 
Who determined its measurements—surely 
you know! 
Or who stretched the line upon it? 
On what were its bases sunk, 
Or who laid its cornerstone, 
when the morning stars sang together 
And all the [children] of God shouted for 
joy?’ (38:4–7). . . . 

Williams encourages us to trust that God 
meets us when we acknowledge the 
limitations of our knowledge of God: 

We know too that our words and ideas tend 
to become wobbly and unreliable when we 
point them at the divine. . . . 
What if it was exactly at the point at which 
the words go wobbly, at which they start to 
slip through our fingers, that we might find 



ourselves able to take an unobstructed 
glimpse into holy truth? What if it was 
exactly at the point at which we consent to 
set aside what we’ve heard about God that 
we are best equipped to see clearly the 
character of the God we encounter? What if 
the setting-aside turned out to be . . . the 
single most important thing we need to do? 
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Week Twenty: Unknowing 
  

Mystical Certitude 
  

Truly, you are a God who hides, O God of 
Israel, the Savior. —Isaiah 45:15 
Father Richard closes this week’s 
meditations on how God is encountered not 
through words but through humble “not 
knowing”: 
 
I want to point out that there are two 
different kinds of certitude: mouthy and 
mystical. 

Just for the sake of alliteration and 
cleverness, I call the first one “mouthy 
certitude.” Mouthy certitude is filled with 
bravado, overstatement, quick, dogmatic 
conclusions, and a rush to judgment. People 
like this are always trying to convince 
others. They need to get us on their side and 
tend to talk a lot in the process. Underneath 
the “mouthiness” is a lot of anxiety about 
being right. Mouthy certitude, I think, often 
gives itself away, frankly, by being rude and 
even unkind because it’s so convinced it has 
the whole truth. 

We have to balance mouthy certitude with 
“mystical certitude.” Mystical certitude is 
utterly authoritative, but it’s humble. It isn’t 
unkind. It doesn’t need to push its agenda. It 
doesn’t need to compel anyone to join a 
club, a political party, or even a religion. It’s 
a calm, collected presence, which Jesus 
seems to possess entirely. As Jesuit Greg 
Boyle writes, “There is no place in the 
gospel where Jesus is defensive. In fact, he 
says, ‘Do not worry what your defense will 
be’ [Luke 12:11]. Jesus had no interest in 
winning the argument, only in making the 
argument.” [1] 

Those who know always know that they 
don’t know. That’s the character of the 
mystic. The very word “mystical” comes 
from the Sanskrit “mū,” which was 
associated with being tongue-tied or hushed 
to silence. This Indo-European root shaped 
the words “mystery,” “mystic,” “mute,” 
“mumble,” and others. It’s when we come 
before what the scholar Rudolph Otto 
(1869–1937) called the “mysterium 
tremendum” [2]—the tremendous mystery 
of God—and we can’t find the words. All 
we can do is mutter, because we know 
whatever just happened is beyond words, 
beyond proving, and beyond any kind of 
rational certitude. Our present notion of God 
is never it, because if we comprehend it, it is 
not God. If you happen to have the 
charismatic gift of speaking in tongues, it is 
a physiological experience of the ineffability 
of true spiritual experience. Maybe we all 
need to pray in tongues! 
The only people who grow in truth are those 
who are humble and honest. This is 
traditional Christian doctrine and is, in 
effect, the maxim of Alcoholics 
Anonymous. Without those two qualities—
humility and honesty—we just don’t grow. 
If we try to use religion to aggrandize the 
self, we will end up just the opposite: proud 
and dishonest. Humility and honesty are 



really the same thing. A humble person is 
simply someone who is naturally honest 
about their own truth. You and I came along 
a few years ago; we’re going to be gone in a 
few more years. The only honest response to 
such a mystery is humility. 
 
  

Overturning Roe 
would not be a pro-

life win 
16 May 2022 

by Rebecca Bratten Weiss 
  

 
Abortion demonstrators are seen outside the 
U.S. Supreme Court in Washington May 3. 
Demonstrations followed the leak of a draft 
majority opinion written by Justice Samuel Alito 
preparing for a majority of the court to overturn 
the landmark Roe v. Wade abortion rights 
decision later this year. (CNS/Reuters/Evelyn 
Hockstein) 
 
Back when I was involved in the anti-
abortion movement, a common complaint 
was that Republican politicians never made 
good on their promises to 
overturn Roe v. Wade. The pledge to make 
abortion illegal again, some suspected, was 
the "carrot on a stick" that Republican 
candidates dangled in front of pro-life 
voters, to keep getting their votes. As 
William Saletan put it in a 2018 Slate piece: 
"They don't want the court to overturn Roe. 

They want to keep Roe as a punching bag 
and as a sandbag. Roe protects them from 
having to deliver on their promises to pro-
life voters." 

Over time, many of these voters grew 
disenchanted with the Republican Party, for 
this and other reasons. Voters who embraced 
a "seamless garment" or "whole life" ethic, 
seeing abortion as one of many threats to 
human flourishing, grew disgusted as 
Republican leaders spouted rhetoric about 
the sanctity of life while enthusiastically 
supporting anti-life initiatives such as torture 
and the death penalty, and while refusing to 
support programs that would make choosing 
life easier for women. 

If the recent news that the U.S. Supreme 
Court may be preparing to 
overturn Roe v. Wade is accurate, then 
Saletan and others were wrong: The 
Republicans were not just giving lip service 
to an anti-abortion agenda. They really 
meant it. After nearly 50 years, they may 
really be about do away with the federal 
legalization of abortion.  

There was a time when this news would 
have made me happy, but now, it does not. I 
cannot join in the enthusiasm of anti-
abortion activists, writers and politicians. I 
do not believe that this is truly a win for life. 
Nor do I believe that the Republican 
politicians or anti-abortion activists cheering 
on this potential decision are really serious 
about saving lives — because that is not the 
effect likely to be brought about by 
overturning Roe. 
 

The political party that calls itself pro-life 
has spent decades engaging in rhetoric about 
the value of unborn life but has done nothing 
whatsoever to indicate that they are serious 

about protecting these lives. 
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Of course, a leaked draft is not yet a ruling, 
so some anti-abortion activists are only 
cautiously optimistic. Lila Rose of Live 
Action tweeted that overturning Roe would 
be the "bare minimum." Others have been 
more enthusiastic. "Today is a day for 
courage and hope," said Americans United 
for Life President Catherine Glenn Foster. 
On the other hand, pro-choice spokespeople 
view the prospect of overturning Roe as 
something that could put the lives and health 
of women at risk, set back women's rights 
for decades and place the heaviest burdens 
on vulnerable populations. There is also 
concern that this could open the door for the 
overturning of other rulings. Charles P. 
Pierce at Esquire expressed the fear of 
many, when he wrote: “They’re coming 
for Griswold, and for Obergefell, and 
for Lawrence, and for Loving, for all I 
know.” 

I agree with the pro-choice voices on this 
one. And I would agree with them even if I 
were not a whole-life ethicist. I would agree 
with them even if the one thing I cared about 
was trying to keep abortions from 
happening. 

If you are dedicated solely to the prevention 
of abortion and the saving of unborn lives, if 
this is something you are serious about, on a 
practical and not just a theoretical level, the 
obvious thing you would do is look at all the 
available means of addressing the situation 
and determine which one works best. You 
would consider data from one nation to the 
next, from one era to the next, and look at 
what societal trends or public policies 
correlate with lower abortion rates. 

You might start out, understandably, 
thinking that making abortion illegal would 
be the obvious solution. But you would find 
that there is little evidence that banning 
abortion leads to reduced abortion rates. On 
the contrary, data from the World Health 

Organization indicates that banning abortion 
does not tend to lead to a noticeable 
decrease in abortion rates. What it does tend 
to do is drive abortion underground, 
especially in developing nations. This means 
that the numbers of abortions performed in 
unsafe circumstances goes up. One 
researcher's study indicated that abortion 
bans can lead to a significant increase in 
pregnancy-related deaths. 

Women do not stop seeking out abortion just 
because it is illegal. But making it illegal 
does affect how and where they procure it.  

Another concern pro-choice people have 
expressed is that abortion bans could lead to 
women being imprisoned following a 
miscarriage. This has occurred in other 
nations with prohibitive abortion laws, such 
as El Salvador. And in the United States, 
there have already been cases of women 
being charged with manslaughter following 
a miscarriage. Usually, as noted by the BBC, 
these charges have been brought following 
the discovery of evidence of substance 
abuse, and women of color are 
disproportionately represented in such cases. 

In such a climate of fear and suspicion, 
women will be reluctant to seek life-saving 
care in the event of a miscarriage — or 
indeed, to seek pregnancy care at all. 

If they can even afford to seek such care, 
that is. And this is another cause for 
concern. Given the rampant poverty and 
income inequality in our nation, the 
prohibitive cost of health care and the fact 
that approximately 31 million U.S. citizens 
are uninsured, it is difficult, if not 
impossible, for many women to access 
prenatal care or afford labor and delivery. 
What will these women do when they are 
faced with the prospect of pregnancy? 
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Norvilia Etienne of Students for Life holds a 
sign outside the U.S. Supreme Court May 3, the 
day after a draft of the court's opinion was 
leaked signaling that the court was leaning 
toward overturning Roe v. Wade. (CNS/Rhina 
Guidos) 
 
Making legal abortion inaccessible to these 
women, in such a socioeconomic climate, is 
unlikely to save unborn lives, but will likely 
lead to more women experiencing physical 
and psychological harm, and possibly even 
death. And this will likely increase the 
burden already carried by the poor, by 
women of color and by disabled people. 

For seamless-garment pro-lifers who see 
abortion as one of many threats to life, the 
idea that you can stop abortion by banning it 
might look good on paper. After all, 
throughout history, activists have succeeded 
in stamping out many injustices by making 
them illegal. For instance, anti-abortion 
activists frequently make a comparison to 
outlawing slavery, pointing out that when it 
came to protecting the rights of enslaved 
Black people, simply waiting to change 
hearts and educate minds was insufficient. 

This comparison not only is offensive to 
descendants of enslaved people and 
derogatory toward women who have 
abortions, it also simply does not bear out. 
The situations are not equivalent, and the 
attempt to pretend they are must falter when 

it comes into the messy world in which 
pregnancy and reproductive health happen: a 
world filled with complicated and often 
painful realities, including poverty, abuse, 
rape, lack of health care access, illness, 
ecological disruption, war and geopolitical 
instability. Even as a theory, it does not 
stand up well. 

Based on the data across the years and from 
one nation to the next, the best way to deal 
with abortion is to reduce demand. Access to 
birth control is frequently cited as one of the 
most vital tools we have for decreasing 
demand. Take, for instance, the case of 
the state of Delaware, where the rate of 
abortions and that of unplanned pregnancies 
decreased dramatically between 2014 and 
2017, after the state aggressively expanded 
contraception access. 

But anti-abortion activists seem uninterested 
in using these methods that are demonstrated 
to work to protect life. And the Republican 
leaders they support have dealt with none of 
the systemic issues that drive abortion 
demand. They have, indeed, consistently 
opposed attempts to get more and better 
financial and health care resources to 
women in vulnerable demographics. Every 
single Republican in the House and the 
Senate voted against the monthly child 
allowance in 2021. Also in 2021, 101 house 
Republicans opposed the Pregnant Workers' 
Fairness Act, which would have protected 
pregnant workers from discrimination. In 
2019, Republicans voted against protecting 
people with pre-existing conditions. In 2013, 
House Republicans voted to reduce food 
stamps by $40 billion over 10 years. 

The political party that calls itself pro-life 
has spent decades engaging in rhetoric about 
the value of unborn life but has done nothing 
whatsoever to indicate that they are serious 
about protecting these lives. 
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Were Republicans holding off on 
overturning Roe in the past simply because 
they needed to continue to dangle it in front 
of voters, to secure their support? That I do 
not know. Probably, for some politicians, 
this was the motivation. Others have been 
committed to overturning Roe all along. And 
possibly, though it is difficult for me to 
believe, a few sincerely believe such a move 
would actually save lives instead of harming 
them. 

It is worth noting, that if Roe does get 
overturned, Republican politicians still have 
other promises to dangle before right-wing 
voters. It might be the promise of getting 
"critical race theory" out of schools. It might 
be the promise of stripping rights from 
LGBTQ people. It might even be a border 
wall again. Whichever way they go, given 
recent campaigns of fearmongering and 
outrage, conservative leaders have no 
shortage of issues they can use to galvanize 
their base. 

 
Rebecca Bratten Weiss 
Rebecca Bratten Weiss is a writer and 
journalist exploring women's issues, politics, 
the arts, racial justice and ecology. She is 
digital editor at U.S. Catholic magazine. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

More Catholics 
behaving badly: Texas 
Gov. Abbott, CUA's 
business school dean 

16 May  2022 
by Michael Sean Winters 

  

 
Texas Gov. Greg Abbott, seen in this Conroe, 
Texas, Jan. 29, 2022, file photo, responded to 
the recent baby formula shortage by ratcheting 
up the culture war rhetoric. He joined with 
National Border Patrol Council President 
Brandon Judd to denounce giving formula to the 
children of undocumented migrants. 
(CNS/Reuters/Go Nakamura) 
 
Time for another edition of Catholics 
behaving badly, a regular feature of my 
column, in which we refrain for calling 
anyone a "bad Catholic" but nonetheless 
note the way they behave badly, especially 
when the badness reflects a decision to 
engage in the culture wars rather than to 
follow Catholic doctrine. 

Why is it that Catholics in Texas always 
seem to lead the list? If it isn't one of their 
zany bishops, it is often the governor of the 
Lone Star State, Greg Abbott. Last week, 
after President Joe Biden announced plans to 
address the shortfall in baby formula that 
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has resulted from supply chain issues, 
Abbott joined with National Border Patrol 
Council President Brandon Judd 
to denounce giving formula to the children 
of undocumented migrants. 

"While mothers and fathers stare at empty 
grocery store shelves in a panic, the Biden 
Administration is happy to provide baby 
formula to illegal immigrants coming across 
our southern border," the two stated. They 
added, "Our children deserve a president 
who puts their needs and survival first – not 
one who gives critical supplies to illegal 
immigrants before the very people he took 
an oath to serve." 

Politicizing the distribution of baby formula 
to needy people strikes me as the kind of 
thing Jesus had in mind when sharing His 
vision about those who would be denied 
entrance to His kingdom in the 25th Chapter 
of the Gospel of Matthew, verses 41-42: 

Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart 
from me, you who are cursed, into the 
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his 
angels. For I was hungry and you gave me 
nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me 
nothing to drink … 

I missed the part where Jesus qualified His 
statements by discussing proper immigration 
documentation. And, yes, in case you were 
wondering, Abbott considers himself "pro-
life." 

 
Pope John XXIII leads the opening session of 
the Second Vatican Council in St. Peter's 
Basilica Oct. 11, 1962. In a February article at 
The Catholic Thing, Catholic University's 
Michael Pakaluk, who teaches at the Busch 
School of Business and Economics, wrote a 
piece called, "Is Vatican II 'Spent'?" 
(CNS/L'Osservatore Romano) 
 
At The Catholic Thing, Catholic 
University's Michael Pakaluk, who teaches 
at the Busch School of Business and 
Economics, often writes pieces with which I 
disagree, but his February article asking "Is 
Vatican II 'Spent?' " was so bad it earns him 
a place on the list. To start, there is the 
chest-thumping with which he starts, but 
that is why God invented editors. 

"I don't deny the validity of Vatican II, of 
course, or its immense importance. I've read 
every document and wholeheartedly affirm 
every line," Pakulak assures the reader.  
"I've even read all the 'post-conciliar' 
documents, and Karol Wojtyla's Sources of 
Renewal besides. I've written many essays 
and given many talks on the Council. I've 
even made a fresh translation of one of its 
decrees. You'd be hard-pressed to find ten 
Catholics who have studied the Council 
more thoroughly than I have ('not brag, just 
fact' – John Wayne)." 

https://gov.texas.gov/news/post/governor-abbott-national-border-patrol-council-release-joint-statement-on-biden-administration-providing-baby-formula-to-illegal-immigrants-amid-national-shortage
https://www.thecatholicthing.org/2022/02/16/is-vatican-ii-spent/
https://amzn.to/3HT6Zoe
https://amzn.to/3HT6Zoe
https://www.academia.edu/23043336/Dignitatis_humanae_A_new_translation
https://www.academia.edu/23043336/Dignitatis_humanae_A_new_translation


Well, I have not translated any of the 
decrees myself, but other than that, I 
suppose I am one of the other "ten Catholics 
who have studied the Council more 
thoroughly" — except I can think of at least 
50 such people, and that is without straining 
and with confining my scope to Americans. 

Pakulak then engages in George Weigel-
quality hagiography about Pope John Paul 
II. The late Polish pope is heralded as "the 
best possible leader" upon whom the Lord 
showered "all kinds of divine assistance." I 
think John Paul was remarkable, to be sure, 
but he wasn't born on Krypton and he made 
plenty of mistakes during his long tenure. 

What is most galling about Pakulak's article 
is that he does not mention Pope Francis 
even once. Indeed, he does not deign to 
consider the implementation of the Council 
in Latin America. How is that possible? 
Even his hero John Paul II refused to 
suppress the Latin American bishops' 
council, CELAM. 

Pakulak is good at the kind of agitprop you 
would expect from the Busch school. He and 
his wife Catherine, who also teaches at the 
Busch school and is on the board of 
directors at Timothy Busch's Napa Institute, 
have made this list before, when they signed 
a statement claiming a conscientious 
objection from the COVID-19 vaccines. 

The Busch School of Business and 
Economics also provides an additional 
Catholic behaving badly this round. Dean 
Andrew Abela filmed a video for the 
partisan group CatholicVote in which he 
rants about "woke capitalism." Mind you, I 
have my own issues with those on the left 
who desire to show themselves as the most 
provocative in the culture wars too, but 
Abela does two things that are especially 
obnoxious. 

First, he presents business as an historic 
"force for good" in which his grasp of 
history is demonstrated to be as weak as his 
ideological bias is strong. Is there no 
underside to corporate power? Were 
the dark satanic mills William Blake 
described not so satanic after all? Abela 
cites the decision to move the All-Star Game 
from Atlanta to Denver, after Georgia 
passed a racist voter restriction law, as an 
example of woke capitalism, and seems to 
think this is the first time baseball has been 
engaged in social controversy. Has he never 
heard of Jackie Robinson? There is no room 
for complexity in the ideological mind, and 
Abela proves that in this video. 

Second, he caricatures the left. He does not 
engage it. Have there been excesses in the 
gay rights movement and the Black Lives 
Matter movement? Of course, but most 
people who have marched behind those 
banners have done so because they want a 
more just society. If Francis could see 
something of the conscience of the good 
Samaritan in the protests that followed the 
murder of George Floyd, why can't Dean 
Abela? 

Abela is sincere in a specific way. What the 
biographer Joan Estruch wrote of José Maria 
Escriva, the founder of Opus Dei, can be 
said of Abela: He is sincere in that he is the 
first to believe his own propaganda. 

I am sure there are other candidates for 
inclusion on my little list. And all of us are 
sinners. But people who are given or seek 
access to the public square must hold 
themselves to a higher standard and, if they 
are Catholic and present themselves as such, 
then they really need to consider whether 
their statements reflect badly on the church. 
In these — and other cases —Catholics 
behaving badly are the principal reason so 
many young people think of religion as 
fraudulent and not worth their time. It is the 
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Abbotts, Pakulaks and Abelas of the world 
who give Catholicism a bad name and create 
so many "nones." 

 
Michael Sean Winters 
Michael Sean Winters covers the nexus of 
religion and politics for NCR. 
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From left, Brian, Alejandro, and Humberto were 
among the men expelled in the middle of the 
night in late October at the U.S.-Douglas, Texas, 
border crossing. (Lisa Elmaleh) 

Editor's note: In Part 1 of the second 
Frontera photo essay, Global Sisters Report 
presents a visual report on the nightly 
reception volunteers give returned migrants 
dropped off by U.S. Border Patrol buses at 
the border gate in Agua Prieta, Mexico, in 
early morning darkness. Lisa Elmaleh 
employs her 8-by-10 tripod camera and 
black-and-white photography to highlight 
the harshness of the migrant experience in 
the Southwest. Part 2, which will be 
published May 19, will explore the high-risk 
border crossings into Arizona's Sonoran 
Desert. A Q&A with Sr. Judy Bourg will be 
published May 17, and a Q&A with Sr. 
Maria Louise Edwards will be published 
May 19. And revisit the first Frontera 
report on Catholic sisters at the border from 
July 2021. 

AGUA PRIETA, MEXICO — At 1 a.m. 
on a late October day, Sr. Judy Bourg's 
alarm goes off in the School Sisters of Notre 
Dame house in Douglas, Arizona. She 
marshals her three guests, who want to know 
about her ministry, to get ready for the 10-
minute drive through the U.S. border 
checkpoint and on to Agua Prieta, Mexico. 

They arrive at the Centro de Recursos para 
Migrantes, or Migrant Resource Center, a 
two-story building just outside the gate of 
the border wall there, and set to work to 
ready sandwiches, hot coffee and warm 
clothes. Bourg, a School Sister of Notre 
Dame, has volunteered at the center for 
more than a decade. She shows her guest 
volunteers — Felician Sr. Maria Louise 
Edwards, vice president of the Aguilas del 
Desierto (Eagles of the Desert), 
photographer Lisa Elmaleh and writer Peter 
Tran — the ropes. 

Why do she and others perform this daily 
ritual in the dark of night? Because the 
center needs to be ready for the fresh group 
of deportees who will arrive in the acute 
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hours of the day, classified as "returned or 
expelled." In the middle of the night, the 
U.S. Border officials picked them up from 
holding centers, put them on a bus, 
transported them, and subsequently left them 
off at the border gate outside Agua Prieta. 
All had been refused asylum and sent back. 
Back to the hunger, poverty, threats and 
violence they fled. 

Betto Ramos, coordinator of the migrant 
center, says that, with the collaboration and 
funding assistance from Frontera de Cristo, 
a Presbyterian binational border ministry, 
and the School Sisters of Notre Dame, the 
center is able to help 18,000-20,000 
deported migrants each year. 

Somewhere nearby dogs start to howl as 
Bourg walks out to the border gate at 2:30 
a.m. as a U.S. Border Patrol bus drops off 
some 30 returnees on the U.S. side. They 
step over into Mexico and Bourg moves in 
to welcome them. 

She invites them to the center for food and a 
warm place to rest. The migrants, all men in 
their 20s and 30s, shiver in the declining 
temperatures. A volunteer doles out socks, a 
blanket or clothing to the men, who wait 
patiently in line for coffee and food. Later in 
the day, other groups of expelled migrants, 
some of whom are women, arrive. The 
center receives 100-200 expelled migrants 
each day. 

Exhausted from their ordeal, they go to the 
second floor to crash on cots, look for space 
in the 300-square-foot main room 
downstairs or huddle outside to stay warm. 

Bourg says she is deeply moved as she 
greets the migrants at the gate and offers 
comfort. "It is dark and cold, and they have 
no idea where they are. To be able to look 
them in the eyes and tell them that they are 

welcome into a safe place where they can 
rest, fills my heart," she says. 

Several hours later, as the sun rises above 
the houses surrounding the center, the 
migrants shed their blankets. 
Two Missionary Sisters of the 
Eucharist walk in, smiling. Sr. Maribel Lara 
Hernandez cleans and can offer first aid. Sr. 
Emma Rias Flores heads to the kitchen. 

Hernandez places two chairs near a 
medicine cabinet to set up a makeshift 
clinic. One man hobbles over to take a seat, 
presenting his wounded foot to Hernandez. 
She washes the blisters, applies medication 
and wraps it with a gauze pad. Another 
migrant takes his turn, and then another. 

Meanwhile, Flores stirs ditalini pasta in a 
large pot as a volunteer dices onion, carrot, 
tomatoes and red pepper. Half an hour later, 
Flores brings out the soup and starts serving 
the migrants. As the soup's aroma fills the 
air, the tension dissipates. Flores engages the 
visitors in small talk, asking about their 
plans and encouraging them to line up to eat. 
As she ladles soup, she asks where they are 
from and makes mental notes about what 
they need next — transportation to return 
home, medical treatment or something else. 
Later she follows up on their requests. 

As the day progresses, the center becomes 
busy with activities. Volunteers work in the 
vegetable garden on the center's grounds. 
Some deportees rush to help till the soil. As 
the migrant center is a short-term shelter, 
expelled migrants will leave it soon. A small 
number will return to their home country, 
while others will attempt to cross the border 
again. 

One migrant says that, instead of making $5 
a day in his home country, he could make 
much more in an hour in the United States to 
cover food, medicine and school for his 
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family. The financial gain from such jobs as 
dishwashing, cleaning, landscaping and 
farming continue to be a pull for migrants. 

Under the Trump and Biden administrations, 
more than 1.7 million expulsions have been 
carried out since the pandemic began, 
according to the Migration Policy Institute. 

For the last two years, the government has 
turned away migrants at the border, 
including asylum seekers, by using Title 42, 
a little-known emergency health law. It was 
launched by the Trump administration in 
March 2020 at the start of the pandemic in 
the U.S. and carried into the Biden era. The 
U.S. Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention recently announced that it plans 
to end Title 42 on May 23 because COVID-
19 cases had lessened and vaccines are 
widely available. But that date is now in 
question because of Republican-led legal 
challenges angling to keep the policy in 
place. 

The Migration Protection Protocols, known 
as the "Remain in Mexico" program, were 
suspended in January 2019, but were 
reinstated in December 2021 by order of a 
federal judge in Texas. They remain in 
effect despite human rights activists' 
warnings about the high risk of violence to 
those forced to wait in dangerous border 
areas. 

 

A memorial cross was set up within the migrant 
center grounds to remember Andrés Facundo 
Marcíal, a migrant who died of thirst in the 
desert on June 22, 2021, at age 24. (Lisa 
Elmaleh) 
 
Humanitarian help in Nogales, Mexico 
About 120 miles west of Agua Prieta, 
Yamali and her baby daughter were waiting 
outside Providence Sr. Tracey Horan's office 
at the Kino Border Initiative in Nogales, 
Mexico. Yamali and about 35 families were 
deported the day before to Nogales. They 
came to Kino to receive food and assistance. 
"I have no documents, nothing," Yamali 
said, tears in her eyes while her daughter 
was playing next to her. 

Horan, a Sister of Providence of St. Mary-
of-the-Woods, was taking a case history of 
each expelled family that came in that 
morning. She coordinates educational and 
advocacy programs that include Catholic 
social teaching. She collects Yamali's 
information and refers her to information for 
her next steps. 

Yamali's goal was to get to Houston where 
siblings live. She was apprehended by the 
Border Patrol in Texas, expelled and 
dropped here in Nogales. Not knowing her 
future options, she said she could not return 
to where she came from in southern 
Honduras near Nicaragua. 

Franciscan Sister of Christian Charity 
Marlita Henseler, was greeting the migrants 
as they entered the facility. After 12 years in 
parish work in Wisconsin, she wanted to use 
her Spanish language skill for her next 
ministry. She got her chance when the Kino 
Border Initiative accepted her as a volunteer, 
and her main task is to teach English to the 
women and children. 

The Kino Border Initiative is a binational 
migration ministry that includes the 
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Mexican Province of the Jesuits, several 
Jesuit organizations, the Missionary Sisters 
of the Eucharist, and the Nogales, Mexico 
and Tucson dioceses. 

Short-term help away from the border 

The Tucson Diocese's Catholic Community 
Services runs the Casa Alitas Program — 
Aid for Migrant Families. "We are here 
simply for the corporal work of mercy," 
Diego Lopez, program coordinator, says. 

The center provides shelter, food, medicine, 
clothing and security. "This is the main 
reason we are here," Lopez says. This is a 
short-term shelter for asylum seekers from 
more than 20 nations, such as Cameroon, 
Congo and Haiti, who have the proper 
documents. Their next step is their 
immigration hearing in court. After the 
Border Patrol releases them at the center for 
a short-term stay, "we help them contact 
their sponsors, their family members, or 
churches that sponsor them." 

Casa Alitas — "alitas" means wings — has 
volunteers with a variety of backgrounds, 
including women religious. On this October 
day, Maryknoll Sisters Janet Hockman, 
Rolande Pendeza Kahindo and Genie 
Natividad were helping with COVID testing 
of about 50 men who were just dropped off. 
While Hockman served soup to the men 
waiting in line, Kahindo was sorting food 
and clothing in the center's back room. 
Natividad, who was elected in September as 
vice president of her congregation's 
leadership team for the next six years, said 
she enjoyed the migrant ministry in Tucson, 
serving these men who were incarcerated 
and now are free to begin their new lives. 

Other sisters who come to the Casa Alistas 
to work include Sisters of St. Joseph of 
Corondelet and Medical Mission Sisters. 

 
Two expelled migrants wait for the sun to come 
up at the Centro de Recursos para Migrantes 
(Migrant Resource Center) in Agua Prieta, 
Mexico. They were among the men expelled in 
the middle of the night in late October at the 
U.S.-Douglas, Texas, border crossing. They 
walked across the border to the migrant center, 
where they could receive food and coffee, and 
rest for a few hours before heading out. A 
majority of expelled migrants will attempt to 
cross the border again. A very small number will 
return to their home countries. (Lisa Elmaleh) 
 

 
Many expelled migrants hobble into the migrant 
center with blisters on their feet, accumulated 
after days of walking through the desert. 
Missionary Sister of the Eucharist Maribel Lara 
Hernandez, who serves as a first-aid nurse at the 
center, typically washes the migrant's foot, 
cleans the wounds, applies medication and 
wraps the injured foot with a gauze pad. (Lisa 
Elmaleh) 
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Another Missionary Sister of the Eucharist, 
Emma Rias Flores, works at the migrant center 
as a cook and social worker. She cooks, feeds 
the migrants and later helps direct them to local 
assistance as they head toward an unknown 
future. (Lisa Elmaleh) 
 

 
Jesus, another migrant who was expelled the 
previous night, helps install the garden at the 
Centro de Recursos. (Lisa Elmaleh) 
 

 
Missionary Sister of the Eucharist Maribel Lara 
Hernandez stands in front of the mural on the 
wall inside the migrant center depicting a 
monarch butterfly, a common symbol in 
Mexican culture as well as a tiny but fierce 
creature that migrates annually. (Lisa Elmaleh) 
 

 
A child is dressed as an angel for Las Posadas 
(The Inns), a religious festival celebrated in 
Mexico and various Latin America countries. 
Families dress as Joseph and Mary to reenact the 
Holy Family's journey from Nazareth to 
Bethlehem in search of a safe place to give birth 
to Jesus. The child dressed as an angel stands in 
front of the Last Supper mural at the Kino 
Border Initiative, less than half a mile from the 
Mariposa border crossing. (Lisa Elmaleh) 



 
Missionary Sister of the Eucharist Maria 
Engracia Robles, one of the Kino Border 
Initiative founders, is responsible for educating 
the migrants and would-be asylum seekers about 
their rights. She is also responsible for public 
education on migrant issues by using social 
media, such as Facebook, and radio. (Lisa 
Elmaleh) 
 

 
Volunteers and migrants peel garlic for the 
kitchen at the Kino Border Initiative in Nogales, 
Mexico. (Lisa Elmaleh) 
 

 
Victor Yanez Valle, a Jesuit scholastic, is 
director of migrant services at the migrant 
center. He helps expelled families get social 
service assistance. (Lisa Elmaleh) 
 

 
Missionary Sister of the Eucharist Luz Elena 
Guzman Vargas oversees the kitchen, cleaning 
and shelter operation in the migrant center. (Lisa 
Elmaleh) 



 
Franciscan Sr. Marlita Henseler from Wisconsin 
is a long-term volunteer at the Kino Border 
Initiative. She serves as a hospitality person, 
welcoming and directing migrants to the right 
place for assistance. Fluent in Spanish, her main 
task is teaching English to the migrants. (Lisa 
Elmaleh) 
 

 
A woman on the Mexican side and a man on the 
American side meet at the fence to talk during 
the Las Posadas observation in December 2021. 
In addition to the religious gathering, migrants 
walked along the border wall singing songs in 
protest of Title 42 and the Migration Protection 
Protocols. (Lisa Elmaleh) 

 
Tracey Horan, a Sister of Providence of Saint 
Mary-of-the-Woods, is the coordinator of 
education and advocacy programs at the Kino 
Border Initiative. She obtains intake information 
from each family who comes to the center for 
services. (Lisa Elmaleh) 
 

 
Sr. Genie Natividad, from the Philippines, was 
one of three Maryknoll volunteers at Casa 
Alitas, a short-term Tucson shelter for asylum 
seekers from more than 20 nations, in summer 
and fall 2021. She has been elected as vice 
president of the Maryknoll Leadership Team. 
(Lisa Elmaleh) 
 



 
Maryknoll Sister Janet Hockman volunteered at 
Casa Alitas in Tucson in summer and fall 2021. 
She has served as a missioner in the Marshall 
Islands and in Nepal. She now volunteers at 
Annunciation House in El Paso, Texas, a center 
that aids migrants, refugees and the 
economically vulnerable. (Lisa Elmaleh) 
 

 
A third Maryknoll sister who volunteered at 
Casa Alitas in 2021 is Sr. Rolande Pendeza 
Kahindo. She is from the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo. She received her first vows as a 
Maryknoll sister in 2019 and was assigned to 
East Timor. She volunteered at Casa Alitas for a 
time. (Lisa Elmaleh) 
 
 
 
 

 
Lisa Elmaleh 
Lisa Elmaleh is a photographer whose work 
has appeared in The New York 
Times and Harper's Magazine. This is her 
second photo project for GSR at the U.S.-
Mexican border. Her first, in July 2021, was 
"Frontera: Where the limits of a wall and the 
promise of the unknown intersect." Elmaleh, 
of Paw Paw, West Virginia, has visited the 
border as a photographer and volunteer 
alongside Catholic sisters and others several 
times since January 2021. 
 

 
Peter Tran 
Peter Tran is the assistant director of the 
Redemptorist Renewal Center in Tucson, 
Arizona. He is a former editor of the Union 
of Catholic Asian News at the main editorial 
office in Bangkok. During his years as a 
Redemptorist, his ministry was extensively 
in the field of pastoral care for refugees and 
migrants in the United States and at the 
Vatican. 
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God's love is 
evergreen in all our 

lives 
16 May 2022 

by Hilda Mary Bernath 
  

Spirituality 

 
Sister Hilda, third from the right, stands with her 
students under an evergreen tree. The picture is 
taken outside Maria Reina, the sisters’ hostel, in 
the village of Curahuasi, Peru. (Courtesy of 
Hilda Mary Bernath) 
 
Love is the most precious of all things in the 
world. It is a powerful medium and 
instrument in our lives. It was out of love 
that God created the world, and it is because 
of his love that we came into being and are 
sustained in this world. 

A tree was created with love to give fruits 
and shade. A river was created with love to 
give water to all the living. The sun was 
created with love to give light. 

They never tire of giving their love and 
sharing what they are. Likewise, God who 
created the world never tires in blessing, 
because he loves us; his love never ends. 

We, the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary, 
are the branches of the tree planted by 
Blessed Hélène Marie Philippine de 
Chappotin de Neuville — better known as 
Blessed Mary of the Passion — who loved 
for us to bear many fruits through her 
mission. 

Her love was a growing tree, her mission 
was a running river, her zeal was a shining 
sun, and her love never ends. 

As a Franciscan Missionary of Mary, I 
admire the lifestyle of our founder, who 
truly imbibed the strength of the Holy Spirit. 
Though she was born and brought up in 
France, when she came to India as a 
missionary, she adopted our culture for the 
sake of Christ and the development of 
women in society. 

When I read her life history, I was inspired 
by her life-giving words and how she 
dedicated her life for the sake of Christ. Her 
inspirational sayings have challenged me to 
follow her ways and be a true missionary. 
Taking my cue from her, I say: Let us walk 
in truth and charity to accomplish marvels, 
for God will not forsake those who dedicate 
their lives for the sake of his love. 

To be a faithful missionary, she practiced 
these values: no gossip, a pure intention, and 
a focus only on the mission. She also urged 
us to show great respect for our sisters in 
community — and no politics! She adapted 
to new cultures with difficulty, always 
enduring suffering and pain without 
complaints, and encouraged us to persevere 
in learning the language of the people with 
whom we worked in order to achieve our 
goals. 

Like a tree rooted in the soil, she created a 
strong foundation, and her mission branched 
out all over the world, with many young 
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women coming forward to join her to 
continue God's work and service. 

It isn't easy for a seed to grow into a tree. It 
dies painfully, and it takes time to sprout, 
slowly developing into a tree which will 
bear much fruit. 

Similarly, God had a plan for her and she 
obliged his will, spending much time before 
the eucharistic Lord to receive strength from 
him. We know that she was faithful in 
making retreat and meditation, because she 
wrote her reflections in her diary as a 
journal. 

She journeyed full of hope and faith, saying 
that her mission was not her will — that "if 
it is God's will, it will flourish." And God 
never forsook her in difficulties, but 
strengthened her vocation and her mission to 
spread his work all over the world — 
focusing on the people in society who were 
suffering. 

In my life too I heard his call, felt his 
presence, and offered my life to him for his 
mission. As in the life of Blessed Mary of 
the Passion, each event of my life was sent 
by God's love for a special reason. God 
chooses each of us to be his instrument of 
love and service in a particular way. 

My inspirations from the life of our 
foundress are to live simply, to walk 
humbly, and to love genuinely. Inspired by 
God and our founder, like a tree I want to 
give shelter to our needy female students, 
here on our mission in Peru, a country in 
South America. 

The creation of God is always marvelous. I 
especially admire the nature and qualities of 
a tree. And my favorite tree is the evergreen, 
which never changes its original color. It 
remains green forever, throughout rain, 

thunder, clouds or storms. It will not give 
up, because it is strongly rooted in the earth. 

The tree gives shelter to everybody, 
regardless of creed, race or gender — just 
like our foundress struggled and suffered to 
give shelter and empower abandoned girls 
and powerless women. 

The one who gives life to the poor will be 
like the evergreen tree. 

The one who respects a person will be the 
fruits of the tree. 

The one who sacrifices for the sake of others 
will be a saint of the church. 

The one who understands others positively 
will be the heart of the world. 

Being inspired and affected by the shadow 
of God, we all can bring glory and hope to 
people through our work, service and 
charity. God's love and blessings are always 
there in the life and growth of any human 
being, the crowning image of all his 
creatures. 

 
Hilda Mary Bernath 
Sr. Hilda Mary Bernath is from Tamil Nadu, 
South India. With an academic preparation 
in education, Montessori, and child 
psychology, she taught school in both Tamil 
and English. After becoming a Franciscan 
Missionary of Mary, she did graduate work 
in theology, spirituality and 
missiology. Currently, she is ministering in 
Peru, studying Spanish and doing 
missionary work. 
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Pope Francis will 
travel to Canada in 

July to visit 
Indigenous 

communities 
13 May 2022 

by Christopher White 
  

Vatican 
 

 
Elder Fred Kelly, a spiritual adviser to the First 
Nations' delegation that met with Pope Francis, 
prays for the pope during a meeting with 
Indigenous elders, knowledge keepers, abuse 
survivors and youth from Canada, along with 
representatives of Canada's Catholic bishops in 
the Vatican's Clementine Hall April 1, 2022. 
(CNS photo/Vatican Media) 
 
ROME — Pope Francis will make a much 
anticipated visit to Canada from July 24-30, 
where he is expected to issue an apology on 
Canadian soil for the Catholic Church's 
involvement in the country's abuse-ridden 
residential schools, fulfilling a long sought 
after request by the country's Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission. 

The Vatican announced the visit in its daily 
bulletin on May 13 and said the pope would 
visit the cities of Edmonton, Québec and 

Iqaluit. A detailed schedule has yet to be 
released. 

Speculation about the trip has swirled since 
Francis held a series of meetings with 
representatives of Canada's Indigenous 
community from March 28 - April 1 at the 
Vatican.   

At the conclusion of the meetings, 
Francis issued an initial apology and 
pledged to visit Canada soon. 

"For the deplorable conduct of members of 
the Catholic Church, I ask God's 
forgiveness," said Francis, who described 
the institutional abuses by church leaders as 
"contrary to the Gospel of Jesus."   

With those words, Francis fulfilled a request 
for a papal apology that comes after years of 
appeals from Canada's Indigenous 
community and even Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau for the Catholic Church to seek 
forgiveness for its century-long involvement 
in the country's scandal plagued school 
system for Native children. 

Francis' visit to the country — aimed at 
reconciling the Catholic Church with the 
country's Indigenous communities — will 
coincide with the Catholic feast day of St. 
Anne on July 26. Long considered a patron 
saint of grandparents, the feast day is also 
popular among some Indigenous Catholics 
known for their reverence of ancestors and 
the elderly.   

In recent months, the 85-year-old pope has 
been sidelined by severe knee pain and is 
now appearing in a wheelchair at most 
public events.  

Despite his limited mobility, the pope has 
vowed to press ahead with his commitments 
and is also scheduled to travel to the 
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Democratic Republic of Congo and South 
Sudan in early July.  

 
Christopher White 
Christopher White is the Vatican 
correspondent for NCR. His email address 
is cwhite@ncronline.org. Follow him on 
Twitter: @CWWhiteNCR. 
 

Bishops express 
sorrow, condemn 
racially motivated 

shooting in Buffalo 
16 May 2022 

by Rhina Guidos, Catholic News Service 
  

 
Mourners in Buffalo, N.Y., react May 15, 2022, 
while attending a vigil for victims of the 
shooting the day before at a TOPS supermarket. 
(CNS photo/Brendan McDermid, Reuters) 
 
WASHINGTON — Several U.S. Catholic 
bishops expressed sorrow and called out 
racism and gun violence after reports of a 
May 14 mass shooting in Buffalo, New 
York, that left at least three injured and 10 
dead — a crime authorities categorized as 
likely motivated by hatred for Black people. 

"Faith compels us to say no to the rotten 
forces of racism, no to terror, and no to the 
mortal silencing of Black and brown 
voices," Bishop Mark J. Seitz of El Paso, 
Texas, said May 15 in one of the most 
powerful statements condemning the 
violence that took place when a gunman 
opened fire on a Saturday afternoon at the 
New York supermarket. 

Bishop Mark E. Brennan of Wheeling-
Charleston, West Virginia, also spoke up 
against what has been categorized, not just 
as violence but one colored with chilling 
racism. 

"The tragedy in Buffalo is hardly the first 
such violence against African Americans," 
he wrote shortly after the attack. "From the 
crossing of the ocean in slave ships, in 
which many Africans died, to their violent 
treatment by slave masters to the thousands 
of lynching of Blacks in the South to more 
recent killings of unarmed African 
Americans by police and civilians, even in 
their churches, this racism has claimed an 
inordinate number of Black lives simply 
because they were Black. When and how 
will it stop?"  

In Buffalo, Erie County District Attorney 
John J. Flynn said in a May 14 statement 
that 18-year-old suspect Payton S. Gendron, 
of Conklin, New York, "who was allegedly 
wearing tactical gear and armed with an 
assault weapon" when he entered the 
supermarket at around 2:30 p.m., has been 
charged with first-degree murder and 
remains in custody without bail. 

Some of those fatally wounded include a 
retired Buffalo police officer working 
security at the store, an 85-year-old 
grandmother of eight who cared for her 
husband and a 72-year-old civil rights 
advocate. 
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"My office is working closely with the U.S. 
Attorney's Office and our partners in law 
enforcement into potential terrorism and 
hate crimes," Flynn said. "This is an active 
investigation and additional charges may be 
filed." 

Gendron is scheduled for a hearing May 19. 

News reports said authorities have pointed 
to a 180-page online document the suspect is 
alleged to have left behind, filled with racist 
views and details of his plan of attack. There 
also are reports that he strapped equipment 
to the top of a tactical helmet he was 
wearing so he could livestream the shooting. 
He also allegedly wrote about conspiracy 
theories, saying some groups are trying to 
replace white people in the U.S. with people 
of color.  

The Buffalo News in a May 14 article said 
the author of the manifesto, in addition, 
wrote about buying ammunition, surplus 
military and other preparations. 

"The scourge of senseless gun violence that 
has taken the lives of so many across our 
nation and changed the lives of countless 
innocent men, women and children must 
come to an end," Bishop Michael W. Fisher 
of Buffalo said in a statement posted on 
Twitter shortly after the attack. 

The Erie district attorney's office said the 
"defendant drove" more than three hours to 
a Tops supermarket located in a 
predominantly Black section of Buffalo, 
"with the intent to commit a crime." 

It's a scenario eerily similar to a 2019 mass 
shooting in El Paso, where the suspected 
gunman in that incident drove close to 10 
hours, also left behind a racist manifesto 
railing against a "Hispanic invasion of 
Texas" and opened fire on a mostly Latino 
clientele at a Walmart in 2019. He also is 

said to have referenced the same conspiracy 
theory tied to the suspect in the Buffalo 
shooting. 

In El Paso, priests from the diocese were 
allowed in shortly after the shooting to 
comfort and administer last rites to the 
dying. Bishop Seitz for months visited the 
wounded and wrote a pastoral letter against 
hatred and included the church's role in 
racism at the border. 

"We know this pain all too well! Our 
prayers are with the people that lost loved 
ones today, the faithful of the Diocese of 
Buffalo and the entire city of Buffalo," the 
Diocese of El Paso wrote in a post following 
the Buffalo attack. 

In a separate message, Bishop Seitz said that 
"racism and white supremacy continue to 
strike our society deeply and reverberate 
widely, victimizing communities of color 
and diminishing us all." 

"I want those in Buffalo to feel the solidarity 
of the beloved community in El Paso," he 
said. "We walk with you, even as you pass 
through the valley of death's shadow. We 
know that the path through hatred and pain 
to still waters and the House of the Lord is 
built together, with acts of justice 
reconciliation and love." 

Other bishops, too, reached out with 
messages of solidarity. 

Bishop Robert J. Brennan of Brooklyn, New 
York, who said he was "horrified" at the 
attack, asked for prayers for the victims, 
their families, and an "end to hate, violence 
and racism in our country and in the world." 

West Virginia's Bishop Brennan said that 
while new laws can help, what's needed 
most is "a true change of mind and heart that 
leads us to recognize and affirm the value of 



every human life, no matter how different 
the person is from me." 

"It is the kind of change that authentic 
religion promotes. God has made us all in 
his image and likeness. He has commanded 
us to love one another, to bear one another's 
burdens," he said. "Unless we embrace this 
understanding more fully in America, we 
can expect more such tragedies -- and 
against Jews, (Muslims) and immigrants as 
well as against African Americans." 

He also made an appeal to gun owners to 
support restrictions. 

"We must also face the fact that the 
widespread availability of guns is a crucial 
factor in racial violence. It is much harder to 
escape from a bullet than it is from a knife," 
the West Virginia prelate wrote. "I recognize 
that most gun owners have them for the 
protection of their families and themselves 
or for hunting. 

"I challenge you who own guns for such 
purposes to propose ways in which the 
availability of guns could be significantly 
restricted." 

He added, "I have lived in countries where 
guns are much less available than in the 
United States and where, correspondingly, 
gun deaths are much less common. We have 
to do better than we are doing. Gun owners: 
Step up to the challenge!" 

 

Meet Emilce Cuda: 
Pope Francis' 

Catholic social 

teaching expert in the 
Vatican 

Appointment spotlights 
ways the Latin American 
church is reshaping global 

Catholicism 
17 May 2022 

by Christopher White 
  

People 
Vatican 

 

 
Pope Francis meets Argentine theologian Emilce 
Cuda at the Vatican in this March 17, 2017, file 
photo. Cuda serves as co-secretary of the 
Pontifical Commission for Latin America. On 
April 13, Francis also named Cuda as a member 
of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
ROME — When Emilce Cuda's phone rang 
in the middle of the night in late June 2021, 
Cardinal Marc Ouellet was on the other line 
from the Vatican, failing to account for the 
time difference between Rome and Buenos 
Aires.  

"Will you come work for Pope Francis?" he 
asked. 

"We're moving to Rome," Cuda texted to her 
family members. They immediately wanted 
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to know the reason and position, but she had 
forgotten to ask.  

"This was a great opportunity to give service 
to the church in Latin America," she recalled 
in an interview with NCR. "And when the 
pope asks you to help, you just say yes." 

On July 26, the Vatican's daily 
bulletin included the news that Cuda, 56, 
had been appointed as the office head of the 
Pontifical Commission for Latin America. 
By September, Cuda and her husband, 
Patrick, had arrived in Rome.  

Five months later, on Feb. 18, Cuda 
was promoted to co-secretary of the 
commission, alongside Rodrigo Guerra 
López. And on April 13, Pope Francis 
also named Cuda as a member of the 
Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences.  

As a laywoman and theologian from Latin 
America, her quick ascendancy in a male-
dominated, clerical institution underscores 
the structural changes Pope Francis is 
seeking to make in the Vatican.  

But those who know Cuda say that's only 
part of the story and that Pope Francis is 
looking to her to help him hardwire Catholic 
social thought in the Vatican's operations 
and beyond.  

From Athens to Rome, by way of Buenos 
Aires  

In some respects, Cuda's journey to Rome 
began in ancient Athens, when she started 
reading the Greek philosopher Plato at age 
11.  

When it came time to pursue her 
undergraduate education, she enrolled at the 
University of Buenos Aires to study 
philosophy, but after a few months began to 
also develop an interest in theological 
questions.  

"In Latin America, you can only study 
theology in pontifical universities, and those 
are usually for priests," she said.  

But Cuda decided to do both: continue to 
study philosophy at the public university, 
while also studying theology at the 
Pontifical Catholic University of Argentina.  

In 2011, she became the first laywoman in 
Argentina to receive a doctorate in moral 
theology from the Vatican-backed 
university, with the signature of its then-
chancellor Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio, 
archbishop of Buenos Aires, adorning her 
diploma.  

At the time, she couldn't have imagined that 
a decade later, she would be moving nearly 
7,000 miles across the globe to go work for 
the same man who had gone on to become 
the leader of the Catholic Church.  

 
Emilce Cuda speaking April 27 on Capitol Hill 
as part of the advocacy day for the National 
Catholic Council for Hispanic Ministry 'Raices y 
Alas' gathering (Courtesy of Emilce Cuda) 
 
Cuda's one-line sound bite that describes her 
work is "a theologian focusing on social 
problems."  
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And like her boss in Rome, she is interested 
first and foremost in the people.  

As a practitioner of teología del 
pueblo ("theology of the people"), Cuda not 
only believes in a preferential option for the 
poor, but maintains that it requires standing 
with the poor as a vocal advocate, 
particularly so that they are participants in 
economic decision making. 

For that reason, her work has zeroed in on 
questions related to employment and 
unemployment, labor unions, popular 
movements and populism. 

Anna Rowlands, the St. Hilda Chair in 
Catholic Social Thought and Practice at 
Durham University in Great Britain, 
observed that Cuda's approach to these 
critical social concerns comes from a global 
perspective and not just considered a 
regional or local question.  

"The question of work and the question of 
unemployment, in particular, are absolutely 
at the forefront of the global challenges that 
we face right now," Rowlands told NCR. 
"Her work in that sense so closely ties with 
Pope Francis' own agenda around work and 
around social dialogue." 

In a new article just published in the Journal 
of Catholic Social Thought — a special 
issue that gathers the voices of women 
across the globe to weigh in on Pope 
Francis' 2020 encyclical Fratelli Tutti — 
Cuda writes that Francis understands "the 
people" as a dynamic uniting together "to 
save themselves," not motivated by political 
parties but by a communal understanding of 
their history, injustices and, ultimately, 
hope.  

"It is about unity in difference, which does 
not suppose a partisan indoctrination on 
common interests but, rather, faith in a 

divine economy of salvation, in the 
community as a faithful People of God," she 
writes.  

She believes this Latin American 
perspective, both of hers and of Francis — 
whom she calls a "prophet of the people" — 
has lessons to offer the global church.  

A bridge between North and South  
Earlier this year during a meeting with 
faculty members from Loyola University 
Chicago, where Cuda is also an adjunct 
professor, some colleagues joked that it 
would be a fun idea to invite Pope Francis to 
participate in a planned dialogue with 
students from North, South and Central 
America and the Caribbean.  
Cuda didn't think the idea was such a joke 
and wrote to the pope to extend the 
invitation. About one week later, 
he said yes.  

The result was an unscripted two-hour 
conversation between Francis and students 
from across the Americas on a range of 
issues, including migration, the 
environment, employment and more. 

For Francis, who actively took notes 
throughout the event, it was an opportunity 
to hear firsthand from young people about 
their concerns and their dreams. For Cuda, it 
was an opportunity to connect ideas with 
people and concrete realities, which she sees 
as exactly the role of both a theologian and 
of the office which she was brought to Rome 
to help transform.  
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Pope Francis listens to Catholic university 
students during a virtual dialogue Feb. 24, which 
Loyola University Chicago hosted in 
collaboration with Catholic universities and 
colleges in North, Central and South America, as 
well as the Caribbean. (NCR 
screenshot/YouTube) 
 
Pope Pius XII launched the Pontifical 
Commission for Latin America in 1958 with 
a mission to study questions related to the 
"life and development" of the various 
churches in Latin America, home to nearly 
40% of the world's Catholic population.  

The commission is situated inside what will 
soon be renamed as the Vatican's Dicastery 
for Bishops, and, according to the new 
Vatican constitution, it is "responsible for 
fostering relations between the international 
and national ecclesiastical institutions, 
which work for the regions of Latin 
America, and the curial institutions."  

While in the past the commission may have 
had a reputation as a supervisory body or 
even doctrinally policing the church in Latin 
America, Cuda sums her role as one of 
"service" and sees her role as a curia official 
as being attentive to the needs of Latin 
America — particularly its people — and 
finding creative ways to respond. 

Since Cuda received that now memorable 
phone call from Ouellet, prefect of the 
dicastery and the commission's president, 

she has made it her mission to "move the 
frontiers of the commission" so that its 
borders do not stop at Mexico. 

Instead, she wants to build bridges between 
the North and South, because as she likes to 
remind people, "we have lots of Latin 
Americans living in Canada, the United 
States and even Europe." She believes the 
social, economic and religious solutions for 
Latin America must include a connection 
with all of the important players outside of 
the continent seeking to help Latin 
America.  

Too often, Cuda said, when people think 
about Latin Americans living in North 
America, they are only thought of as migrant 
workers or "people asking for food." 

This way of thinking about Latin Americans 
must change, says Cuda. 

"They must have opportunities to be 
creative. Because that is work. If work is not 
creative it's not work," says Cuda.  

And since there are people from a range of 
vocations from Latin America living and 
working in different capacities outside of it, 
she believes that the church "must call them, 
invite them, to help Latin America."  
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Emilce Cuda in her office at the Vatican 
(Courtesy of the Pontifical Commission for 
Latin America) 
 
An outsider inside the heart of the 
Vatican  
Three days after Cuda defended her 
dissertation, she wrote to Jesuit Fr. James 
Keenan at Boston College to introduce 
herself and express interest in a theological 
conference he was organizing in Trent, 
Italy.  
The conference, held in the same city that 
hosted the church's landmark ecumenical 
council nearly 500 years ago, explored how 
the Council of Trent's proceedings shaped 
modern life in the church and the world 
today. Cuda wanted to attend.  

"Her theological work is to look at 
democracy, to look at its impact on Catholic 
social teaching and to see how the two can 
correspond to one another," Keenan told 
NCR. "She's really interested in how you 
build up things and how you build up 
relationships, theologically and socially."  

Without having met in person and despite 
the conference registration having already 
closed, Keenan was intrigued and invited 
her to participate.  

Cuda would go on to become a fixture of the 
group, becoming a Latin American 
representative for Catholic Theological 
Ethics in the World Church, which includes 
more than 1,500 theologians from around 
the world who meet regularly in various 
world cities to discuss burgeoning 
theological questions.  

"She is a natural networker with a great 
capacity for understanding one person after 
another and can build bridges," said Keenan, 
who added that natural capacity to do so is 
also "reflected in her dissertation."  

The fact that she now situates those skills 
and that perspective inside the Vatican, for 
Keenan, is a game changer. 

Rowlands, author of the recently 
released Towards a Politics of Communion: 
Catholic Social Teaching in Dark 
Times, observed that while Cuda is 
"profoundly shaped by a Liberationist 
theological perspective" she is also one of 
the very few women trained in the 
traditional Catholic theological method. 

 
Anna Rowlands, professor of Catholic social 
thought and practice at Durham University in the 
United Kingdom, speaks at a press conference 
for the release of Pope Francis' encyclical, 
"Fratelli Tutti, on Fraternity and Social 
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Friendship," in the synod hall at the Vatican Oct. 
4, 2020. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
"She has a pontifical degree and is able to 
teach within that structure, but yet she's 
managed to carry this kind of deep 
radicalism with her into that world, so she's 
this very unusual combination," said 
Rowlands. "She's both an insider and an 
outsider in exactly the right ways."  

Since her appointment, where she is now the 
highest ranking nonreligious laywoman 
inside the Vatican, Cuda has deflected 
discussion of what it means to be a woman 
working inside the church, but instead 
prefers to focus on the work itself. 

It's not that she does not believe that being a 
woman in the Vatican is insignificant or 
unimportant. Instead, her energy is 
concentrated on Pope Francis' project of 
helping the church recover the depths of the 
Second Vatican Council, which, she 
believes if understood properly, makes more 
space for women and lay leadership inside 
the church.   

Catholic social teaching and synodality  
Brazilian journalist Filipe Domingues, who 
is the deputy director of Rome's Lay 
Centre and a personal friend of Cuda's, told 
NCR that it is useful to understand her role 
and Pope Francis' strong backing of her in 
light of the pope's focus on synodality, 
Francis' reform efforts to shape a more 
participatory church that is able to 
accompany all of the people of God. 
Synodality, observed Domingues, means 
that the "main processes of the church need 
to be more inclusive and consultative, they 
need to start from the concrete reality of the 
people," not only among the clergy but in 
the "life and devotion of the ordinary 
people."  

Cuda, he says, embodies this.  

While she does not work in the Vatican's 
synod office, her role and her approach to it 
has become representative of what it means 
for church structures to become more 
synodal in their operations.  

It's a difficult mandate, but one that is 
evidently energizing to Cuda. 
 

'She's both an insider and an outsider in 
exactly the right ways.' 

—Anna Rowlands, speaking about Emilce 
Cuda 

 
She describes her typical day as waking up 
between 5 or 6 in the morning and spends 
the first hour of day in prayer and reading 
the breviary. After that, she both goes for a 
run and lifts weights — a workout regime 
that even intimidates her two young adult 
sons — and then makes the 20-minute walk 
from her Vatican apartment in Trastevere to 
her office just outside of St. Peter's Square.  
Most days she either forgets to eat or has 
canned tuna or fruits that she's stashed in her 
office. She then spends the rest of the day on 
calls, messages or in meetings, both virtual 
or on Zoom, until she goes to bed around 
midnight, preparing to do it all over again 
the following day.  

Her intense focus on the issues at hand, 
combined with her indefatigable 
commitment to the work, has — based on 
her quick ascendancy in Rome — earned her 
the strong approval of Francis, who is 
insisting that what happens at the Vatican 
and beyond is motivated by Catholic social 
teaching. In Cuda, he has seemingly found 
his point person for the task ahead.  

At the heart of the Catholic social teaching 
is the method of "see, judge and act."  

From her vantage point, Cuda believes that 
with the synodal path, "the church is the 
only institution in the world that opened a 
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popular process of listening, speaking and 
doing something" in order to engage its 
members.  

And at this moment, as both a front row 
observer and key player in that process, she 
believes both Rome and the church, while 
ancient in its foundations, offer the 
possibility of being made new.  

 
Christopher White 
Christopher White is the Vatican 
correspondent for NCR. His email address 
is cwhite@ncronline.org. Follow him on 
Twitter: @CWWhiteNCR. 
 

Buffalo makes it 
clear: Racism and gun 

violence are a 
Christian problem 

18 May 2022 
by Daniel P. Horan 

  

 
A memorial near a TOPS supermarket in 
Buffalo, New York, is seen May 15. Authorities 
say the mass shooting the day before that left 10 

people dead was racially motivated. 
(CNS/Reuters/Brendan McDermid) 
 
In this age of pandemic we have become 
accustomed to discussions about viruses, 
their persistence, and their life-threatening 
mutations. Upon hearing news of the 
horrific and racially motivated mass 
shooting at a grocery store in Buffalo, New 
York, on May 14, I was reminded of a line 
from Pope Francis' 2020 encyclical letter 
"Fratelli Tutti, On Fraternity and Social 
Friendship." In it, Francis writes: "Racism is 
a virus that quickly mutates and, instead of 
disappearing, goes into hiding, and lurks in 
waiting." 

The metaphor of a virus is particularly 
useful in thinking about how anti-Black 
racism functions in the United States. If we 
think of this nation as something like a 
single body composed of many parts (sound 
familiar?) we might imagine that it is indeed 
infected with a virus, which results in a 
chronic illness, a "soul-sickness," known as 
racism. Like so many viruses — such as the 
one that causes AIDS, or the one that causes 
chickenpox and later shingles, or the one 
that causes mononucleosis and so on — it 
never fully disappears from the body, even 
when levels of the virus appear 
undetectable. Instead, the virus, as Francis 
correctly said, "goes into hiding, and lurks in 
waiting." 

Likewise, gun violence in this country might 
rightly be analogized as a virus. In the past, I 
have suggested that an apt metaphor might 
be addiction, which is also a disease, but I 
now wonder if Francis' viral metaphor is 
more helpful. Within the figurative body of 
the United States, extended across thousands 
of miles of geographic space, there are 
millions of firearms possessed by all kinds 
of people, which are stored in lockers, 
carried in holsters, and used for good and 
bad purposes. 
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For much of the American population, the 
thought of guns and their disproportionately 
destructive power rarely comes to mind until 
a tragedy such as what unfolded in Buffalo 
this weekend forces a renewed awareness. In 
this way, gun violence in this country is akin 
to a virus because the potential for its 
devastating impacts is always already 
present, lurking "beneath the surface." 

In this way, we can talk about the twin 
pandemics that reared their ugly, ruinous 
heads yet again over the weekend: racism 
and gun violence. These are often 
intersecting maladies; particularly when we 
see overt anti-Black and white supremacist 
ideology informing mass violence such as in 
Buffalo this past week or the 2015 mass 
murder at Mother Emanuel African 
Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, 
South Carolina. 

 
Mourners in Buffalo, New York, react May 15, 
while attending a vigil for victims of the 
shooting the day before at a TOPS supermarket. 
Authorities say the mass shooting that left 10 
people dead was racially motivated. 
(CNS/Reuters/Brendan McDermid) 
 
One of the first things that must be done in 
the face of these viruses of racism and gun 
violence is to accurately diagnose the 
illness. This should be an obvious step, yet it 
is striking that many people, especially 
white people, are quick to misdiagnose the 

situation. Among the red herrings typically 
presented is to assume mental illness is the 
cause or at least predominant factor in such 
horrific violence. The New York Times 
even ran a story on May 15 with a headline 
that emphasized the alleged shooter's 
previous treatment for mental health 
concerns, which could be used by some to 
justify mental health stigma. 
Despite the popular misconception that 
mental illness is the root cause of such mass 
violence, the scientific consensus has been 
clear for a long time. According to a 
2015 scientific journal article, 
"Epidemiologic studies show that the large 
majority of people with serious mental 
illnesses are never violent." 

In fact, those suffering from severe mental 
illness are most likely to be a threat only to 
themselves, as the article explains, "mental 
illness is strongly associated with increased 
risk of suicide, which accounts for over half 
of US firearms–related fatalities." 

Recourse to this stereotype about mental 
illness contributes to two problems 
simultaneously. First, it reinforces 
inaccurate and dangerous mental health 
stigmas, which further inhibits those needing 
assistance from seeking it and creates a 
culture of greater isolation for those already 
suffering. Second, it distracts from 
the real issues that are at play in racist 
violence as witnessed in Buffalo and 
elsewhere: the viruses of anti-Black racism 
and the absurd proliferation of guns, 
especially assault weapons, used to kill 
many people quickly. 

On this second point about the distraction 
from the real issues at hand, this is another 
matter that the events of last weekend are 
again bringing into disturbing relief. There 
is a lot of denial among some white people 
about the very existence of the virus of 
racism in this country, let alone its 
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pervasiveness and persistence. Given 
my previous criticism of many United States 
bishops' failure to acknowledge fully the 
reality of systemic racism, I was not 
surprised to see this dynamic played out 
over the weekend. Diocese of Buffalo 
Bishop Michael Fisher issued a statement on 
social media about the shooting, but failed to 
use the word "racism" or acknowledge the 
racist context. 

This sort of literal sin of omission is a 
milder version of a white misdiagnosis that 
regularly occurs in the face of the virus of 
racism. On a regular basis, I receive white 
vitriol on social media denying the existence 
of racism in this country. Part of what 
motivates this sort of absurd pseudo-
narrative is a deeply troubling racist 
conspiracy theory known as "replacement 
theory" which, as The New York Times 
recently reported, has increasingly grown 
mainstream, bolstered by an increasingly 
extremist Republican Party. According to 
this distorted worldview, it is actually white 
people who are the "victims" of racial 
animus and systemic racism is, therefore, a 
"lie" or simply "not real." 

The failure of bishops, politicians and 
ordinary citizens alike to speak plainly and 
clearly about racism only makes the 
situation worse. It contributes to the white 
shock and equivocation that follows 
unspeakable racist violence like in Buffalo. 
White denial of the reality of racism, our 
collective failure to diagnosis this virus 
truthfully and accurately, and then do 
something about it, compounds the problem 
and contributes to mainstream willful 
ignorance about the complexity and reach of 
white supremacy in our society and church. 

However, Black women and men have been 
experiencing the long-standing and deep-
rooted effects of white supremacy and 
systemic racism in communities like the one 

terrorized in Buffalo this weekend for 
decades. As the Times summarized in 
an article on May 15, "For many Black 
people living here, the effects of 
discrimination have been felt much longer 
— and the violence represents a uniquely 
harrowing moment in a lengthy history of 
trauma." 

I first learned of the Buffalo shooting shortly 
after I boarded an airplane on a flight to, of 
all places, Buffalo. I had just left the 
commencement ceremonies at St. Mary's 
College in Notre Dame, Indiana, and was 
heading to another commencement at St. 
Bonaventure University, about 60 miles 
south of Buffalo, scheduled for the 
following morning. 

Not only was it eerie to realize I was flying 
into the city where this mass shooting had 
just taken place, but also the commencement 
speaker I had just heard deliver a powerful 
and theologically rich address was M. 
Shawn Copeland, the eminent Black 
Catholic theologian. Copeland has spent 
much of her impressive career writing, 
speaking and teaching about the need for 
Catholic theology to grapple with the long-
standing history and persistence of systemic 
racism in the church and society. 

The juxtaposition of reflecting on 
Copeland's antiracist theological work 
alongside the breaking news of white 
supremacist terrorism against a 
predominantly Black community in the city 
where I was then traveling, put into sharp 
relief a fundamental fact that white people 
can too easily overlook or forget: these 
viruses of racism and gun violence are also a 
Christian problem. 

Those who identify as Christians, especially 
those of us who are white Christians, have a 
responsibility rooted in the core of our faith 
tradition to not shy away from diagnosing 
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and responding to these viruses. Because 
each of these contradicts the core of 
Christian faith, you cannot claim to be a 
legitimate Christian and espouse white 
supremacist ideology, deny the reality of 
racism, embrace white nationalism or 
conspiratorial narratives, or support the 
proliferation of assault weapons and other 
weapons of mass destruction. 

And pretending that the body politic or the 
body of Christ is not infected with these 
destructive viruses will not make them go 
away. They will, like the pathogens within 
human bodies, only grow stronger, more 
severe, and cause more devastating 
consequences, ultimately resulting in death 
as we witnessed last weekend. 

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

By closing Catholic 
News Service, 

bishops show they've 
lost interest in civic 

engagement 
18 May 2022 

by Michael Sean Winters 
  

 
Pope Francis meets with members of the 
Catholic News Service Rome bureau at the 
Domus Sanctae Marthae at the Vatican Feb. 1, 
2021. Staffers pictured from left are Junno 
Arocho Esteves, correspondent; Joanna Kohorst, 
administrative assistant; Paul Haring, senior 
photographer; Robert Duncan, multimedia 
journalist; Carol Glatz, correspondent; and 
Cindy Wooden, bureau chief. (CNS 
photo/Vatican Media) 
 
The decision by the United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops to close 
down Catholic News Service was terrible in 
terms of lowering the standards of Catholic 
journalism. It was terrible, also, because of 
its ecclesial significance, which is a related 
but different concern, one that strikes at a 
deeper issue for the nation's bishops.  

The commentary from Fordham University's 
David Gibson, published here at NCR, 
touched on some of the reasons why closing 
Catholic News Service was ill-advised 
pastorally. Gibson observed that CNS is "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." That is 
surely true.  

It is also clear that not enough bishops were 
alarmed by the prospect that the only 
remaining wire service specifically focused 
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on news about the Catholic Church in the 
United States would be the Catholic News 
Agency, a subsidiary of EWTN. More 
bishops need to adopt the posture taken by 
Bishop Christopher Coyne of Burlington, 
Vermont, a former chair of the bishops' 
Committee on Communications. "In 
Burlington, we don't want anything to do 
with CNA because of its affiliation with 
EWTN and the anti-Francis rhetoric on the 
network," Coyne told America magazine 
recently.  

Several bishops have indicated to me that it 
was not clear that the complete closing of 
CNS was what they were voting for last year 
during the executive session at their fall 
assembly in Baltimore, when they chose one 
of five models presented by Archbishop 
Timothy Broglio, chair of the bishops' 
Committee on Priorities and Plans. They 
told me that they understood there would be 
cutbacks, but not a complete suspension of 
operations. What is more, there was no real 
discussion of the proposal except as a 
necessary budgetary measure.  

Here, then, I need to disagree somewhat 
with the explanation offered by former CNS 
editor Tony Spence, who told NCR's Brian 
Fraga, "The culture warrior bishops at the 
USCCB have always had a certain amount 
of animus to CNS because it offers straight 
unbiased reporting. Culture warriors don't 
want straight unbiased reporting. They want 
an echo chamber where everyone has the 
same opinion." That is true, but this was not 
presented to the bishops as a culture war 
fight and, if it had been, I doubt it would 
have secured enough votes to pass, or at 
least it would have generated more 
opposition. 

No, the deeper – and in some ways worse - 
problem is that the bishops have lost their 
own commitment to civic engagement, of 
which the responsibility for providing 

reliable information is so integral a part. One 
hundred years ago, bishops were princes, 
and they ventured forth into the public 
square from their episcopal manses as 
leaders of their flock, powerbrokers of a 
sort, more akin to a labor leader or a 
prominent civic leader.  

Ironically, after Vatican II called for the 
church to be an instrument, even a 
sacrament of the unity of humankind in the 
world, the bishops lost their footing. They 
were not clear what tasks were to be ceded 
to the laity and what remained in their 
competence. The turbulence of the times, 
especially the focus less and less on issues 
of economic justice and more on neuralgic 
issues of pelvic theology that would come to 
characterize the culture wars, further 
estranged the bishops from any kind of civic 
engagement. Their role was reduced to that 
of an ethical authority in the public square, 
and they never grasped the degree to which 
the church's traditional, personal ethics on 
sexual matters was difficult to translate into 
any kind of public ethics, especially in a 
pluralistic society.   

Then came the sexual abuse crisis and many 
bishops resorted to hiding under their desks.  

Now, the bishops largely focus on the 
internal life of the church. They raise money 
to support our ministries and our schools. 
Some may even consider how to evangelize 
in our secular age. Only a handful routinely 
and effectively engage the cities in which 
they live. 

You can see this in the official statements 
responding to the racist terror attack in 
Buffalo. The statement from the bishops was 
anemic and did not even come from a 
bishop. If the bishops' conference needs to 
save money, cut the communications staff 
that drafted such an inadequate statement, 
not Catholic News Service! 
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Contrast the bishops' statement with the 
one issued by Chicago Cardinal Blase 
Cupich, one of the bishops who does engage 
the society and the culture on a regular 
basis. Cupich decried the racism that 
inspired the attack and forcefully denounced 
the lax gun laws that allowed the violence to 
become a mass casualty event. The force of 
his language stemmed not just from an 
appropriate sense of moral outrage but from 
his years of civic engagement.   

In 2013, during the pre-conclave meetings at 
which the cardinals discussed what the 
church needed in a new pope, Cardinal Jorge 
Bergoglio famously invoked the Scriptural 
image of Jesus knocking at the door. "In 
Revelation, Jesus says that he is at the door 
and knocks," Bergoglio reportedly told the 
other cardinals, before being elected as Pope 
Francis. "Obviously, the text refers to his 
knocking from the outside in order to enter, 
but I think about the times in which Jesus 
knocks from within so that we will let him 
come out."  

Too many bishops are content to leave the 
Lord locked in the sacristy. 

There is, to be sure, a problem with culture 
warrior bishops in the U.S. The deeper 
problem is that so many other bishops do not 
know how to engage the culture at all. The 
prerequisite for evangelization is building up 
culture. Part of a vibrant culture, a big part, 
is reliable news. That is why closing 
Catholic News Service's domestic 
operations is such a dreadful idea, and 
should be rescinded.  

Broglio may have presented this to the 
bishops as a financial necessity, but that 
only shows the degree to which he fails to 
grasp the importance of reliable news to 
civic engagement, and the necessity of civic 
engagement if the Gospel is to be 
proclaimed. 

 
Michael Sean Winters 
Michael Sean Winters covers the nexus of 
religion and politics for NCR. 
 

Catholic News 
Service closure opens 
the door to partisan 
and ideological 
church coverage, 
Catholic journalists 
warn 

 

Michael J. O’Loughlin 
18 May 2022 

 
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 
photo/Vatican Media) 
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With the decision by the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops to close the U.S. bureaus 
of Catholic News Service later this year, 
editors and other journalists at Catholic 
newspapers throughout the United States 
worry that coverage of the church will 
suffer. 

“We can’t cover national news with a staff 
of five people,” Malea Hargett, the editor 
of Arkansas Catholic, told America. “We 
can’t cover what’s going on at the Supreme 
Court or what’s going on at the U.S.C.C.B. 
We just don’t have the staff.” 

Ms. Hargett predicted that “there’s going to 
be a big gap in what our parishioners are 
going to know about what’s going on in the 
U.S. and throughout North America.” 
Secular newspapers have shed religion 
coverage in recent years, and Ms. Hargett 
said Catholics cannot depend on them for 
robust coverage of the church. 

Earlier this month, the U.S.C.C.B. 
announced that it would shutter the New 
York and Washington bureaus of CNS amid 
a restructuring of its communications office. 
Twenty-one employees will be laid off, the 
conference said. The news agency’s Rome 
bureau will remain open, and its content will 
be available to subscribers without cost 
beginning next year. 

Earlier this month, the U.S.C.C.B. 
announced that it would shutter the New 
York and Washington bureaus of CNS amid 
a restructuring of its communications office. 

In a memo to subscribers on May 9, James 
Rogers, the chief communications officer for 
the U.S.C.C.B., said the “painful decision” 
to close much of CNS was made because of 
the “changing media landscape and a need 
to prioritize available resources.” 

Tom Dermody, the editor of 
Peoria’s Catholic Post, wrote in an email 
to America that a lack of information as to 
how the U.S.C.C.B. plans to fill the 
impending content void adds uncertainty to 
an already stressful publishing environment. 

“It is difficult to imagine no longer having 
the good work produced by its domestic 
operations as a foundation for what we do to 
keep our readers inspired and informed, 
especially about all that is happening in the 
church beyond our diocese’s borders,” Mr. 
Dermody said of CNS. “And not knowing 
what the U.S.C.C.B. is planning to offer to 
fill the void in a reorganized 
communications department adds to the 
concern of many of us.” 

Catholic News Service, created in 1920, was 
in the past financially self-sustainable, 
funded through the sale of subscriptions to 
diocesan newspapers and other Catholic 
publications, including America. Many 
diocesan newspapers have shuttered in 
recent years—including Seattle’s in 2013, 
Akron’s in 2015 and Detroit’s in 2018—
meaning less subscription revenue for CNS. 

“It is difficult to imagine no longer having 
the good work produced by its domestic 
operations as a foundation for what we do to 
keep our readers inspired and informed.” 

In 2017, CNS avoided layoffs as part of a 
restructuring of the U.S.C.C.B.’s 
communications department, in part because 
of its “tremendous content creation 
capacity,” as Mr. Rogers said at the time. 
“It’s a well-respected, well-known brand.” 

Catholic media is not alone when it comes to 
financial challenges and the shuttering of 
historic newspapers. 

https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2022/05/04/catholic-news-service-bishops-dc-bureau-242931
https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2022/05/04/catholic-news-service-bishops-dc-bureau-242931
https://www.arkansas-catholic.org/
https://thecatholicpost.com/
https://catholicphilly.com/2017/05/news/national-news/usccb-communications-restructuring-shifts-focus-from-print-to-digital/


A report from Poynter found that more than 
100 local newspapers shut down in 2020 and 
2021, including Pittsburgh’s Catholic 
newspaper. During that period, the Catholic 
newspapers in Buffalo, N.Y., Kansas City, 
Mo., and Newark, N.J., each discontinued 
their print operations. 

One organization that could benefit from the 
downsizing of CNS is Catholic News 
Agency, a news service founded in 2004 and 
which since 2014 has been affiliated with 
the EWTN television network. Unlike CNS, 
CNA makes its content available for free. 
EWTN has been criticized for being too 
ideological in its reporting and analysis and 
for regularly inviting guests on who are 
opposed to Pope Francis’ vision for the 
church. 

“Without Catholic News Service’s 
Washington and New York staffs, diocesan 
news outlets risk being left without a source 
of national and international Catholic news 
that is well reported and isn’t ideologically 
driven.” 

 “Without Catholic News Service’s 
Washington and New York staffs, diocesan 
news outlets risk being left without a source 
of national and international Catholic news 
that is well reported and isn’t ideologically 
driven,” Teak Phillips, the editor of St. 
Louis Review, told America. “I routinely 
hear from readers that they value coverage 
of the universal church. Those stories will 
now be harder to tell.” 

An editorial from the Catholic 
publication Our Sunday Visitor, published 
on May 6, warned that the closure of CNS 
“has created a worrisome and potentially 
dangerous vacuum” and lamented that 
“sadly, other media that have a particular 
agenda or ideology are seen as more 

attractive to like-minded members of the 
faithful (and even of the clergy).” 

Writing at The National Catholic Reporter, 
David Gibson, a veteran journalist and head 
of Fordham University’s Center on Religion 
and Culture, warned that closing the 
domestic operations of CNS “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.” 

Mr. Gibson said that the loss of CNS will 
create a news vacuum for church coverage, 
which will likely be filled by partisan and 
ideological writing masquerading as 
journalism—a reality that will ultimately 
harm the church. 

A handful of editors and publishers of 
Catholic newspapers told America they will 
not use CNA content to replace CNS stories 
because of its perceived ideological lens. 

 “No editing, no accountability, no 
professionalism adds up to no credibility,” 
he wrote. “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.” 

A handful of editors and publishers of 
Catholic newspapers told America they will 
not use CNA content to replace CNS stories 
because of its perceived ideological lens. 

“In Burlington, we don’t want anything to 
do with CNA because of its affiliation with 
EWTN and the anti-Francis rhetoric on the 
network,” Bishop Christopher Coyne 
told America. He said the diocese’s 
magazine, Vermont Catholic, will not run 
CNA articles in the future. He also wonders 
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how long CNA will remain free once CNS 
ceases coverage of the U.S. church. 

Others cited a concern that because CNA is 
supported by EWTN rather than by paying 
clients, the agency is not accountable to 
editors who would point out biases in its 
coverage. 

“I just want to do my part to point out the 
value of CNS, not just in our roles as 
Catholic journalists but to an informed, 
educated church.” 

For example, CNA was among the handful 
of outlets, including the controversial online 
publication LifeSite News, that originally 
published the full text of German Cardinal 
Gerhard Müller’s “manifesto of faith,” 
which LifeSite called “a quasi correction of 
Pope Francis’ pontificate.” The cardinal’s 
manifesto argued that divorced and 
remarried Catholics could not receive 
Communion, despite Pope Francis allowing 
for pastoral accommodations in some cases 
in “Amoris Laetitia,” and warned that “to 
keep silent about these and the other truths 
of the Faith…is the fraud of Antichrist.” 

Catholic News Service, on the other hand, 
ran a balanced article on the manifesto that 
included criticism of it by another German 
cardinal, Walter Kasper. 

At the same time, some editors of Catholic 
publications said they are hesitant to use 
secular wire services, such as the Associated 
Press, because their stories are not geared 
specifically to a Catholic audience. 

Some dioceses that shut down their 
newspapers launched a glossy magazine 
instead, often partnering with a nonprofit 
organization called Faith Catholic, which 
publishes magazines for more than 60 
Catholic dioceses and organizations, 

including Long Island Catholic, East 
Tennessee Catholic and NC Catholics, 
according to its website. 

“I hope the U.S.C.C.B. is aware that this 
move is subtracting a lot more than a figure 
on the expense side of a ledger.” 

The company, founded in 2000 as the 
Catholic magazine for the Diocese of 
Lansing, Mich., expanded to serve other 
dioceses in 2003. Six years later, it merged 
with a Catholic publishing company to form 
Faith Catholic. On its website, the 
organization takes on diocesan newspapers, 
stating that a survey it conducted found 
readers responded more positively to their 
magazines than traditional newspapers. At 
least one staff member of Faith Catholic, 
Elizabeth Solsburg, is listed as a consultant 
for the U.S.C.C.B. communications 
committee. 

While CNS was created as a journalistic 
enterprise, with editorial independence from 
the U.S. bishops’ conference, Faith Catholic 
describes itself as “a full-service integrated 
marketing and digital services company” 
that is “committed to proclaiming faithfully 
the Gospel of Jesus Christ, in fidelity to the 
magisterium of the Catholic Church.”  

Some editors and journalists are hoping that 
by appealing to bishops through a letter-
writing campaign, they can raise awareness 
about the value of CNS and convince them 
to change their minds about the closure. 
Still, the days appear numbered for CNS: A 
memo to subscribers said that some sections 
are already shutting down.  

“I know how dwindling resources can 
necessitate change,” Mr. Dermody of 
Peoria’s Catholic paper said. “We had to 
decrease frequency and cut staff at The 
Catholic Post 12 years ago. I just want to do 
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my part to point out the value of CNS, not 
just in our roles as Catholic journalists but to 
an informed, educated church. I hope the 
U.S.C.C.B. is aware that this move is 
subtracting a lot more than a figure on the 
expense side of a ledger.” 
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Pope Francis talks with Joe Donnelly, new U.S. 
ambassador to the Holy See, during a meeting 
for the ambassador to present his letters of 
credential, April 11 at the Vatican. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
ROME — The first time new U.S. 
Ambassador to the Holy See Joseph 

Donnelly ever stepped foot inside of St. 
Peter's Basilica was just hours after he 
arrived in Rome on March 16, when he 
attended a prayer service for peace with 
diplomats from around the world, including 
Ukraine and Russia. 

Laying eyes on Michelangelo's Pietà, he said 
the "agony on the Blessed Mother's face was 
so real," especially in light of the raging 
war. The war in Ukraine has quickly become 
President Joe Biden's most pressing 
international priority, and as Biden's 
representative to the Vatican, Donnelly 
believes the United States has a critical 
partner here in helping bring about peace. 

"I know that the rest of the world, when they 
hope for one person to solve this problem, 
they look at the pope," Donnelly told NCR 
on May 16, in his first interview with a U.S. 
news agency since his arrival in Rome. 

"The United States will do anything 
humanly possible to partner with the Vatican 
or anyone else to see a peaceful conclusion 
to Ukraine," he said. 

 
U.S. Ambassador to the Holy See Joseph 
Donnelly with his wife, Jill Donnelly, at 
St. Peter's Basilica in Rome (Courtesy of U.S. 
Embassy to the Holy See) 
 
Since moving here two months ago to take 
up his new post — at 66 years old, this 
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marks his first time ever in the Eternal 
City — Russia's war against Ukraine has 
dominated much of Donnelly's time, 
including his first conversation with Pope 
Francis when he formally presented his 
diplomatic credentials on April 11. 

As a former member of Congress, Donnelly 
has a deep knowledge of Ukraine, having 
served on the U.S. Senate's Armed Services 
Committee and as the ranking Democratic 
member of its Strategic Forces 
Subcommittee. In that capacity, he visited 
Ukraine on a number of occasions, which he 
said provided him with a firsthand 
understanding of how much the country 
depends on the support of the U.S. to fend 
off Russian aggression. 

"We have different roles" is how he 
describes the different approaches of the 
United States and that of the Holy See in 
helping secure peace. 

"Folks have said, 'Oh my gosh, you work 
with the Vatican, they may be the only ones 
who can solve this,' " Donnelly recalled. 
"And that position is shared all around the 
world." 

"What we try to do is be a good partner to 
the Vatican," he said. 

One way of doing this, he continued, is by 
"answering any questions they might have, 
and telling them very clearly how we view 
this as a Russian invasion of a sovereign 
country and that Russia has committed 
genocide." 

The United States has also sent Ukraine a 
steady supply of weapons, providing more 
than $3 billion in military aid. 

After the outbreak of the war, 
Francis decried the rise of defense spending 
by Western nations to acquire more 

weapons. Yet in recent weeks, the Vatican's 
foreign minister has made clear that the 
Vatican believes Ukraine has a right to 
defend itself and that includes receiving 
weapons from other countries, as long as the 
response is "proportional." 

 
Joe Donnelly, U.S. ambassador to the Holy See, 
visits with Ukrainian refugees at the Community 
of Sant'Egidio's Refugee Welcome Center April 
21 in Rome. (CNS/Courtesy of U.S. Embassy to 
the Holy See) 
 
Donnelly said he welcomed that affirmation, 
and noted that "the truth about [Russian 
President] Vladimir Putin is the only way 
you can stop him is by stopping him." 

"The only way you can stop him is to do that 
and the way Ukraine has been able to do that 
is through friends like the United States who 
had supplied them with the equipment 
necessary to protect themselves," he said. 

"What you saw in Bucha would have 
happened in every single town in Ukraine if 
we were not there to help," he said, referring 
to the Ukrainian city where Russian 
forces slaughtered an estimated 1,000 
civilians and abandoned their bodies in mass 
graves. 

Donnelly also weighed in on Francis' May 3 
interview with the Italian daily Corriere 
della Sera, where the pope wondered aloud 
if "the barking of NATO at the gates of 

https://www.ncronline.org/node/205562
https://theconversation.com/ukraine-receives-weapons-support-from-around-the-world-182266
https://www.reuters.com/world/pope-says-increased-defence-spending-after-ukraine-is-madness-2022-03-24/
https://cruxnow.com/vatican/2022/05/vaticans-foreign-minister-says-ukraine-has-right-to-defend-itself-including-receiving-foreign-weapons
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-61442387
https://www.ncronline.org/node/205990
https://www.ncronline.org/node/205990


Russia" could be Putin's justification for his 
aggression against Ukraine. That interview 
prompted some backlash from defenders of 
the transatlantic military alliance. 

"It's very clear that this was not caused by 
NATO," said Donnelly. "This was caused by 
Vladimir Putin deciding to attack and invade 
Ukraine, and so, I think that the Vatican will 
look at those remarks." 

Donnelly said the comments also have to be 
understood "in the overall arc of the 
statements of the pope" on the war. 

 
Pope Francis is pictured with Joe Donnelly, new 
U.S. ambassador to the Holy See, during a 
meeting for the ambassador to present his letters 
of credential, April 11 at the Vatican. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
"The pope is clear that his heart is with 
Ukraine, that he wants peace and that he 
wants this to end," he said. 

In that same Italian interview, the pope also 
said he had offered to visit Moscow to help 
bring about an end to the war, and that he 
felt it would be necessary to first visit Russia 
before considering a visit to the Ukrainian 
capital of Kyiv. 

"Wherever the pope can go to try to reach 
peace, I think is important," Donnelly said, 
but added that "we [the United States] are 
very hopeful that he will go to Kyiv." 

While the war in Ukraine has dominated 
Donnelly's initial weeks on the job, he said 
there are a number of issues he hopes to also 
help spotlight during his time here, 
including migration, health care and climate 
change. 

 
Joe Donnelly, left, U.S. ambassador to the Holy 
See, talks with a woman during a visit with 
Ukrainian refugees at the Community of 
Sant'Egidio's Refugee Welcome Center April 21 
in Rome. (Courtesy of U.S. Embassy to the Holy 
See) 
 
During his tenure in the House of 
Representatives, Donnelly — a pro-life 
Democrat — cast a critical vote in favor of 
the Affordable Care Act and later, once 
elected to the U.S. Senate, he successfully 
fought against its repeal. 
In Rome, he sees this as a natural area of 
partnership between the U.S. and the Holy 
See, noting that approximately 25% of the 
world's health care is provided by the 
Catholic Church. 

While Donnelly said he is aware that in the 
coming months there is likely to 
be continued tension between the Biden 
administration, the U.S. bishops and the 
Holy See when a landmark Supreme Court 
decision on abortion comes down — likely 
to overturn Roe v. Wade, the court's 1973 
ruling that provided a constitutional right to 
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abortion — he says it will not get in the way 
of the partnership between the two states. 

"The Vatican and the United States agree on 
so many issues. Many more issues than we 
disagree," he said. "And as ambassador I’m 
focusing my efforts on those places of 
agreement and cooperation." 

On another delicate matter, that of the Holy 
See's relationship with China, Donnelly says 
the U.S. continues to make it clear that it 
believes China is a serious human rights 
offender, particularly when it comes to 
religious freedom. 

Those concerns were brought into sharp 
focus when Cardinal Joseph Zen, the 90-
year-old former Catholic bishop of Hong 
Kong and an outspoken critic of Beijing's 
Communist rule, was arrested for his 
support of pro-democracy protests. 

Donnelly characterized Zen's arrest as 
"outrageous" and said the U.S. had 
registered its concerns over it to the Holy 
See. 

Despite the grim state of world affairs, 
Donnelly says he considers it a privilege to 
be in Rome where he considers both Francis 
and his fellow diplomats from the world as 
"teammates," eager to work together for the 
common good. 

As a cradle Catholic and a parishioner of St. 
Anthony de Padua in South Bend, Indiana, 
Donnelly says it is still a bit heady that he is 
now representing the United States at the 
Holy See, but jokes that the time he spent 
serving on his local Catholic school board 
had its own challenges and proved to be a 
good training ground for navigating the 
complexities of Vatican diplomacy. 

The new ambassador added, with a smirk: 
"It was equally challenging." 

 
Christopher White 
Christopher White is the Vatican 
correspondent for NCR. His email address 
is cwhite@ncronline.org. . 
 

Buffalo shooting 
should be a wake-up 

call for white 
Catholics 

20 May 2022 
by John Gehring 

  

 
A memorial in Buffalo, New York, is seen May 
17 in the wake of a weekend shooting at a Tops 
supermarket. A white man is accused of killing 
10 people and injuring 3. Eleven of the victims 
were Black. (CNS/Reuters/Brendan McDermid) 
 
The recent mass shooting in Buffalo is 
another chilling reminder that the racism and 
white supremacist violence foundational to 
our nation's history must again be 
confronted with moral clarity and bold 
action. 
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Racism, nativism and xenophobia existed 
long before Donald Trump came to power, 
of course, but his election — driven in part 
by white backlash to the nation's first Black 
president — has helped mainstream white 
nationalism and energize hate groups such 
as the Proud Boys. 

Fear of an increasingly diverse nation, and 
the "end of white Christian America," as the 
public opinion researcher and writer Robert 
P. Jones put it in his 2016 book of that same 
name, created a cultural climate ripe for 
resurgent extremism, QAnon conspiracy 
theories, an increase in hate crimes and 
right-wing populism in politics fueled by 
anti-immigrant rhetoric. 

Earlier this week, a Christian nationalist, 
Doug Mastriano, won the GOP primary for 
Pennsylvania governor. As a state senator, 
Mastriano railed against coronavirus 
lockdowns by citing the Bible, and he 
denied that Joe Biden won the 2020 election. 
"I'm really praying that God will pour His 
Spirit upon Washington, D.C., like we've 
never seen before," he said at the Trump 
rally before the Jan. 6, 2021, insurrection at 
the U.S. Capitol. 

Last month, Mastriano raised campaign 
money at a far-right Christian conference 
called "Patriots Arise for God and Country" 
that featured speakers promoting a range of 
QAnon conspiracies, including the lie that 
Democratic Party leaders are involved with 
a secret child-sex trafficking ring. 

 
Bishop Michael W. Fisher of Buffalo, New 
York, places flowers at a memorial May 17, 
2022, after a mass shooting at a Tops 
supermarket. The accused shooter is a white 
man who espoused white supremacist ideas 
and whose writings indicate he intentionally 
target Black people. (CNS/Reuters/Brendan 
McDermid) 
 
The toxic mix of Christian nationalism, 
racist tropes, conspiracy theories, and 
disinformation are not relegated to the fringy 
corners of the Internet. Tucker Carlson of 
Fox News, who hosts one of the most 
watched cable shows in the country, 
promotes the white supremacist poison that 
white Americans are being "replaced" by 
dark-skinned immigrants. Those lies, fear 
and racism are served up as a TV dinner to 
millions of Americans every night. 

A New York Times story on Carlson found 
that he promoted variations of the 
replacement theory to his audience in more 
than 400 episodes since 2016. In a video 
posted on Fox New's YouTube account in 
September, Carlson said President Biden 
was encouraging immigration "to change the 
racial mix of the country … to reduce the 
political power of people whose ancestors 
lived here." 

Replacement ideology is now becoming 
mainstreamed in several GOP political 
races. Carlson has rallied his viewers to 
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support the Trump-backed J.D. Vance, the 
Republican Senate candidate in Ohio 
who has said that Democrats "have declared 
that they can't win re-election in 2022 unless 
they bring a large number of new voters to 
replace the voters that are already here." In 
Arizona, the Republican Senate candidate 
Blake Masters accused Democrats of being 
pro-immigrant because they want "to change 
the demographics of our country." 

As Catholics, we can draw from our 
intellectual, moral and spiritual tradition to 
challenge the racist and anti-immigrant 
ideologies now ascendant on the religious 
and political right. Pope Francis has 
criticized what he calls "myopic, extremist, 
resentful and aggressive nationalism." 

A faithful Catholic can never be a Christian 
nationalist without defying the Gospel 
because Catholicism, a global faith, calls us 
to advocate for the global common good. 
We stand in the shadow of the cross, not the 
flag. But as Catholics we are also the 
inheritors of a tradition that long perpetuated 
white supremacy as a religiously sanctioned 
policy. And still today, too many white 
Catholics with money and power spend 
more time lashing out at the Black Lives 
Matter movement and mocking what they 
deride as "wokeism" on the left than fighting 
systemic racism. 

Timothy Busch of the Napa Institute, an 
influential network of deep-pocketed 
conservative Catholics, used his platform at 
the organization's summer conference last 
August to claim that the Black Lives Matter 
movement is "promoting racism, critical 
race theory, and destroying the nuclear 
family." Busch added that "this neo-Marxist 
movement, operating under some 
discriminatory theory of Black Lives Matter, 
is attacking the American experiment, which 
is based on Judeo-Christian principles. We 

need to pray it will end or our country will 
be destroyed." 

I have no doubt Busch would condemn the 
shootings in Buffalo and consider himself 
someone who rejects white supremacy. But 
when white Catholics who have influence 
and an audience in the church demean racial 
justice movements and promote nationalism 
in the name of defending "Judeo-Christian" 
principles, their rhetoric contributes to a 
culture where Black and Brown activists are 
demonized as threats — ample fodder for 
both pernicious stereotypes and the 
grotesque machinations of white 
supremacist extremists. 

The new investigative reporting series in 
Salon about the growing ties between some 
traditionalist Catholics and white 
nationalists — an expose that uncovers how 
the activist arm of the right-wing Church 
Militant is increasingly entwined with racist 
movements — is another wake-up call for 
anyone who thinks we don't have serious 
work to do as white Catholics. 

Honestly confronting our own internalized 
racism as individuals and as a church can be 
an uncomfortable endeavor. But it is 
essential to the transformation of hearts and 
the social systems that make racism 
systemic. 

"Not everything that is faced can be 
changed, but nothing can be changed until it 
is faced," James Baldwin wrote. Maureen 
O'Connell's important book, Undoing the 
Knots: Five Generations of American 
Catholic Anti-Blackness, offers a model for 
how white Catholics can face up to our 
histories and find a way forward as people 
who pursue racial justice. 

"Excavating my Catholic family's racist 
history was hard because I was continually 
bracing myself for what I might find," 
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O'Connell told me. "But that braced, 
defensive posture actually consumes 
emotional energy that in the long run takes 
me — takes white Catholics like me — 
nowhere. I think that the more we work at 
being honest about our histories, while we 
may be centering our focus on ourselves, we 
increase our ability to be more present to the 
range of emotions that racism sparks. In 
being more present to all of that in 
ourselves, we increase our likelihood of 
being present to others closer to the pain of 
racism who can lead us in channeling our 
emotional energy in more productive ways." 

The howling pain and anger of grieving 
Black families in Buffalo must not be their 
burden alone to carry. White Americans, 
especially those of us led by a faith that 
finds resurrection in the shadow of the cross, 
must also share in that anger and pain so that 
from this place of anguish and death we can 
find a new way of living. White supremacy 
has again proved to be a clear and present 
danger to a multiracial, multifaith 
democracy that honors the sacred dignity of 
all people. It is now our generational task to 
end it. 

 
John Gehring 
John Gehring is Catholic program director at 
Faith in Public Life and author of The 
Francis Effect: A Radical Pope's Challenge 
to the American Catholic Church. 
 

We Must Never 
Forget: 

a Statement of 
Solidarity with Buffalo 

and Beyond 
 

 
     The May 10, 2022 
massacre in Buffalo, NY, is 
a tragedy breaking the 
hearts of people around 
the world.  The nineteen-
year-old shooter was said 
to be acting alone as he 
carried out his rampage in 
a grocery store in a 
predominately Black 
community.  In fact, he 
acted out of a hatred 
enabled by irresponsible 
political rhetoric and the 
tolerance of violent 
extremism.  
 
     The Interfaith Council 
of Contra Costa County 
joins with heartbroken 
people across the world in 
expressing our sorrow and 
love to the families, 
friends, and community of 
those senselessly 
murdered.   
 
     The young shooter has 
a history of engaging in 
the rhetoric of hate, White 
Supremacist ideology, and 
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planned violence.  He left 
behind a manifesto based 
on the racist idea that 
Blacks, Jews, and 
immigrants are “replacing” 
true Americans.  We must 
remember this horrific 
event and examine the 
causes motivating such a 
surge in violence. 
 
     The Interfaith Council 
dedicates itself to doing 
everything possible to 
confront racism and 
religious-based extremist 
ideology.  We call upon our 
member communities to 
do all in their power to 
ensure all people’s dignity 
and safety.  This violence 
must end, and it will only 
end if we confront the 
truth of ourselves as a 
nation and a 
people.  Several elements 
come to mind:   
 

1. This young man was 
radicalized by an 
online community 
motivated by violence 
and hate of Black 
people.  As people 
committed to 
Interfaith peace and 
understanding, we 
must come to the aid 
and support of 

younger people 
helping them cope 
with online terroristic 
and extremist 
influences.    

2. Guns, and the 
proliferation of 
firearms in the United 
States, makes hate 
even more lethal.  We 
must support 
legislative initiatives 
so we might be able to 
shop, worship, and 
play without the 
threat of violence and 
death. 

3. Hate groups are 
targeting white 
teenagers.  The 
violence in Buffalo is 
not an isolated 
event.  Young white 
teenagers are the 
target of hate groups 
who hope their 
terroristic ways will 
persist in future 
generations they seek 
to corrupt with their 
racism and contempt 
for others.   

 
Again, our sympathy to 
the people of Buffalo must 
express itself in our 
willingness to be people of 
justice.  We will pray for 



the afflicted, the wounded, 
and the dead.  We will 
support all those who 
assist the families so 
injured.  We pledge to 
work in our communities 
to stop the scourge of 
racism, nationalism, and 
supremacy.  We take the 
words of President Biden 
to heart: 
    
   “What happened here is 
simple and 
straightforward: 
   terrorism.  Terrorism.  D
omestic 
terrorism.  Violence   
   inflicted in the service of 
hate and the vicious thirst 
for 
   power that defines one 
group of people being 
inherently 
   inferior to any other 
group.  A hate that, 
through the 
   media and politics, the 
internet, has radicalized 
angry, 
   alienated and lost 
individuals into falsely 
believing that 
   they will be 
replaced.  That’s the 
word.  Replaced by the 
   other.  By people who 
don’t look like them. 

 
   I and all of you reject the 
lie.  I call on all Americans 
to  
   reject the lie, and I 
condemn those who spread 
the lie for 
   power, political gain and 
for profit.” 
 
     We will be in contact 
with you as the Interfaith 
Council of Contra Costa 
County seeks to respond to 
this senseless violence and 
killing tearing at the very 
heart and soul of our 
Nation.   
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Register in 
advance for this 

meeting: 
 
https://us02web.zoo
m.us/meeting/regist
er/tZAkcuyoqDMuE9
Cg_AeRoW5u3V_FtE
0h2EWt 
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After registering, 
you will receive a 
confirmation email 
containing 
information about 
joining the meeting. 
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Please 
join us 
to 
share 
and 
hear 
the 
grief, 
outrag
e, 
concer
n and 
ideas 
for 
how 
we can 
re-



weave 
a 
livable 
comm
unity 
for all 
in 
Contra 
Costa 
County 
after 
the 
numbe
r of 
Domes
tic 
Terror 
events 
around 
the 
countr
y and 
world.  

 

Other events are 
on our Events 

Calendar: 

https://www.interfaithccc
.org/events/ 
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