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Contrary to what 
Oakland's bishop 
says, Cardinal-

designate McElroy 
abhors abortion 

17 June 2022 
by Michael Sean Winters 

  

 
Bishop Michael Barber of Oakland, California, 
gives the homily at the Basilica of St. Paul 
Outside the Walls in Rome 31 January 2020. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
We are living in a time of unprecedented 
polarization in the country and within the 
U.S. church. And so it is depressing to see 
how some bishops and bishop whisperers 
are engaging in the kind of culture war 
tactics that not only impede affective 
collegiality but traffic in nastiness of a kind 
never before seen on public display. 

These culture war tactics are especially 
jarring because the bishops are on retreat 
together this week. In his recent article 
in The Wall Street Journal contrasting the 
leadership approaches of San Francisco 
Archbishop Salvatore Cordileone and San 

Diego Cardinal-designate Robert McElroy, 
Francis Rocca noted that on this retreat, the 
bishops would focus on topics including 
"community and fraternity among the 
bishops," and "unity and mutual support 
among bishops." 

Rocca interviewed Oakland Bishop Michael 
Barber, who proceeded to misrepresent 
McElroy's position on legalized abortion and 
to do so in a way that did little to support 
community, fraternity, unity and mutual 
support among the hierarchy. Rocca wrote, 
"[Barber] said that Bishop McElroy 
acknowledges the injustice of abortion but 
evidently thinks 'it's not wrong enough that 
you need say or do anything about it or 
interact with the politicians who are publicly 
promoting it.' " 

That is a slur. At San Diego's Walk for Life 
earlier this year, McElroy acknowledged the 
prospect of overturning Roe v. Wade, which 
would return the issue of abortion to state 
legislatures. He said, "It's going to be a very 
hard road [in California], but at the same 
time for our country this is a really 
wonderful moment." McElroy also said, 
"This is a moment not to cease or downsize 
our efforts but to redouble them here in 
California." Does that sound like someone 
who doesn't think abortion is not very 
important? 

What McElroy opposes is weaponizing the 
Eucharist (he coined the phrase) in an effort 
to get legislators to oppose abortion rights, 
as Cordileone has not only advocated but, in 
the case of House Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi, actually implemented. The issue is 
not abortion. The issue is whether the act of 
legislating about abortion entails an intrinsic 
evil. And legislating inevitably involves 
prudential judgments. McElroy delivered a 
lecture on precisely this point that NCR 
published in 2020. 
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Such distinctions are lost on bishops like 
Barber and Cordileone. It can be said of 
Cordileone what was once said of Secretary 
of State John Foster Dulles: He is the only 
bull who brings his own china shop with 
him. McElroy recognizes that such a 
combative approach has only served to bring 
the culture wars within the walls of the 
church, but he is decidedly pro-life and 
Barber's insinuation to the contrary is 
despicable. 

It was something else Barber said in that 
interview, however, that may be more 
significant because it sounded more like a 
meme, and memes can catch on. Barber 
indicated the two prelates "represent 'two 
forces in the church right now.' " Rocca 
observed: "The former reflects the priorities 
of Pope Francis and the latter those of 
St. John Paul II (the former pope) and Pope 
Benedict XVI, who stressed the need to 
challenge politicians on abortion."   

 
Bishop Robert McElroy of San Diego leads the 
San Diego Walk for Life at Balboa Park Jan. 20, 
2018. (CNS/Diocese of San Diego/Aida Bustos) 
 
It is undoubtedly true that McElroy has been 
one of the U.S. bishops most attuned to 
Francis' agenda. It is also true that Francis' 
priorities and approach to many issues 
differs from that of his immediate 
predecessors. But, the framing Barber 
provides, and Rocca relates, is wrong. 
Cordileone may reflect some of the priorities 

of John Paul or Benedict, but so does 
McElroy. All three popes evidenced concern 
to challenge politicians — and others — on 
abortion. 

This pitting one pope against another is 
understandable, but it can also become 
facile. As is the case with non-ecclesial 
matters, that facileness often derives from 
ideological blinders and, in this case, a 
certain American myopia. 

On issues of Catholic social teaching, there 
have been obvious differences between the 
popes. John Paul wrote his three great social 
encyclicals as communism was crumbling, 
when the "End of History" was in the air. 
Benedict wrote his one social encyclical in 
the wake of the economic meltdown of 
2008. Francis, the first pope from the global 
South, is also the first from a country that 
experienced a sovereign debt crisis. These 
experiences undoubtedly shaped their 
approaches to Catholic social doctrine, but 
what stands out are the obvious points of 
continuity: The developing of solidarity as a 
central theme, a non-dualistic approach to 
issues of Christian anthropology rooted 
in Gaudium et spes #22, a recognition that 
the market posed dangers as well as 
solutions, not just to public morals but to 
human dignity. 

It is true that Francis represents a clear break 
from the social teaching of John Paul if you 
relied on George Weigel to interpret that 
teaching. Weigel's distortions of John Paul's 
teaching was a central theme of Massimo 
Borghesi's book Catholic Discordance: 
Neoconservatism vs. the Field Hospital 
Church of Pope Francis, which I reviewed 
in two parts here and here.  

I bring up Weigel for a specific reason: 
He just published a version of the same 
meme Barber was expressing, about the 
enormous discontinuity between the 
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papacies of John Paul, Benedict and Francis. 
In an otherwise reasonably insightful article 
that dispels many myths about conclaves, 
Weigel observed: "In 2013, the 
overwhelming majority of electors had been 
created cardinals by John Paul II and 
Benedict XVI. The man they chose, who 
took the unprecedented papal name Francis, 
has quietly but determinedly dismantled the 
legacy of John Paul II and Benedict XVI in 
numerous respects." Dismantled? 
 

This pitting one pope against another is 
understandable, but it can also become 

facile.  
 

Again, there are obvious points of 
difference. Take synodality. John Paul had 
no time for it, and famously read books 
during the proceedings of synods of bishops. 
Benedict tried to interject more of a 
dialogical character into the synods by 
having a karaoke hour at the end of each 
day, during which any synod father could go 
to the microphone and say whatever was on 
their mind. Francis has determinedly tried to 
introduce synodality into the life of the 
church in more profound ways, but that is 
not the same thing as dismantling a legacy. 
You could list a range of issues on which 
Francis builds on, redirects, amplifies and 
enlarges, or reinvigorates various parts of 
the legacy of his predecessors. Only on the 
issue of John Paul's unwillingness to 
confront the scourge of clergy sex abuse do 
we see a real break between pontificates. It 
is inconceivable that John Paul would have 
demanded the resignation of an entire 
episcopate over its mishandling of clergy 
sex abuse, as Francis did with the Chilean 
bishops. Surely, by now, even Weigel can 
admit that John Paul's legacy on that issue is 
worth dismantling. 

Successive pontificates, especially those in 
the years after an ecumenical council, are 
like the petals on a flower, gradually 

unfolding the full bloom, one petal at a time, 
each petal different, all connected at their 
base to the stem. John Paul made important, 
sometimes controversial, decisions 
regarding the reception of the Second 
Vatican Council, and we can all debate and 
discuss which decisions were wise and 
which were wrong-headed. I am especially 
grateful to the already mentioned emphasis 
he placed on Gaudium et spes #22. 
Benedict's restoring grace and gratitude to a 
foundational place in Catholic anthropology 
and, consequently, Catholic social teaching, 
will always be something to commend. And 
Francis has taken the rich theological and 
ecclesial insights of the post-conciliar 
church in Latin America and brought them 
to the universal church. 

Instead of trying to set bishops against each 
other today by viewing them as partisans of 
different pontificates, U.S. commentators 
and prelates are well-advised to escape the 
myopia of the culture wars that have 
infected the church in this country. The 
achievement of genuine unity and affective 
collegiality among the bishops will only 
come when they recognize that there is no 
unity in the Catholic Church apart from 
Peter and his successors, and there is only 
one pope at a time. 

 
Michael Sean Winters 
Michael Sean Winters covers the nexus of 
religion and politics for NCR. 
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Doing nothing is not 
an option 

17 June 2022 
by Nicole Trahan 

  
Social Justice 

 

 
Jazmin Cazares, 17, right, the sister of Jackie 
Cazares, who was killed in the May 24 mass 
shooting at Robb Elementary School in Uvalde, 
Texas, gets a hug from Mary Morales of Kyle, 
Texas, June 11 during a March for Our Lives 
rally in Austin, Texas, one in a series of 
nationwide protests against gun violence. 
(CNS/Reuters/Nuri Vallbona) 
 
The year after I graduated from college, I 
completed a year of service through 
Volunteers for Educational and Social 
Services, or VESS, an organization of the 
Texas Catholic Conference. VESS, founded 
in 1972, placed young adults in 
economically under-resourced parishes, 
schools and social service agencies 
throughout Texas, although most volunteers 
were non-Texans. In fact, in my cohort of 
volunteers I was the only Texan. 
Unfortunately, due to lack of funding and 
decreased volunteer enrollment, Volunteers 
for Educational and Social Services 
discontinued operations in 2001. 

I lived in community with four other women 
who were also recent college grads and we 

worked in a small, Catholic grade school in 
a small Texas town none of us had 
previously heard of. Needless to say, we 
learned a lot from serving at Sacred Heart 
Catholic School that year. Only one person 
in my community had studied education in 
college. The rest of us were clueless — 
kindhearted, but clueless. 

We learned from one another the importance 
of laughter, shared tears, and supporting one 
another through difficulties. We learned 
from the community of faculty who 
embraced us and showed us compassion, a 
listening ear, and gave advice about being in 
the classroom. We learned from the 
students, from whom we received many 
hugs, saw lightbulbs of understanding go on, 
and to whom we listened. It was a year that 
changed my life. It is a place I could never 
forget and that will always hold a place in 
my heart. 

Unfortunately, after last month, no one will 
ever forget the town. Before last month 
when I thought of Uvalde, I would 
remember the smiles of our students. The 
dance parties in our community house on 
cleaning days. The kindness of the families 
who gave so much from so little.  

The quinceañera celebrations that lasted into 
the night. Now, those memories are mingled 
with deep sadness and an undercurrent of 
rage as I consider how this small town has 
been forever changed. 

I believe this tragedy, along with the horrors 
of other recent mass shootings, has changed 
all of us — whether we recognize it or not. I 
was in San Antonio a few weeks ago and 
chatted after Mass with a young woman who 
will begin her first year of teaching in 
August. She shared with me the main 
concern that she has as she prepares for this 
new chapter. Her primary concern is that her 
classroom is not designed well to keep 
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children safe from an active shooter. This is 
her primary concern. Not lesson plans or 
curriculum. Not classroom management or 
discipline. But keeping her students safe 
from an active shooter. 

I've noticed that in recent years, when I'm in 
public, I look around and am hyperaware. 
Either I look for a place to go or I try to map 
out a plan of action/escape in case there is a 
shooting. I do this in churches, at school, in 
crowded streets, restaurants, almost 
everywhere. I wouldn't say that I live in fear 
or that I dwell on safety plans. But I also try 
not to be naive about the possibilities. 

And I wonder — what can we do with our 
collective trauma? 

I don't have many answers. But I do know 
this. Doing nothing is not an option. We 
must do something. For it is in doing 
something that allows us to embody hope. If 
we throw up our hands and say that there is 
nothing we can do, we end up feeling 
defeated. And that feeling can lead to 
despair. And despair does not lead to 
change. It's a feedback loop of dead ends 
that perpetuates itself. 

At times like this, I am reminded of 
our founder, Blessed Mother Adèle de Batz 
de Trenquelléon, who is quoted as writing: 
"Let us then courageously put ourselves to 
work, not letting ourselves be frightened by 
the greatness of the task. Let us think only of 
what we are doing at the moment, of doing it 
well. …" Courage! We need courage. 

As we continue to face the traumatic events 
that keep happening around us, let never 
forget the victims. May their lives inspire us 
with courage to act. We have to. 

 
Nicole Trahan 
Marianist Sr. Nicole Trahan lives in Dayton, 
Ohio, and teaches sophomore religion at 
Chaminade Julienne Catholic High School. 
She is national director of vocations for the 
Marianist Sisters and director of the pre-
novitiate program for her province. 
 
Friday, 17 June  2022 
  
  

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

  
 

Week Twenty-Four: Franciscan Contemplation 
and Action 

  

Making Peace in a Time of War 
  

Father Richard describes St. Francis’s 
commitment to peacemaking during the 
Crusades: 
 
Undoubtedly the most famous of Francis’s 
ventures into peacemaking was in 1219 
when he preached peace unsuccessfully to 
the Christian crusaders and followed that 
with a personal visit with the sultan of 
Egypt, Malik al-Kamil (1180–1238). An 
account of his interaction with the Christian 
soldiers has Francis saying, “If I keep silent 
my conscience won’t leave me alone.” 
The saint leapt to his feet, and rushed to the 
Christians crying out warnings to save them, 
forbidding war and threatening disaster. But 
they took the truth as a joke. They hardened 
their hearts and refused to turn back. They 
charged, they attacked, they fought, and then 
the enemy struck back. . . . The massacre 
was so great that between the dead and the 
captives the number of our forces was 
diminished by six thousand. Compassion for 
them drove the holy man, no less than 
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regret, for what they had done overwhelmed 
them. [1] 

Journalist Paul Moses has written a 
thorough history of Francis’ visit with the 
sultan. Moses writes: 

In the midst of war Francis of Assisi and 
Sultan Malik al-Kamil found common 
ground in their encounter outside the 
besieged city of Damietta, Egypt, in 1219. 
By that time the Crusades had been fought 
for more than a century. Christians had 
seized Jerusalem from the Muslims in 1099 
but suffered a devastating blow when the 
great warrior Saladin took it back eighty-
eight years later. In the decades that 
followed, the popes launched one failed 
military venture after another to win back 
territory in the Holy Land. . . .  

[Francis] tried, in his own way to stop this 
cycle of violence. . . .  

A probing look at the early documents 
concerning Francis reveals that the quest for 
peace—a peace encompassing both the end 
of war and the larger spiritual transformation 
of society—was at the core of Francis’s 
ministry and thus at the heart of his mission 
to the sultan’s court. [2] 

Father Richard continues: 

Unfortunately, history tells us that 
fighting continued, and Francis returned to 
Assisi a very discouraged man. Yet his 
warnings to his followers are apt for 
peacemakers and those working for justice 
in our day: 
As you announce peace with your mouth, 
make sure that greater peace is in your 
hearts. Let no one be provoked to anger or 
scandal through you, but may everyone be 
drawn to peace, kindness, and harmony 
through your gentleness. For we have been 

called to this: to heal the wounded, bind up 
the broken, and recall the erring. [3] 

Feuds and vendettas were so common in 
Francis’s day that few people went abroad 
unarmed. Yet Francis forbade his followers 
to fight, carry weapons, or even swear 
allegiance to any noble. His teaching and 
ministry were based on Jesus’ teaching from 
the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5:9, 
which says, “Blessed are the peacemakers, 
for they will be called children of God.” 
 
  

My generation needs 
to apologize to the 

class of 2022 
18 June 2022 

by Thomas Reese, Religion News 
Service 

 

 
The 2022 Seattle University graduation at 
Climate Pledge Arena in Seattle, June 12th, 
2022. (RNS/Seattle University/Yosef Kalinko) 
 
In a commencement address in 1971 the 
comedian Bob Hope was asked to give his 
advice to graduates of Santa Clara 
University as they prepared to go out into a 
world racked by the Vietnam War and 
political protests. His advice: "Don't go." 

His advice might be relevant to graduates 
today. They are going into a dangerous 
world. 
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After a million deaths here in the United 
States and millions more abroad, COVID-19 
is still not over and new variants are likely. 

The pandemic has exacerbated suicides, 
addictions and other mental health problems, 
problems that already existed but are now 
more extensive. 

Worse yet, global warming is threatening 
this year's graduates and their children's very 
existence. Sea levels will rise. Catastrophic 
fires will rage. Drought and famine will 
become more common. Numerous species 
of animals, birds, fish and insects will 
become extinct. Millions of people will die. 

Humans will do more damage to the Earth in 
the next 50 years than we have been able to 
do in all the time since we crawled out of 
our caves. Much of this damage will be 
irreparable.  

The 2022 graduates are going into a world 
where we have seen an end to America's 
longest war, in Afghanistan, only to be 
pitched back into the Cold War of my youth. 
It's a reminder that they are going into a 
world where there are still thousands of 
nuclear weapons that could devastate the 
world in a matter of minutes. 

 
Jesuit Fr. Thomas Reese speaks at the 2022 
Seattle University graduation at Climate Pledge 
Arena in Seattle, June 12th, 2022. (RNS/Seattle 
University/Yosef Kalinko) 

And although the job market currently looks 
good, they are headed into a world of 
economic uncertainty. COVID-19, supply 
chain disruptions and the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine have ignited inflation. 

Higher interest rates from the Federal 
Reserve Board give us a 50/50 chance of 
going into a recession.  

Graduates are also going into a country 
where guns outnumber people and where 
thousands die from gun violence every year. 

This is a country where the civil rights 
movement made great strides but where 
racism still exists. A country where women 
have more rights than before, but where they 
are still demeaned, battered and raped. A 
country where LGBTQ people can still 
experience rejection and discrimination. 

We are a country racked by political 
divisions where some are willing to use 
fraud and violence to achieve their ends, 
where trust and compromise are rare 
commodities. Everyone is angry about 
something. 

As a columnist and an elder (I am 77), I'm 
supposed to tell young people how to solve 
all these problems. 

Don't hold your breath. My generation has 
caused these problems. I'm sorry to say 
young people should not look to us for 
solutions. All we can do is apologize and, 
frankly, I do not think they should forgive 
us. 

Many older people like to look down their 
noses at young people and criticize them as 
selfish and irresponsible. In truth, my 
generation will go down in history as the 
most selfish and irresponsible generation in 
the history of humanity. We have twiddled 
our thumbs while the world burned. 



The only advice I can give to graduates 
today is, don't follow our example. Don't sit 
back and do nothing. Don't ignore problems 
until it is too late. Don't think there are 
simple solutions to complex problems. Don't 
believe in promises of success without 
sacrifice. 

I wish I could point to religion for solutions 
to the world's problems. Too many religions 
are racked by sex scandals, homophobia, 
patriarchy and clericalism. Religion has 
been exploited by politicians, and many 
religious leaders have become partisan 
hacks. 

There are exceptions, such as Pope Francis, 
who has been a prophetic voice for peace, 
justice and the environment. If we could 
clone him, the Catholic Church would be in 
good shape. 

We need religious leaders who care more for 
the poor than their own power, more for the 
environment than for church finances, more 
for reconciliation than partisan politics. 

Many young people have abandoned their 
religious traditions. I hope someday they 
look beyond the failed leadership to the 
values at the heart of their faiths: love, 
respect, forgiveness and commitment. The 
essence of religion is that God is loving and 
compassionate and wants us to love one 
another. 

We should not let bad leaders take that God 
away from us. 

The future for the class of 2022 is dire. I 
wish we were leaving them a better world. I 
wish I could promise them a happy ending. 

 
The 2022 Seattle University graduation at 
Climate Pledge Arena in Seattle, June 12th, 
2022. (RNS/Seattle University/Yosef Kalinko) 
 
But the problems I describe are also 
opportunities. Those who respond to crises 
are called heroes. The generation that is 
going out into the world today must save the 
world from an apocalyptic disaster. 

As a social scientist looking at the data, I am 
discouraged, but as a Christian, I must have 
hope — after all, my faith is based on 
someone who was arrested, tortured and 
killed but then rose from the dead. I have to 
believe in happy endings. 

But that faith is not based on some deus ex 
machina who miraculously drops down from 
the sky to save us. Jesus left the world in our 
hands; it is up to us to save ourselves. 

I believe that God's Spirit is active in the 
hearts of every man and woman who thirsts 
for justice and peace. The pope has said that 
the Spirit is active in the environmental 
movement. Any heart touched by 
compassion and love is being touched by 
God, no matter what the person's religion or 
lack of belief. 

If the next generation opens their hearts to 
love and compassion, they will be the 
greatest generation of this century. 

This new generation must be the one to 
work together to save the planet from 
destruction, to lift up the poor and 



marginalized and to bring reconciliation and 
peace to all people. 

This generation is the world's last chance. If 
they fail, there is no future after them. They 
must deal with the problems my generation 
has left them. If they do not, the very 
existence of future generations will be in 
doubt. 

 
Thomas Reese 
Jesuit Fr. Thomas Reese's column for 
Religion News Service, "Signs of the 
Times," appears regularly at National 
Catholic Reporter. 
 
Monday, 20 June 2022 
  
  

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

  

 

  

Week Twenty-Five: Emotional Sobriety 
  

A Riverbed of Mercy 
  

For Father Richard, emotional sobriety is 
found when we experience life from our 
True Self: 
 
There is something in us that is not touched 
by coming and going, by up and down, by 
for or against, by totally right or totally 
wrong. This part of us is patient with both 
goodness and evil, exactly as God is; it does 
not rush to judgment or demand 
closure now. Rather, it stands vigilant and 

patient in the tragic gap that almost every 
moment offers. 

God-in-us is a riverbed of mercy that 
underlies all the flotsam and jetsam that 
flows over it and soon passes away. Vast, 
silent, restful, and resourceful, it receives 
and also releases all these comings and 
goings. It is awareness itself (as opposed to 
judgment), and awareness is not the same as 
“thinking.” It refuses to be pulled into 
emotional and mental tugs-of-war that form 
most of human life. To look out from this 
untouchable silence is what we mean by 
contemplation. 

St. Teresa of Ávila (1515–1682) writes, 
“Always visualize [the] soul as vast, 
spacious, and plentiful . . . The sun at the 
center of this place radiates to every part. . . . 
God has given [it] such dignity.” [1] This is 
your soul. This is God-in-you. This is your 
True Self.   

A person who lives freely from the True Self 
is present to life and the full range of 
emotions. Father Richard’s good friend, 
Enneagram teacher Russ Hudson, writes of 
the importance of presence: 

For me, presence is a grace offered in each 
moment. It allows whatever I am feeling to 
be transmuted into something useful, for 
myself, for the situation I may be in, and 
perhaps for some greater good. . . . 

Most of my spiritual journey has been about 
learning how to be present and, from that 
grounding in presence, learning how to 
allow love to be what moves me. . . . 
Presence seems to be something received, 
that comes to us through a kind of 
willingness more than through some forceful 
effort. We come to understand that our will 
does not operate quite as we might imagine. 
There is an element of grace, of something 
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miraculous arising in us which gives us the 
capacity to be awake to our experience. 

This is hard enough when conditions are 
favorable—when we are relaxed and not 
particularly stressed about anything. 
However, when powerful emotions arise, it 
is generally much more difficult to find a 
ground in us that can be compassionately 
awake with what we are feeling. . . . 

In this sense, we naturally come to 
understand the importance of practices—
contemplation, meditation, and prayer—as 
methods to cultivate in ourselves a capacity 
to be with larger emotions and bigger 
triggers in our lives. As I often tell my 
students, “Practice when it is easy and it will 
be there for you when it is hard.” [2] 

  

The Catholic bishops 
support gun control. 
Why don't we hear 

more about it? 
14 June 2022 

by Thomas Reese,  
Religion News Service 

  

 
Archbishop Gustavo García-Siller of San 
Antonio comforts people outside the SSGT 
Willie de Leon Civic Center, where students had 

been transported from Robb Elementary School 
after a shooting, in Uvalde, Texas, May 24. 
(CNS/Reuters/Marco Bello) 
 
In response to recent mass shootings, Pope 
Francis and the U.S. Catholic bishops have 
called for gun control measures that would 
save lives. This undoubtedly surprises some 
people who think that abortion is the only 
public policy concern of the church's 
hierarchy. Sadly, the media and the bishops 
themselves give too little attention to the 
larger "life" agenda. 

While praying for the children killed and 
their families in Uvalde, the pope did not 
hesitate to say, "It is time to say enough to 
the indiscriminate trafficking of arms." 

Francis has frequently denounced gun 
trafficking, including in his 2015 address to 
a joint session of Congress. "Why are deadly 
weapons being sold to those who plan to 
inflict untold suffering on individuals and 
society?" he asked U.S. lawmakers. "Sadly, 
the answer, as we all know, is simply for 
money: money that is drenched in blood, 
often innocent blood." 

After the Uvalde shooting, Chicago Cardinal 
Blase Cupich did not mince words. 

"Who are we as a nation," he asked, "if we 
do not act to protect our children? What do 
we love more: our instruments of death or 
our future?" 

"The Second Amendment, unlike the second 
commandment, did not come down from 
Sinai," Cupich told NPR. "There is an 
understanding that we all have in our hearts, 
engraved in our hearts, a natural law about 
the value of human life. And there is no 
amendment that can trump that." 

Cupich was not alone in speaking out. On 
behalf of the U.S. Conference of Catholic 
Bishops, the chairs of four conference 
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committees issued a statement urging all 
members of Congress to action in response 
to the killings. 

These were not liberal bishops, but four of 
the most conservative prelates in the United 
States: Archbishop Paul Coakley of 
Oklahoma City, Archbishop Salvatore 
Cordileone of San Francisco, Archbishop 
William Lori of Baltimore and Bishop 
Thomas Daly of Spokane, Washington. 

They urged dialogue and concrete action 
that "addresses all aspects of the crisis, 
including mental health, the state of 
families, the valuation of life, the influence 
of entertainment and gaming industries, 
bullying, and the availability of firearms." 
They called for "the passage of reasonable 
gun control measures," echoing the 
pope's pleas that "It is time to say 'no more' 
to the indiscriminate trafficking of 
weapons."  

In their letter June 3 to Congress, these 
bishops got into specifics on what they 
considered "reasonable" gun control. 

They encouraged Congress to improve "the 
firearm background check process by voting 
in favor of the Bipartisan Background 
Checks Act of 2021 (H.R. 8) and the 
Enhanced Background Checks Act of 2021 
(H.R. 1446)." They also supported extreme-
risk protection orders through passage of the 
Federal Extreme Risk Protection Order Act 
of 2021 (H.R. 2377). 

They complained that, "In the ten years 
since the massacre of children at Sandy 
Hook, very little has been done by Congress 
to regulate these weapons and prevent 
another catastrophe. We urgently call on 
members of Congress to work together in a 
bipartisan fashion to make these horrific 
attacks less likely to happen again." 

The bishops point out that they are not 
"Johnny-come-latelies" to the discussion of 
gun violence, noting that as early as 1994 
they issued a pastoral message "Confronting 
a Culture of Violence: A Catholic 
Framework for Action." 

"For many years," the bishops tell Congress, 
"the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops 
has supported a number of reasonable 
measures to address the problem of gun 
violence and continues to support efforts by 
the U.S. Congress to advance these policies 
in legislation." 

"It should not be the case," they argue, "that 
in the United States, a person needs 
character references to apply for a job but 
not to purchase military-style assault 
weapons." 
 

"For many years, the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops has supported a number of 
reasonable measures to address the problem 

of gun violence and continues to support 
efforts by the U.S. Congress to advance 

these policies in legislation." 
 

The bishops call for "a total ban on assault 
weapons and limitations on civilian access 
to high-capacity weapons and ammunition 
magazines," including bump stocks. They 
cite studies showing that limitations on high-
capacity magazines can reduce the number 
of people killed in mass shootings by as 
much at 38%, and those injured by as much 
as 77%. 
They also support universal background 
checks for all gun purchases and 
criminalizing gun trafficking. The bishops 
added their support to recent proposals to set 
a more appropriate minimum age for gun 
ownership. 

The U.S. bishops' conference website has 
additional recommendations: "Regulations 
and limitations on the purchasing of 
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handguns; measures that make guns safer, 
such as locks that prevent children and 
anyone other than the owner from using the 
gun without permission and supervision." 

Another page on the website provides 
visitors an easy way to write their senators 
and representatives in support of these gun 
control measures. 

Sadly, hardly anyone in the country knows 
about the strong and comprehensive position 
on gun control taken by the U.S. Catholic 
bishops. Bishops rarely talk about it. 
Catholics don't hear about it from the pulpit 
in church. The media does not report it. 

Perhaps the Catholic clergy fear upsetting 
the faithful by talking about gun control, but 
according to a 2012 PRRI poll, 62% of 
Catholics support stricter gun control, way 
higher than the 35% support coming from 
evangelical Christians.  

Catholic social teaching has been referred to 
as the church's best-kept secret. The bishops' 
response to gun violence should no longer 
be a secret. It should be preached from the 
rooftops. 

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

 

Pope Francis' 
synodality could be 

key to reaching young 
Catholics 

21 June 2022 
by Ernest J. Miller 

  

 
Philadelphia Archbishop Nelson Pérez joins 
college students, other young adults and ministry 
leaders during a synodal listening session at La 
Salle University April 4. (CNS 
photo/CatholicPhilly.com/Sarah Webb) 
 
With an abundance of Catholic colleges and 
universities in Philadelphia, a planning team 
of educators worked together to envision a 
way for all of Philadelphia's Catholic 
colleges and universities to encounter 
synodality, which means journeying 
together, specifically tailored for young 
people.  

Inspired by Pope Francis' call for greater 
listening, presence and curiosity among the 
global church, nearly 400 students from 
more than 40 campuses across the 
Philadelphia metropolitan region joined a 
multipart listening process that culminated 
in an all-campus listening session at La Salle 
University. Philadelphia Archbishop Nelson 
Perez participated in the listening session 
and delivered some thoughts at the end. 

https://www.votervoice.net/USCCB/Campaigns/95469/Respond
https://religionnews.com/2012/08/15/poll-religious-groups-divided-on-gun-control-but-united-against-guns-in-c/
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/thomas-reese
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/ernest-j-miller
https://synodalityinphillyhighered.wordpress.com/
https://thelasallecollegian.com/2022/04/07/archdiocesan-synod-listening-session-held-at-la-salle/
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/thomas-reese


A major highlight of the event was the small 
discussion groups self-selected by students 
focused on six themes identified from the 
reports of cross-campus listening sessions: 
journeying from exclusion to inclusion, from 
fragmentation to wholeness, from discord to 
unity, from performance to integrity, from 
broken trust to account, from being led to 
leading.  

Student reflections on Pentecost, a large 
group examen and the opportunity in an 
open plenary listening session for students to 
share their insights with each other and 
Perez round out the highlights of 
Philadelphia Catholic higher education's 
robust response to Francis' invitation to 
participate in the global synod process.  

In this gathering, I witnessed a way forward 
for the church's pastoral outreach to young 
people. For these students, Francis' call for 
synodality for being church together, 
provides endurance and hope.  

Following the pope's call 

In October 2021, Francis said this in his 
homiletic reflection, "Opening of the 
Synodal Path": 

Nothing leaves Jesus indifferent; everything 
is of concern to him. Encountering faces, 
meeting eyes, sharing [everyone's] 
history.  That is the closeness that Jesus 
embodies. He knows that someone's life can 
be changed by a single encounter. The 
Gospel is full of such encounters with 
Christ, encounters that uplift and bring 
healing. Jesus did not hurry along or keep 
looking at his watch to get the meeting over. 
He was always at the service of the person 
he was with, listening to what he or she had 
to say.  

  

 
A student's message about participating in 
listening sessions in preparation for the 2023 
world Synod of Bishops on synodality is seen 
April 4 at La Salle University in Philadelphia. 
(CNS photo/CatholicPhilly.com/Sarah Webb) 
 
In short, Francis believes we are called to be 
a listening church. In his address to open the 
global 2021-23 synod process, he stated: 
"[We need] to listen to our brothers and 
sisters speak of their hopes and of the crises 
of faith present in different parts of the 
world, of the need for a renewed pastoral 
life and of the signals we are receiving from 
those on the ground."  

These sisters and brothers about whom 
Francis speaks include the young Catholics 
whose voices and stories were brought 
together in Springtide Research 
Institute's State of Religion & Young People 
2021: Catholic Edition. The findings in this 
report suggest to me a need for a renewal of 
the pastoral life of the church, especially 
among young people. About half of young 
Catholics ages 13-25 agree that "religious 
communities try to fix my problem, instead 
of just being there for me" (49%). About the 
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same percentage agree, "I don't feel like I 
can be my full self in a religious 
organization" (51%). Only 26% of 
participants say they "use faith as a guide 
when I am confused about things." 

With the theme "For a synodal church: 
communion, participation, and mission," the 
church's process of synodality is positioned 
to capture the joys and the hopes, the griefs 
and the anxieties of young people as they 
navigate uncertainty, transcend traditional 
religious boundaries and encounter a sense 
of wholeness. Recognizing the unique role 
colleges and universities play in the 
dialogical and listening processes that make 
synodality possible, Francis encouraged 
Catholic higher education institutions to 
create spaces to listen to the joys and hopes, 
grief and anxieties of young people in our 
care.  

Why young people need synodality 

Springtide's Catholic Edition (a sample can 
be found here) paints a compelling portrait 
of the continuing trend of young Catholics 
disassociating not only with institutional 
Catholicism and Christianity, but all 
religion. It gives us a glimpse of young 
Catholics who find themselves in a holy 
frustration, wrestling with disjointed 
elements of reality afflicting the church, 
nation and world.  

Drawing a picture of the insights young 
people offers to Catholic educators and other 
leaders requires both reflection and 
synthesis, in which one must consider two 
things: why young people don't join or stay 
in faith communities, as well as fresh 
possibilities for practitioners of faith to 
enliven their minds and hearts with curiosity 
and imagination.  

A synodal path allows curiosity to become a 
vehicle for young people to encounter the 

sacred resident in texts, in traditions, in 
themselves, in others, in creation. In short, 
synodality offers a pathway for young 
people to unbundle existential questions 
including the meaning of life, vocation, 
suffering and salvation. 

The Catholic Edition underscores the 
significance of embracing and satisfying the 
curiosity, wholeness, connection and 
adaptability that young people crave and 
synodality promotes, which can be met with 
the turn to pastoral care that Francis' papacy 
punctuates. 

Katherine Angulo V., who prepares pastoral 
leaders for long-term ministry at the 
University of Notre Dame, writes in the 
forward of the Catholic Edition: 

"Young people desire to be listened to … 
Like Jesus' listening on the road [to 
Emmaus], our listening as teachers and 
ministers must take place on the roads 
young people are traveling. We must go out 
to them. We must ask questions first, and 
then we must be prepared to answer the 
questions young people will inevitably ask 
us: Why do you stay? Why do you still 
believe?" 

She adds, "When I receive these questions, I 
have the chance to convey my joy, my 
gratitude, my sense of service, my sense of 
fulfillment. I can share the history of God's 
action in my life — not just salvation 
history, but family history, the stories of my 
community, and the ways God is 
alive." Synodality for all 

Francis hoped for a participative and 
inclusive synodal process that "offers 
everyone — especially those who for 
various reasons find themselves on the 
margins — the opportunity to express 
themselves and to be heard in order to 
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contribute to the edification of the People of 
God." 

For young people, the experience of 
encountering a listening, curious and 
compassionate church becomes the yeast for 
fostering communion, participation and 
mission — the three markers that 
characterize the synod process underway in 
the church.  

 
Ernest J. Miller 
Br. Ernest J. Miller serves as vice president 
of Mission, Diversity, and Inclusion at La 
Salle University in Philadelphia. He is a 
member of the Brothers of the Christian 
Schools, known as the De La Salle Christian 
Brothers, who sponsor Lasallian Educational 
and Research Initiatives, Springtide 
Research Institute's parent organization. 
Miller serves on Springtide's Research 
Advisory Board. 
 

Young Catholics 
deliver critique of US 

church leaders' 
climate silence 

straight to the pope 
Feb 26, 2022 

by Brian Roewe 
  

 
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. Emily Burke is at top 
right; Henry Glynn is at bottom left. (EarthBeat 
screenshot/YouTube) 
 
Henry Glynn was blunt as he spoke directly 
to the pope. 

"Our experience is priests never discuss 
climate change," the Creighton University 
junior said during a virtual conversation that 
130 university students and young Catholics 
held Thursday with Pope Francis as part of a 
listening session for the synod on synodality 
hosted by Loyola University Chicago. 

The issue of climate change, Glynn said, is 
"the issue that profoundly worries our 
generation." 

As his synodal group, consisting of students 
in the central U.S. and Canada, conversed 
before their meeting with Francis, he said 
they discerned "a shared frustration" about 
the lack of leadership they see from the U.S. 
church on the issue of accelerating 
temperatures that threatens the entire planet. 

"Our generation values authenticity, and 
deplores hypocrisy," Glynn told Francis. 
"U.S. Catholic leaders' failure to share and 
enact the church's own climate teachings is 
disillusioning young people," adding that the 
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similar failure among political leaders "sows 
doubt and cynicism among us." 

The moment was one of the most direct 
critiques delivered during the nearly two-
hour discussion. And Glynn, an intern in 
Washington, D.C., with the Catholic 
Climate Covenant whose day began with a 
Google search about what to wear to a papal 
audience, was determined not to miss his 
chance to take his generation's frustrations 
straight to the pope. 

"I think I would have been more nervous to 
say those things if I never read Laudato Si', 
or if I didn't know anything about Pope 
Francis," he told EarthBeat as he was still 
processing the experience hours after the 
Zoom session. "I think I would have thought 
that, 'Like really? I'm going to tell him that 
his bishops aren't doing their job, like to his 
face? I don't know if that's a good idea.' " 

Part of what gave him the confidence is that 
his synodal cohort came with receipts. 

A study co-authored by his fellow panelist, 
Emily Burke, found that less than 1% of 
columns by U.S. bishops in diocesan 
newspapers have mentioned climate change 
in the six-plus years since Francis issued his 
encyclical "Laudato Si', on Care for Our 
Common Home." 

Burke, a graduate student at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison who attended classes 
around the meeting with Francis, said it was 
"surreal" to hear the research she conducted 
while at Creighton cited to the pope. She 
watched closely as Francis sat up in his chair 
and took notes as Glynn summarized the 
silence and inaction from their church 
leaders around climate and environmental 
issues. 

"And I'm sure he's well aware of it, but that 
lay people are aware of it, too, and young 

people are aware of it, too, I think is 
important for him to hear," she said. 

The idea to raise the topic of climate change 
with Francis emerged from the biweekly 
meetings their synodal group held in the 
month they had to prepare. Tasked with 
looking at the root causes of migration, the 
group — which included a number of 
students who were migrants or had migrant 
family members — eventually talked about 
climate. The United Nations estimates more 
than 20 million people annually are 
displaced by extreme weather events, which 
are intensifying and becoming more 
prevalent as global temperatures rise. 
A 2017 study from Cornell 
University projected there could be as many 
as 1.4 billion climate refugees by 2060. 

Or, from the perspective of many of the 
students in the group, before they reach age 
60. 

 
Pope Francis speaks during a virtual dialogue 
with Catholic university students from across the 
Americas Feb. 24. (NCR screenshot/YouTube) 
 
"It's a universally anxiety-inducing thing to 
talk about and worry about for young 
people, especially college students," said 
Burke, who also works with the Catholic 
Climate Covenant and was part of 
Creighton's fossil fuel divestment campaign. 
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With a shared sense of concern, they 
decided to raise it with Francis, including 
their perception that their leaders, in the 
church and outside it, were not taking 
climate change seriously. 

"It was just seen as a moment that we didn't 
really want to waste, which caused a lot of 
students to want to be blunt and want to be 
really real and bring attention, sort of shine a 
light on some of the problems that we've 
seen," Burke told EarthBeat. 

In his response, Francis didn't directly 
address the group's critique of U.S. 
hierarchy, but he encouraged them to choose 
sincerity and "refuse any forms of 
hypocrisy." 

"Don't fall into the trap of hypocrisy, never 
in your life. Because hypocrisy poisons 
everything," Francis said, whereas "sincerity 
really helps you to live in harmony with 
ecology, with the rest of the world." 

Francis also addressed Burke's proposal that 
the church establish centers to train young 
people and others in the spirituality and 
ethics needed for an ecological conversion, 
but also in the ways of nonviolent direct 
action as a last resort to move seemingly 
immovable people to take climate change 
seriously. 

"We need the prophecy of nonviolence," and 
it's the youth who must bring that vision 
forward, Francis said. 

"Violence always destroys nature," he 
added, and referenced his recent critique that 
plastic pollution "kills everything." 

The Creighton students were also struck by 
a Spanish proverb the pope has regularly 
quoted: God forgives always, we forgive 
sometimes but nature never forgives. Glynn 
said that captured the essence of what they 

hoped to convey, "basically that to repair the 
climate means that we must repair our 
relationships with each other and with God." 

As for what they want from their church 
leaders, they said talking about climate 
change at all is an important first step. For 
Glynn, it wasn't until he came to Creighton 
that he read Laudato Si' or saw his Catholic 
faith connected with social issues like 
climate change — connections that came 
clearer into view last summer when he lived 
with a family in Tanzania who lost a tomato 
crop to an unseasonable frost. 

From there, they'd like to see the church tap 
into its teachings and operations — through 
its buildings, schools and other institutions 
— in a way to become a leader in carbon 
neutrality and environmental sustainability. 
For instance, through the Laudato Si' Action 
Platform. 

"If we're a church that writes these 
documents and says we need to pay 
attention to these social issues … I would 
love to see a church fully embracing that 
Gospel message for itself," Glynn said. 
Both students came away from their Zoom-
room encounter with the pope feeling 
empowered by the experience, grateful for 
the opportunity, and just as important, heard 
by their church. 
 
Said Burke, "I don't really know if anybody 
knows what will come of it at this point, but 
I'm hoping that this is sort of a beginning 
and not an end to uplifting young Catholics' 
voices." 

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

 

Understanding the 
pope's reforms: 

Making the church 
Christocentric 

22 June  2022 
by Michael Sean Winters 

  
Vatican 

 
Pope Francis greets people as he arrives for his 
general audience in St. Peter's Square June 15 at 
the Vatican. (CNS/Reuters/Yara Nardi) 
 
Last week, Pope Francis issued a 
rescript requiring local bishops to get 
approval from Rome before giving their 
blessing to a diocesan religious order. Some 
critics of the pope saw the new rule as 
draconian. 

"Before the diocesan bishop erects — by 
decree — a public association of the faithful 
with a view to becoming an institute of 
consecrated life or society of apostolic life 
of diocesan right, he must obtain a written 
license from the Dicastery for Institutes of 
Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic 
Life," the edict stated. How does this fit in 

with the pope's call for increased 
synodality? 

The need for the edict is rooted in the lack of 
accountability that sometimes occurs when a 
new religious order is begun in one diocese, 
but later moves or expands beyond its 
original location and confusion sets in about 
who is conducting oversight. The recent 
problems in the Diocese of Fréjus-Toulon in 
France indicate how granting canonical 
status in an irresponsible manner to 
questionable groups can create a big mess. 

And, of course, in the age of social media, 
the very concept of a diocesan boundary is a 
bit anachronistic: Consider the reach of 
some organizations like EWTN and even of 
individual priests who plaster themselves all 
over YouTube and Twitter! 

On EWTN, Raymond 
Arroyo interviewed one of Francis' most 
stringent critics, Peter Kwasniewski, a 
senior fellow at the St. Paul Center in 
Steubenville, Ohio. "It's part of a pattern in 
recent years of the pope, on the one hand, 
talking about the importance of 
decentralization and synodality and, on the 
other hand, taking bigger and bigger steps to 
centralize decisions in Rome and take them 
away from the local bishops," Kwasniewski 
said. He went on to cite Traditionis 
Custodes, Francis' revocation of Summorum 
Pontificum, Pope Benedict XVI's motu 
proprio allowing priests to celebrate the pre-
Vatican II Tridentine rite anywhere and 
anytime, as another example of this putative 
centralization. 

Bosh. It was Summorum Pontificum that 
stripped the diocesan bishop of the 
responsibility and the authority to oversee 
the liturgical life of his diocese regarding the 
use of the Tridentine rite. Traditionis 
Custodes restored that responsibility and 
authority to the local ordinary. 
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Kwasniewski went on to complain that 
"bishops are not branch managers of 
Vatican, Inc." That is true, but that is not 
really the point. The new rule recognizes 
that discernment is required. The critics may 
look at these organizational decisions the 
way a political scientist examines the 
Federalist Papers, but synodality is not about 
the distribution of power. It is about 
discerning what the church is called to do at 
a particular time. 

The tension is not only between a political 
or managerial framework versus an ecclesial 
one, but also an understanding of the 
building of communion among churches. 
"The pope is in charge of the 'sollicitudo 
omnium ecclesiarum', of taking care of the 
state of the communion of the church, which 
is a church of churches," theologian 
Massimo Faggioli explained via email. 
"Most transnational Catholic movements 
and communities started local but then 
become something that affected the entire 
church and the communion between the 
churches and with Rome. This is where the 
ministry of the pope has a right to 
intervene." 

This concern to forge communion faces 
different challenges at different times, but it 
is emphatically the pope's job to foster that 
communion. 

"The fact is that Francis has turned the table: 
John Paul II and Benedict XVI defended the 
prerogatives of local bishops from what they 
saw as overreach of bishops' conferences, 
for example, the 'motu proprio' Apostolos 
Suos in 1998, in order to maintain the 
communion in the Church," says Faggioli. 

"Now it is still the state of the communion 
that is at stake, but the problem is a different 
one today, different from the one that John 
Paul II and Benedict XVI saw: movements 
and institutes that may be openly defying the 

unity of the church on teaching, such as 
disputing Vatican II. Of course, this happens 
also because in some areas of the world 
today some local bishops sympathize with 
these groups and their agendas." 

The concern voiced by Arroyo and 
Kwasniewski — that Rome is burning with 
desire to meddle in the business of local 
churches — is also misplaced. "Clearly, the 
dicasteries of the Roman curia do not get up 
each day simply to mess with bishops," said 
a source familiar with the drafting of the 
document. "This disposition [the new edict] 
is a pastoral response to real problems." 

Ecclesiology is rarely considered a hot 
button issue, but it is the underlying issue 
in so many of the problems confronting 
the church. The Holy Father has 
proposed synodality as a method for 
reshaping the church, not in a more 
Rome-centric manner, nor in a less 
Rome-centric manner, but in a more 
Christocentric manner. 

In some instances, that will require 
empowering bishops and in others it may 
require oversight from the Vatican. In all 
instances, it will require us all to keep in 
mind the words of St. Pope John XXIII in 
his 1959 encyclical Ad Petri Cathedram: 
"But the common saying, expressed in 
various ways and attributed to various 
authors, must be recalled with approval: in 
essentials, unity; in doubtful matters, 
liberty; in all things, charity." 

 
Michael Sean Winters 
Michael Sean Winters covers the nexus of 
religion and politics for NCR. 
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Knee pain places 
unusual limits on 

Francis, a pope used 
to being a 'street 

priest' 
22 June 2022 

by Christopher White 
  

Vatican 
 

 
Pope Francis arrives at his chair during his 
general audience in St. Peter's Square June 8 at 
the Vatican. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
ROME — A pope is always well, goes 
an old Vatican joke, until he dies. 

"But that was only true until television 
cameras arrived," says Villanova University 
church historian Massimo Faggioli. "Now it 
is more complicated."  

And complicated also seems to be an apt 
description of recent months for Pope 
Francis, who recently had to postpone plans 
to travel to Congo and South Sudan in early 
July due to problems with his knee.  

In February, Francis began a new series of 
reflections on old age during his weekly 
general audiences, a subject matter that has 

brought a sharp focus on his own physical 
limitations that has ushered in a new phase 
of his papacy.  

The 85-year-old pope has acknowledged this 
directly, telling the audience gathered for his 
Wednesday general audience on June 15 that 
the elderly "cannot do the same as what we 
did when we were young." 

"The body has a different rhythm, and we 
have to listen to the body and accept limits. 
We all have them," he continued. "Even I 
have to go with the cane now." 

 
Pope Francis is pictured with his hands near his 
right knee in this photo shot accidentally during 
a meeting of Scholas Occurentes May 19 in 
Rome. The 85-year-old pope has been 
experiencing severe pain in his right knee for 
months. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Less than one week after Francis began his 
weekly meditations on aging, he was 
forced to cancel a day trip to the Italian city 
of Florence, citing knee pain. During his 
April trip to Malta, he boarded the airplane 
via an automated lift, rather than stairs, 
marking a first in his 36 international trips 
since being elected pope in 2013.  

When Holy Week arrived, Francis was 
forced to limit his participation in the 
Vatican's public liturgies, and, on May 5, he 
appeared in public using a wheelchair for 
the first time, which he has regularly used 
since.  
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In recent weeks, Francis' limited physical 
mobility, along with the announcement that 
he would travel to the Italian city of 
L'Aquila in August — a place filled with 
symbolism as the burial place of St. 
Celestine V, a 13th-century pope who 
abdicated the papacy, and as where Pope 
Benedict XVI visited in 2009 before his own 
resignation four years later — have fueled 
speculation that Francis might be planning 
to do the same.  

But Francis, who has long suffered from 
sciatica and who reportedly told Italian 
bishops last month that "governing takes a 
head, not legs," is just the latest in a series of 
popes who have endured a physical decline 
in the public spotlight.  

In 2013, at the age of 85, Benedict shocked 
the world by announcing he would 
voluntarily resign, becoming the first pope 
to do so since Celestine in 1294. 

"After this precedent was set, this means 
that every pope can resign more easily, and 
it has become more complicated to make 
any predictions about time and modality of 
the end of a pontificate," said Faggioli. 

 
Pope Benedict XVI walks with a cane as he 
arrives for a meeting of cardinals at which he 
read his resignation in this Feb. 11, 2013, file 
photo from the Vatican. There were no media 
members in attendance. (CNS/L'Osservatore 
Romano) 
 

"When the end of a pontificate coincided 
with death, it was more predictable. Now, it 
is up to the individual," he continued. "It is 
no longer nature that decides."  

Christopher Bellitto, a professor of history at 
Kean University in New Jersey, who has 
written extensively on the history of the 
papacy, said that he believes Benedict made 
his decision in large part due to what he 
observed during the final years of Pope John 
Paul II's life. 

John Paul, who suffered from Parkinson's 
disease and had difficulties moving and 
speaking in his later years, effectively relied 
on his personal secretary, now Cardinal 
Stanisław Dziwisz, to manage his affairs as 
he increasingly became debilitated until his 
death in 2005 at age 84. Dziwisz's vast 
powers and unchecked decision-making on a 
range of issues, from clergy abuse to 
financial matters, has been under much 
scrutiny since that time.  

Benedict — who first used a cane in public 
about a year before he resigned — "said, in 
essence: 'I'm not going to let that happen to 
me and certainly not to the church,' " 
according to Bellitto.  

"The wider issue is whether someone can do 
the job and the messages the popes are 
sending," Bellitto said, adding that John 
Paul II's condition was "much more 
physically debilitating on a broader physical 
scale than a bad knee and sciatica." 
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Pope John Paul II is aided down the stairs of an 
airplane by his personal secretary, then-Bishop 
Stanislaw Dziwisz, after arriving in Rome after a 
trip to India and Georgia in this Nov. 9, 1999, 
file photo. (CNS/Reuters/Paolo Cocco) 
 
Other popes over the last centuries have 
suffered a range of setbacks, some public 
and others kept hidden.  

"Popes are always a bit secret about their 
health," said Jesuit Fr. Oliver Rafferty, an 
historian at Boston College. "This is true of 
all leaders of the church and state because 
the idea is that if you're ill, it gives greater 
opportunity for your opponents to criticize 
you and say, 'he's not up to the job.' " 

 
Leo XIII, who served as pope 1878-1903, is 
depicted in a window at Holy Family Church in 

Mitchell, South Dakota. (CNS photo from 
Crosiers) 
 
Rafferty recalled that Pope Leo XIII was 
already in poor health when he was elected 
at age 68 in 1878 — a fact the historian 
noted likely got Leo XIII elected, as the 
cardinal electors assumed it would be a short 
pontificate. 

Instead, Leo XIII would go on to become 
the longest serving pope in history, living 
until the age of 93.  

During Leo's papacy, the pope had trouble 
walking and was forced to use a cane, which 
Rafferty noted was mocked by some 
cardinals. In 1889, at the urging of his 
secretary of state, Cardinal Mariano 
Rampolla, Leo eventually had surgery and 
the doctors removed an "enormous" cyst 
from his body, greatly improving his 
mobility and overall health until the end of 
his life.  

Pope Pius XII, who died in 1958 at age 82, 
began to have serious health setbacks 
beginning in 1954, suffering from a 
degenerative disease. While his mobility 
was not impaired, an experimental doctor 
from Switzerland gave him injections from 
sheep glands. 

"The general consensus [about the doctor]," 
said Rafferty, "is that he was something of a 
quack," and that Pius suffered tremendous 
night terrors and incessant hiccups as a 
result of the treatment.  

Rafferty also noted that Pope John XXIII 
was diagnosed with stomach cancer in 
September 1962, but only informed a tight 
circle of advisers about his condition. While 
the pope hinted in April 1963 that his death 
was near — it would come that June — 
photographs in the early months of 1963 



appear to provide evidence of a pope who 
was clearly ill.  

 
Pope John XXIII signs his encyclical "Peace on 
Earth" ("Pacem in Terris") at the Vatican in this 
1963 file photo. (CNS photo) 
 
Fáinche Ryan, a religion professor at Trinity 
College Dublin, told NCR that Pope Francis' 
papacy has echoes of John XXIII's 
pontificate, which initiated the Second 
Vatican Council, in that even while 
declining in health, he continued to initiate 
important reforms in the church.  

Francis' reforms, she said, might be termed 
"radical" by some, but are "clearly rooted in 
the tradition of the church," particularly 
Vatican II. Moreover, she noted that Francis' 
current condition also helps "emphasize his 
decentralized understanding of leadership." 

Even Pope John Paul I, who died of a heart 
attack at the age of 65 only 33 days after 
being elected pope in 1978, had his legs 
examined two weeks before his sudden 
death. While his symptoms were not made 
public at the time, swollen legs can be a sign 
of degenerative heart disease, said Rafferty.  

Faggioli said these historical cases are not as 
well known in part because "the pope was 
not as visible as he is today" and because so 
much of the pope's activities took place 
inside Vatican walls and not in the public 
eye.  

Today, almost every papal meeting is 
documented by a photographer and all major 
papal events take place in front of the lens of 
cameras from around the world. 

"Back then, popes used to speak only 
through official Vatican media channels and 
only sporadically," Faggioli noted.  

One measure in which Francis is 
communicating well, despite poor health, 
according to Cambridge University historian 
Rosamond McKitterick, is in "eloquently" 
communicating that while many elderly 
people suffer limitations, it does not mean 
he is unable to fulfill his spiritual duties of 
office. 

 
Pope Francis greets people after participating in 
Mass for the feast of Pentecost in St. Peter's 
Basilica June 5 at the Vatican. The Mass was 
celebrated by Cardinal Giovanni Battista Re, 
who has substituted as the main celebrant on a 
few occasions when the pope has had health 
problems. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
"The church may have to think of how to 
support the pope and devise a new formula 
to describe those who are called on to help 



in some of the more physically demanding 
aspects of the papal role," she advised, as 
well as finding ways to ensure that such 
individuals do not exert an undue influence.  

Both Faggioli and Rafferty noted that John 
Paul II "revolutionized" the papacy by 
traveling to 129 different countries, and 
since then, both Benedict and Francis have 
followed in the new tradition of papal jet 
setting.  

For Bellitto, however, the fact that a pope 
cannot travel as easily as he once did, does 
not necessarily mean he cannot do the job. 

U.S. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 
Bellitto observed, "saved a country and 
fought a world war from a wheelchair."  

"Francis has canceled trips, which is a giant 
disappointment of course, but we're in a new 
era where communications allows him to 
speak directly to gatherings anywhere 
around the world," Bellitto added. "A poor 
substitute to human interaction, yes, but 
possible."  

And while Faggioli agreed that travel is not 
required by the job, he stressed that it would 
be difficult for someone like Francis, who 
has expressed great delight in being able to 
get outside of the Vatican and near to the 
people, to no longer be able to do so.  

Francis was a "street priest," Faggioli 
observed, "who has become a street pope."  

 
Christopher White 
Christopher White is the Vatican 
correspondent for NCR. His email address 

is cwhite@ncronline.org. Follow him on 
Twitter: @CWWhiteNCR. 
 

World free of nuclear 
weapons is necessary, 

possible, pope says 
21 June 2022 

by Cindy Wooden, 
 Catholic News Service 

  
Vatican 

 

 
Russia's President Vladimir Putin, fifth from 
left, visits the National Defense Control Center 
in Moscow Dec. 26, 2018, to oversee the test of 
a new Russian hypersonic missile system called 
Avangard, which can carry nuclear and 
conventional warheads. (CNS photo/Sputnik/ 
Mikhail Klimentyev/Kremlin via Reuters) 
 
VATICAN CITY — Nuclear weapons do 
not increase a nation's or region's security, in 
fact, they are a "risk multiplier" that gives 
people a false sense of security, Pope 
Francis said in a message to an international 
conference. 

Archbishop Paul Gallagher, the Vatican 
foreign minister, read the pope's message in 
Vienna June 21 at the first Meeting of States 
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Parties to the Treaty on the Prohibition 
of Nuclear Weapons. 

The treaty, which prohibits the deployment, 
possession, moving, storing and stationing 
of nuclear weapons, entered into force in 
2021; it has been signed by 86 nations and 
ratified by 62 of them, including the Holy 
See. The United States, Canada and other 
members of NATO have not signed the 
treaty, nor have Russia and China. 

"A world free from nuclear weapons is both 
necessary and possible," Francis wrote in his 
message to the conference. "In a system of 
collective security, there is no place 
for nuclear weapons and other weapons of 
mass destruction." 

Nuclear deterrence, he said, is in no way a 
deterrent to most of the world's most serious 
problems, including terrorism, cyber attacks, 
environmental catastrophes and poverty. 

Then, he said, one must consider "the 
catastrophic humanitarian and 
environmental consequences that would 
follow from any use of nuclear weapons, 
with devastating, indiscriminate and 
uncontainable effects, over time and space." 

Even simply maintaining the weapons is 
costly -- drawing resources away from 
positive actions like education, health care 
and poverty reduction -- but there also is the 
constant "risk of accidents, involuntary or 
otherwise, that could lead to very troubling 
scenarios." 

"Nuclear weapons are a costly and 
dangerous liability. They represent a 'risk 
multiplier' that provides only an illusion of a 
'peace of sorts,'" the pope said. 

"I wish to reaffirm that the use 
of nuclear weapons, as well as their mere 
possession, is immoral," Francis wrote. 

"Trying to defend and ensure stability and 
peace through a false sense of security and a 
'balance of terror' sustained by a mentality of 
fear and mistrust inevitably ends up 
poisoning relationships between peoples and 
obstructing any possible form of real 
dialogue," he said. 

In addition, the pope wrote, the possession 
of nuclear weapons "leads easily to threats 
of their use, becoming a sort of 'blackmail' 
that should be repugnant to the consciences 
of humanity." 

The treaty, he said, brings more than a legal 
obligation, it is a sign of a "moral 
commitment" and a pledge to "promoting a 
culture of life and peace based upon the 
dignity of the human person and the 
awareness that we are all brothers and 
sisters." 

Wednesday, 22 June 2022 
  
  

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

  

 

  

Week Twenty-Five: Emotional Sobriety 
  

Freedom from Our Passions 
  

Blessed are the pure of heart; for they shall 
see God. —Matthew 5:8 
 
Episcopal priest and CAC teacher emerita 
Cynthia Bourgeault writes of the difference 
between our modern understanding of 
emotions and the teachings of the Desert 
Fathers and Mothers: 
 
In the psychological climate of our own 
times, our emotions are almost always 
considered to be virtually identical with our 



personal authenticity, and the more freely 
they flow, the more we are seen to be honest 
and “in touch.” A person who gravitates to a 
mental mode of operation is criticized for 
being “in his head”; when feeling 
dominates, we proclaim with approval that 
such a person is “in his heart.” 

In the Wisdom tradition, this would be a 
serious misuse of the term heart. Far from 
revealing the heart, Wisdom teaches that the 
emotions are in fact the primary culprits that 
obscure and confuse it. The real mark of 
personal authenticity is not how intensely 
we can express our feelings but how 
honestly we can look at where they’re 
coming from and spot the elements of 
clinging, manipulation, and personal 
agendas that make up so much of what we 
experience as our emotional life today. . . . 

In the teachings of the Christian Desert 
Fathers and Mothers, these intense feelings 
arising out of personal issues were known as 
the “passions,” and most of the Desert 
spiritual training had to do with learning to 
spot these land mines and get free of them 
before they did serious psychic damage. In 
contrast to our contemporary usage, which 
tends to see passion as a good thing, 
indicating that one is fully alive and 
engaged, the Desert tradition saw passion as 
a diminishment of being. It meant falling 
into passivity, into a state of being acted 
upon (which is what the 
Latin passio actually means), rather than 
clear and conscious engagement. Instead of 
enlivening the heart, according to one Desert 
Father, the real damage inflicted by the 
passions is that “they divide our heart into 
two.”. . . 

The heart, in the ancient sacred traditions, 
has a very specific and perhaps surprising 
meaning. It is not the seat of our personal 
affective life—or even, ultimately, of our 

personal identity—but an organ for the 
perception of divine purpose and beauty. . . . 

Finding the way to where our true heart lies 
is the great journey of spiritual life. . . . [1] 
 

How to evaluate 
Catholic journalism as 

CNS shuts down 
23 June 2022 

by Tom Roberts 
  

 
(Unsplash/The Climate Reality Project) 

The recent decision by the U.S. hierarchy to 
shut down Catholic News Service operations 
in this country, shortsighted and insulting to 
the Catholic community, also bares tensions 
inherent in a setup where agencies are 
tightly aligned with or dependent upon the 
institutional church for their existence or 
credibility. 

The move is regrettable. While bishops 
might claim financing as the cause for the 
shutdown, if they wanted the service to 
survive, they'd certainly find a way. 

CNS, located in the bishops' headquarters in 
Washington, was never going to venture into 
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deep investigative digs or lead the pack in 
pointing out hierarchical hypocrisy. But it 
earned wide respect because of its steady 
production of voluminous and accurate 
reporting on the activity of the church. There 
existed very clear if unspoken boundaries 
about how far it could go in its coverage. 
Those who ventured beyond sometimes paid 
a hefty price. But even that amount of 
control was not enough to mollify bishops 
who resisted the gentlest questions and 
attempts at holding them accountable. 

In eliminating CNS, the bishops not only 
destroy a respected conduit of information 
essential to a healthy community, they 
concede any role they might have — beyond 
self-serving news releases — in constructing 
the Catholic narrative in the wider culture. 
They concede that territory to the loudest 
voices with the most money, as NCR has 
made clear repeatedly by extensively 
documenting the influence of money on the 
church. 

The EWTN empire, Timothy Busch and the 
Napa Institute (a principal funder of the 
empire), Catholic News Agency, FAITH 
Catholic, and the rest are not concerned with 
high standards of journalism. They are, 
instead, intent on promoting a variety of 
interests ranging from Catholic 
libertarianism to Catholic versions of self-
help and feel-good spirituality. That's all 
evidence how large the Catholic tent can be, 
but it shouldn't be confused with good 
journalism. 

 
An empty Catholic News Service newsroom is 
pictured at the headquarters of the U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops May 4 in 
Washington. The bishops' conference announced 
to staff May 4 a dramatic reorganization of its 
communications department, including the 
closure of the Washington and New York offices 
of CNS. (CNS/Bob Roller) 
 
So what should Catholics seek in their 
sources of information if they're looking for 
good journalism? Permit me to dispense 
preemptively with some nonsensical notions 
regarding both journalism and 
evangelization that recently invaded the 
conversation. 

In his comprehensive reporting on some of 
the possible consequences and conflicts of 
interest that enter the vacuum that will be 
left by the disappearance of CNS, Brian 
Fraga focuses on FAITH Catholic, a 
producer of slickly presented inspirational 
and upbeat content for diocesan 
publications. I have nothing against uplifting 
and inspirational material, but it is not the 
same as reported news or good journalism. 

Fraga quotes an undated column in FAITH 
Catholic's "Content Evangelist" magazine in 
which Patrick O'Brien, the founding 
president and CEO of the organization, 
describes Catholic journalists as "essential 
[aides]" to their bishop. 
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"In other words, it is a higher call to be an 
evangelist than a journalist," O'Brien wrote. 
"When the ideals of journalism appear to 
take precedence over being a disciple who 
evangelizes, the diocesan journalist can lose 
his or her way." 
 

I have nothing against uplifting and 
inspirational material, but it is not the same 

as reported news or good journalism. 
 

Read O'Brien's essay in its entirety here, but 
be forewarned: It is a tortured, headache-
producing mishmash that attempts to meld 
the journalistic standards of the American 
Press Association with what he sees as the 
obligations of obedience to bishops required 
of what he calls "diocesan content creators." 
Any aspiring journalist who tries to follow 
his directions has already lost his or her 
way. 
O'Brien may have the best of intentions, but 
his hybrid design is really a monstrous 
creation that does violence to both 
journalism and legitimate evangelization. It 
is, in short, an attempt to squish journalism 
into the public relations/marketing mold. It 
just doesn't fit. 

Evangelization, like journalism, doesn't 
consist of placing a smiley face on religious 
expression and practice. Both are far more 
demanding and often require telling difficult 
truths to and asking hard questions of people 
in power. Being an "aide" to the bishop on 
matters of communication is not journalism 
or evangelization; it is public relations. 

The tension between PR and journalism 
pretty much describes the forces at play in a 
large swath of U.S. Catholic journalism for 
decades. I've watched the tension play out, 
talented journalist by talented journalist, 
diocese by diocese. Lots of really gifted 
reporters and editors in constant motion 
trying to find the next spot where a "good 
guy" bishop would permit them to do 

respectable work. But the bishops who sign 
the paychecks move often, or screw up big 
time, and they have a mandatory retirement 
date. Rarely is assuring journalistic integrity 
atop their to-do lists. In too many cases, 
diocesan publications have become in-house 
commercials for the bishop and the clerical 
culture. 

I doubt many bishops would have 
subscribed in practice to the role of the 
Catholic press outlined by the eminent Jesuit 
theologian John Courtney Murray, who 
distinctly argued that serving the purpose of 
bishops and other clerics was 
precisely not the task of Catholic journalists. 

The founders of NCR reproduced the speech 
Murray delivered to the International Press 
Association in 1963 as a four-page flyer. 
They distributed it in 1963 as an 
explanation/advertisement for this new 
publication that would surface the following 
year. Readers familiar with the words — 
they've been printed in these pages before — 
will forgive the repetition. But the words 
deserve to be reprinted time and again. 

While noting the fundamental differences 
between church and state, Murray 
nevertheless saw the dissemination of 
information as essential to both. And that 
function required an independent press. The 
Catholic press, he said, "is not the organ of 
some class within the Church. It does not 
exist to further certain interests of the 
Church merely, especially if these interests 
be conceived in some narrow and rather 
sectarian sense. The Catholic press does not 
exist to glorify the clergy. The Catholic 
press does not exist in order to create a 
public image of the Church that will be 
untrue to the reality of the pilgrim Church, 
the wayfaring Church, the Church that 
trudges along the road of history and gets 
her feet dusty at times, the Church that has 
hands by which she takes hold of dirty stuff 
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of history ... because history is rather dirty 
stuff! 

"…  The freedom of the press to inform is 
nothing really but the other side of the rights 
of the people to be informed. And therefore, 
through these rights of the people to the 
freedom of the press knows only one 
limitation, and that is the people's need to 
know. And I think within the Church, as 
within civil society, the need of the people 
to know is in principle unlimited." 

Beyond the realm of theory, as he notes, 
fulfilling the people's right to know gets 
complicated. But the ideal it is not 
approached nor simplified by eliminating 
the agencies established to maintain the 
people's right to be informed. 

It was no secret in newsrooms I directed at 
Religion News Service and here at NCR that 
more than a few significant stories began 
with tips from good journalists and editors 
in other publications, some of them national 
in scope. Those journalists knew that the 
stories were essential to understanding the 
Catholic community but that the subject 
matter went beyond the scope of what they'd 
be permitted to write about. 

 
The mastheads of numerous Catholic 
newspapers are seen in this photo illustration. 
(CNS/Tyler Orsburn) 
 

The impending demise of CNS is but the 
latest hierarchical assault on newsgathering 
and reporting. There are a host of Catholic 
editors and reporters, current and past, who 
could bear witness to the restraints that 
bishops — liberal, conservative and 
everything in between — placed on the 
reporting of the truth if it impeded their 
interests or affected their reputations. 

One of the best examples of how fear 
worked with power to silence the mildest of 
ecclesial discussions was the "forced 
resignation" in 2005 of Jesuit Fr. Thomas 
Reese as editor of America magazine. 

Properly termed, it was a firing demanded 
by Vatican operatives terrified and upset that 
the publication had broached, always with 
multiple points of view, issues such as 
homosexual priests, condoms and 
HIV/AIDS, thuggish treatment of 
theologians by John Paul II's administration, 
and denying Communion to Catholic 
politicians who did not vote as bishops 
wished on the matter of abortion. 

Right. All of that, thanks to a Jesuit pope 
schooled in the messiness of the Catholic 
margins, has gone the way of 
the mandatum and "grandma's lace." 
America Media today goes at it almost 
without restraint, taking full advantage of 
this time in the "green." Surely editors there 
understand that a time of "dry" is inevitable, 
that a vow of obedience to the pope carries 
with it inherent limitations depending on 
who is sitting in the chair. 

I hope that time of dry is in the distant 
future. The Catholic community is much 
healthier and better served when fear of 
reprisal isn't the silent, patrolling force at 
editorial meetings. But the threat of 
interference within the institution is ever 
present, as evidenced by what's happening at 
CNS. The power of the church to fire or 
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silence or influence coverage always hangs 
over those whose existence is tied to the 
institution. 

In the void created by the disappearance of 
CNS, lots of actors will be after audience, 
influence, and revenue. Be careful what you 
read. Be concerned if the outlet is endorsed 
by the people (bishops in particular) it is 
supposed to be covering. 

Good journalism, in civil society as well as 
the church, holds power to account, not in a 
vindictive way, but fully aware that the 
"dirty stuff of history" is part of the essential 
story. 

 
Tom Roberts 
Tom Roberts is former editor of NCR. He 
lives in Maryland. 
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Week Twenty-Five: Emotional Sobriety 
  

An Enormous Freedom 
  

In a dialogue about spirituality and the 
Twelve Steps, Father Thomas Keating 
(1923–2018) identifies the role of emotional 
sobriety in recovery: 
 

Emotional sobriety is the same as 
detachment from our own ideas of happiness 
and also from our overdependency on the 
group to which we feel we belong, along 
with our cultural conditioning, education, 
personality traits, and emotional patterns. 

In other words, all of these interior 
tendencies and outside influences added up 
to a false self based on our traumatic 
experiences from early life that we were 
trying to run away from . . . rather than face. 
Now, through the Twelve Steps, you face 
them all, and as a result they have been 
relativized. . . . 

An enormous freedom has begun to be 
experienced, expressed in the ability to serve 
others. . . . We cannot do this without an 
ever deepening awareness of the motivation 
that lurks in our unconscious, since the 
unconscious energy is stored in the body and 
secretly influences our behavior and 
decisions. We have to find out what this is in 
order to be able to let it go. . . . 

As we become aware of the shadow side of 
our personality and how much energy we 
put into programs for security, power and 
affection, esteem and approval, we realize 
that we cannot manage our own lives. In 
other words, the first step has become an 
experience even deeper than the original 
one. Only now it is not a desperate state of 
mind, but self-knowledge that has grown to 
include parts of our personality that we 
didn’t know because often we had projected 
the shadow side of our personality onto 
someone else. Now we are confronted with 
who we actually are with all our brokenness 
and our weakness. 

CAC teacher James Finley poetically 
describes the encounter with God that 
supports our healing from addiction: 

https://www.ncronline.org/authors/tom-roberts
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/tom-roberts


Can I join God in knowing who God knows 
me to be? Can I join God in seeing who God 
sees me to be . . . ? This is salvation. 

In order to do this, I have to let go of my 
own present way of seeing things, and I 
discover I can’t. We’re afraid to lose the 
control that we think that we have over the 
life that we think that we’re living, and 
we’re addicted to what binds us. “Out of the 
depths I cry unto thee, O Lord!” [Psalm 
130:1] This is the cry for salvation. . . . Is 
this possible, that I could place my life over 
into your hands? 

Then the mystery of the cross is this mystery 
of being liberated from this deep addiction 
to the illusion of an ultimately isolated self 
that has to make it on its own. To realize I’m 
in the presence of the love that loves us and 
takes us to itself. Through that inner process 
of discipleship, or whatever we want to call 
it, we can come to . . . true sobriety, the 
peace of God that surpasses understanding. 

John Paul I and the 
pill: He wanted 

change, but accepted 
'Humanae Vitae' 

23 June 2022 
by Cindy Wooden,  

Catholic News Service 
  

Vatican 

 
Pope John Paul I walks at the Vatican in 1978. 
(CNS file photo/L'Osservatore Romano) 
 
VATICAN CITY — On the eve of the 
World Meeting of Families and with a view 
toward the beatification Sept. 4 of Pope John 
Paul I, attention turned to his initial 
openness to softening Catholic teaching on 
contraception and his later support for the 
teaching of St. Paul VI. 
The editorial director of Vatican News, 
Andrea Tornielli, and the vice postulator of 
St. John Paul's sainthood cause, Stefania 
Falasca, both focused in June on a document 
drafted in 1967 by then-Bishop Albino 
Luciani of Vittorio Veneto -- the future 
pope. 

Written on behalf of the bishops of Italy's 
Triveneto region, the document was given to 
St. Paul VI before he issued Humanae Vitae, 
which upheld the church's opposition to 
artificial birth control. The document was 
not available publicly until 2020, when it 
and other unpublished works were released 
with a biography of Pope John Paul. 

But Tornielli, who is doing a podcast about 
the pope for Vatican News, also wrote about 
"a very rare audio tape" of Luciani talking 
about church teaching on regulating births 
during a conference in Mogliano Veneto in 
1968, shortly before the release of Humanae 
Vitae. 
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"In the course of that conference he had 
said, 'For me this is the biggest theological 
issue that has ever been dealt with in the 
church. When there was Arius or Nestorius 
and they were talking about the two natures 
in Christ, they were serious issues, yes, but 
they were understood only at the top of the 
church, by theologians and bishops. The 
poor people understood nothing about these 
things and would say, 'I adore Jesus Christ, I 
love the Lord who redeemed me,' and it was 
all there, there was no danger." 

But the issue of whether it is permissible 
under some circumstances to use some 
forms of birth control, the future pope said, 
"'is a problem that no longer concerns the 
top leadership of the church, but the whole 
church, all young families.' And he had 
added shortly afterward that he hoped for a 
'liberalizing' word from the pontiff," 
Tornielli wrote June 21 in L'Osservatore 
Romano, the Vatican newspaper. 

Falasca, writing June 13 in Avvenire, the 
newspaper of the Italian bishops' 
conference, said that "the moral and 
scientific problems related to birth control 
had interested Albino Luciani, who studied 
them with particular attention, seeking a 
way in which the application of Catholic 
doctrine could also take into account the 
drama of conscience of many believing 
couples, tormented by the discord between 
fidelity to magisterial indications and the 
actual difficulties of life as a couple." 

By urging a somewhat more liberal position 
before Humanae Vitae and urging full 
acceptance of the teaching afterward, Bishop 
Luciani was being Catholic, Falasca argued. 
"One must distinguish, on the one hand, the 
reflection and concerns in research by a 
pastor who is also a dogmatic theologian, 
close with great pastoral sensitivity to the 
difficulties of so many Christian couples and 
therefore in favor of a deepening of Catholic 

doctrine on the issue and, on the other hand, 
consider the bishop faithful to a doctrine that 
had remained substantially and consistently 
steadfast in its disapproval of contraceptive 
practices." 

In the paper he drafted on behalf of the 
Triveneto bishops, the future pope had made 
it clear that the bishops were not in favor of 
liberalizing church teaching against the use 
of instruments or chemicals that attack a 
fertilized egg or sterilize the sperm or inhibit 
the implanting of a fertilized egg on the 
uterus wall. 

Instead, Luciani's paper argued only that in 
some situations of hardship, a couple should 
be allowed to rely on the use of synthetic 
progesterone and estrogen to do what nature 
does with natural progesterone and estrogen, 
that is, repress ovulation for a period of time 
and therefore prevent pregnancy. 

"It would seem not to go against nature if, 
manufactured in imitation of natural 
progesterone, one would use it to distance 
one birth from the other, to give rest to the 
mother and to think of the good of children 
already born or to be born," he had written. 
"Of course, for the lawfulness of its use, the 
circumstances must concur: righteous 
intention, that is, the intention to bring into 
the world -- over the years of fecundity -- 
the number of children that can be 
appropriately supported and educated." 

When, however, the 
pope published Humanae Vitae, Luciani 
acknowledged the disappointment of many 
Catholics, but insisted the pope "put his trust 
in God" and was inspired to uphold "the 
constant teaching of the magisterium in this 
most delicate matter in all its purity." 

At the same time, Falasca wrote, Luciani 
urged pastors to be gentle with penitents, 
encouraging them to grow in accepting the 



teaching of "Humanae Vitae" without 
condemning them if they could not fully 
comply. 

"One may think that God, all seeing and 
considering, has not suspended his 
friendship with these souls," the future pope 
wrote. In the context of an otherwise 
"Christian life," one can assume that "the 
will of those spouses has not departed from 
God and that their guilt may not be serious, 
although it is not given to us to know with 
certainty." 

He added that he hoped his reply "will not 
earn me the accusation of wanting to place 
pillows under the elbows of sinners!" 

Pope: Catholic, 
Oriental Orthodox 

should look at more 
sacramental sharing 

23 June 2022 
by Cindy Wooden,  

Catholic News Service 
  

Vatican 
 

 
Pope Francis leads an audience with young 
priests and monks from Oriental Orthodox 
churches at the Vatican June 3, 2022. (CNS 
photo/Vatican Media) 

VATICAN CITY — The theological 
dialogue between the Catholic Church and 
the Oriental Orthodox Churches has reached 
a point where it seems appropriate to 
consider expanding the opportunities for the 
faithful of any of the churches to receive the 
sacraments from one another when they are 
not available in their own community, Pope 
Francis said. 

"Based on the theological consensus noted 
by your commission, would it not be 
possible to extend and multiply such 
pastoral arrangements, especially in contexts 
where our faithful are in minority and 
diaspora situations?" the pope asked 
members of the Joint International 
Commission for Theological Dialogue 
between the Catholic Church and 
the Oriental Orthodox Churches. 

Welcoming the commission members June 
23, Francis said that "ecumenism always has 
a pastoral character" and is not simply about 
theological ideas. 

"Among our churches, which share apostolic 
succession, the broad consensus revealed by 
your commission not only about baptism, 
but also other sacraments, should encourage 
us to deepen a 'pastoral ecumenism,'" he 
said. 

In 1984, St. John Paul II and the head of the 
Syriac Orthodox Church signed a 
declaration that "in certain circumstances 
authorizes the faithful to receive the 
sacraments of penance, Eucharist and 
anointing of the sick from either 
community," Francis noted. And a 1994 
agreement allowed Catholics and members 
of the Malankara Orthodox Syriac Church to 
receive the sacrament of matrimony from 
either church. 

"This was made possible by looking at the 
concrete reality of the members of the 
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people of God and their good, which is 
superior to ideas and historical differences," 
the pope said. The agreements focus on "the 
importance that no one be left without the 
means of grace." 

The commission is completing what Francis 
described as "an important study on the 
sacraments, a document that demonstrates 
the existence of a broad consensus and, with 
the help of God, can mark a new step 
forward toward full communion." 

The Oriental Orthodox churches 
participating in the international dialogue 
with the Catholic Church are: the Armenian 
Apostolic Church, Coptic Orthodox Church, 
Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, 
Syriac Orthodox Church, Malankara 
Orthodox Syriac Church and Eritrean 
Orthodox Tewahedo Church. 

The Oriental Orthodox churches, which are 
in communion with one another, trace their 
origins to the Christian communities that did 
not accept the wording of the Council of 
Chalcedon's definition in 451 that Christ 
was fully human and fully divine. Between 
1971 and 1996, the Catholic Church and the 
individual Oriental Orthodox churches 
resolved their differences over the 
Chalcedon statement. 

Francis insisted at the audience that for 
pastors of all the churches, the good of souls 
is more important than ideas or historical 
controversies. 

"Jesus Christ became incarnate, he was 
made man, a member of the faithful people 
of God," he said. "He did not become an 
idea, no; he became man. And we must 
always seek the good of men and women 
and of the faithful people of God." 

Francis also insisted the "ecumenism of 
daily life" lived by the faithful of the 

churches must be taken seriously in 
theological discussions and recognized as a 
place where God is at work. 

Especially in the Middle East, he said, 
Christians often experience more unity than 
their churches' theology would convey, 
especially through "the ecumenism of 
suffering, the common witness to the name 
of Christ, sometimes even at the cost of their 
lives." 

So, the pope said, the reflection of 
theologians should focus "not only on the 
dogmatic differences that have arisen in the 
past, but also on the current experience of 
our faithful." 
 

Pope orders online 
release of WWII-era 
Pius XII Jewish files 

23 June 2022 
by Nicole Winfield,  

Associated Press 
  

Vatican 
 

 
President Truman's envoy to the Vatican, Myron 
C. Taylor, left, has an audience with Pope Pius 
XII at Castelgandolfo near Rome, on 26 August 
1947. (AP Photo/Luigi Felici, File) 
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VATICAN CITY — Pope Francis has 
ordered the online publication of 170 
volumes of its Jewish files from the recently 
opened Pope Pius XII archives, the Vatican 
announced June 23, amid renewed debate 
about the legacy of its World War II-era 
pope. 

The documentation contains 2,700 files of 
requests for Vatican help from Jewish 
groups and families, many of them baptized 
Catholics, so not actually practicing Jews 
anymore. The files were held in the 
Secretariat of State's archives and contain 
requests for papal intervention to avoid Nazi 
deportation, to obtain liberation from 
concentration camps or help finding family 
members. 

The online publication of the files comes 
amid renewed debate about Pius' legacy 
following the 2020 opening to scholars of 
his archives, of which the "Jews" files are 
but a small part. The Vatican has long 
defended Pius against criticism from some 
Jewish groups that he remained silent in the 
face of the Holocaust, saying he used quiet 
diplomacy to save lives. 

One recent book that cites the newly opened 
archives, "The Pope at War," by Pultizer 
Prize-winning historian David 
Kertzer, suggests that the people the Vatican 
was most concerned about saving were Jews 
who had converted to Catholicism, the 
offspring of Catholic-Jewish mixed 
marriages or otherwise related to Catholics. 

Kerzer asserts that Pius was loath to 
intervene on behalf of Jews, or make public 
denunciations of Nazi atrocities against 
them, to avoid antagonizing Adolf Hitler or 
Italy's Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini. 

The Vatican's foreign minister Paul 
Gallagher said it was hoped that the digital 
release of the "Jews" files would help 

scholars with research, but also descendants 
of those who had requested Vatican help, to 
"find traces of their loved ones from any 
part of the world." 

In an article for the Vatican newspaper 
L'Osservatore Romano, Gallagher said the 
files contained requests for help, but without 
much information on outcomes. 

"Each of these requests constituted a case 
which, once processed, was destined for 
storage in a documentary series entitled 
‘Jews,'" he wrote. 

"The requests would arrive at the Secretariat 
of State, where diplomatic channels would 
try to provide all the help possible, taking 
into account the complexity of the political 
situation in the global context," Gallagher 
wrote. 

He cited one case found in the files: A Jew 
who was baptized Catholic in 1938, Werner 
Barasch, who sought help from the pope in 
1942 to be freed from a concentration camp 
in Spain. According to the archives, his 
request was forwarded to the Vatican 
embassy in Madrid, but the documentation 
then went cold. 

"As for the majority of requests for help 
witnessed by other cases, the result of the 
request was not reported," Gallagher wrote. 
"In our hearts we immediately inevitably 
hope for a positive outcome, the hope that 
Werner Barasch was later freed from the 
concentration camp and was able to reach 
his mother overseas." 

Subsequent online research, including at the 
U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, found 
that Barasch did indeed survive and was 
able to join his mother in the United States 
in 1945, Gallagher reported. 

 



What Is A Catholic Journalist 
23 June 2022 
The state of Catholic journalism is a matter 
of intense debate in church circles these 
days, and for good reason. The U.S. 
bishops’ decision in early May to eviscerate 
Catholic News Service, a wire service that 
has reported on the church with 
professionalism for more than a century, 
came as a shock to many, including more 
than a few bishops who didn’t realize what 
this would mean for their own diocesan 
outlets. It also came as a gift to conservative 
Catholic media who will fill the void with 
the divisive rightwing agitprop that has 
already developed a large audience by 
slavishly following the decadent path blazed 
by Fox News and Breitbart among others. 

This is no abstract debate: the vast majority 
of Catholics get news about their diocese, 
about the Catholic Church nationally and 
globally, and about the pope through 
Catholic media and via secular journalists 
who rely on church media for tips and 
context. The decline of professional Catholic 
journalism means that news about the 
church and the Vatican is refracted through 
an increasingly partisan lens, one that skews 
to the right against Pope Francis, and away 
from the facts and the truth. 

I wrote about the wider dynamics driving 
this trend and the entire information 
industry in an old-fashioned journalist’s 
cranky cri de cœur in National Catholic 
Reporter. One issue my essay only touched 
on, but which needs greater deliberation and 
amplification, is the question of what in fact 
defines a Catholic journalist. 

The journalism trade today is what it is: a 
profoundly stressed business that is being 
buffeted by forces beyond the guild’s 
control—ever-changing algorithms that can 
doom your content, an “attention economy” 

that has more platforms chasing fewer 
eyeballs, and vampire capitalists who bleed 
vulnerable media dry. The decline of 
traditional journalism shops has opened 
opportunities for many individuals to hang 
out a shingle and declare themselves 
Catholic journalists. Some do it with good 
intentions but mistake popular fluff for 
serious reporting; others are simply 
amateurish at best, or insidious at worst. 

So how should we define what it means to 
be a Catholic journalist? Here’s my elevator 
pitch: A Catholic journalist is a Catholic 
who writes in good faith about Catholic 
things while following the trade’s 
professional standards and ethical practices. 
Above all, a Catholic journalist seeks the 
truth and reports it fairly, without fear or 
favor. 

That seems like it ought to be 
uncontroversial, just commonsensical. 
Apparently not. Many continue to believe 
that “orthodoxy” is the baseline trait of a 
Catholic journalist—defining orthodoxy the 
way they prefer, of course, usually tilting in 
a rightward direction. Others see Catholic 
journalists as evangelists. That is the cringey 
approach of many of the soft-focus, 
“lifestyle” approaches to Catholic news 
promoted by “content evangelizers” like 
FAITH Catholic, a media provider that is 
seeking to sell its products to dioceses and 
supplant actual journalism. The founder of 
FAITH Catholic, which was recently the 
focus of an in-depth report by NCR’s Brian 
Fraga, was quoted as saying that “it is a 
higher call to be an evangelist than a 
journalist … When the ideals of journalism 
appear to take precedence over being a 
disciple who evangelizes, the diocesan 
journalist can lose his or her way.” 

That is the apologist’s approach to Catholic 
journalism, a lamentable and all-too 
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common view of the role of journalism in 
Catholicism that winds up serving neither 
evangelization nor journalism. Clifford 
Longley, in a tribute in The Tablet to the 
recently deceased John Wilkins, a Catholic 
and a journalist worthy of both dignities, 
also took aim at that conflation of 
journalism and public relations. But in his 
eulogy to his longtime colleague, and his 
elegy to their shared vocation, Longley 
argued that the roles of Catholic and 
journalist are inherently distinct and 
irreconcilable—“a source of tension which 
needs to be managed but can never finally 
be resolved because journalism and 
Catholicism follow different rules. If both 
can be described as searches for truth, then 
they follow parallel lines which can only 
meet at infinity.” 

This is where I would disagree. Journalism 
tends to focus on facts and Catholicism on 
faith. But the shared search for truth leads to 
the same place. Fudging the facts in order to 
protect the faith—to “avoid scandal,” as the 
Code of Canon Law has it—is a concept that 
has been distorted to argue for covering up 
anything that makes church officials 
uncomfortable. Such a reading would 
inevitably put journalism and Catholicism at 
odds. But a proper reading shows that hiding 
the truth is what scandalizes the faithful and 
hurts the church. We have seen how that 
happens time and again, and it’s inherently 
contradictory for a religion based on 
preaching the truth to believe it can be 
helped by hiding the truth. That would be 
denying its own identity. 

That’s also why a Catholic who is a good 
journalist has a good shot at being a good 
Catholic. And given that the career path is 
more like financial martyrdom, there’s even 
a chance at sainthood. 

 

David Gibson is a journalist and author and 
director of the Center on Religion and 
Culture at Fordham University.  
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Week Twenty-Five: Emotional Sobriety 
  

Responding Instead of Reacting 
  

Father Richard describes how we learn to 
navigate our emotions in a healthy way and 
find ourselves grounded more deeply in the 
love of God: 
 
I believe we are made for love, that our 
natural abiding place is love, and that we in 
fact are love. Our absolute foundation is 
communion with God and others. This is the 
“deepest me” to which we must return 
before we act. From this foundation, we 
know we must act, and we are able to act 
from a place of positive, loving energy. 
Unfortunately, when “triggered” by strong 
emotions, it is very difficult to come from 
that deep place of “yes.” 

The next time you are offended, consider it a 
“teachable moment.” Ask yourself what part 
of you is actually upset. It’s normally the 
false or smaller self. If we can move back to 
the big picture of who we are in God, our 
True Self, we’ll find that what upset us 
usually doesn’t amount to a hill of beans in 
objective reality! But we can waste a whole 
day (or longer) feeding that hurt until it 
seems to have a life of its own and, in fact, 
“possesses” us. At that point, it becomes 
what Eckhart Tolle rightly calls our “pain-
body.” 
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Tolle defines this “accumulated pain” as “a 
negative energy field that occupies your 
body and mind.” [1] In this space, we seem 
to have a kneejerk, self-protective reaction 
to everything—and everyone—around us. I 
emphasize the word reaction here because 
there’s no clear, conscious decision to think 
or act in this way. It just happens and we are 
seemingly powerless to stop it. By doing 
healing work and by practicing meditation, 
we learn to stop identifying with the pain and 
instead calmly relate to it in a 
compassionate way. 

For example, in centering prayer, we 
observe the hurt as it arises in our stream of 
consciousness, but we don’t jump on the 
boat and give it energy. Instead, we name it 
(“resentment toward my spouse”), then we 
let go of it, and let the boat float down the 
river. We have the power to say, “That’s not 
me. I don’t need that today. I have no need 
to feed this resentment. I know who I am 
without it.” This is the beginning of 
emotional sobriety. [2] Many of us think we 
are converted to Christ, but without the 
conversion of our emotional reactions, we 
remain much like everyone else. 

If we’ve been eating a regular meal of 
resentment toward our spouse, our boss, our 
parents, or “the world,” the boat’s going to 
come back around in the next minute 
because it’s accustomed to us filling our 
plate. But we must be able to ask and to 
discover, “Who was I before I resented my 
spouse? And even before that?” This is the 
primary way we learn to live in our True 
Self, where we are led by a foundational 
“yes,” not by the petty push backs of “no.” 

 

Abuse survivors 
praise Supreme Court 

for declining to 
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Child Victims Act 

24 June 2022 
by Katie Collins Scott 

  
Accountability 

 
A woman demonstrates inside the headquarters 
of Benedictine order in Rome Feb. 22, 2019, 
during a four-day meeting on the protection of 
minors in the church at the Vatican. 
(CNS/Reuters/Yara Nardi) 
 
Clergy abuse survivors in California said 
they felt relief after the U.S. Supreme Court 
decided June 21 not to hear a challenge 
brought forth by the state's Catholic bishops 
against a law extending the statute of 
limitations for childhood abuse victims. 

"I feel more confident we will have our day 
in court," Aimee Torres, a survivor of 
childhood abuse by a Los Angeles 
archdiocesan priest, told NCR. "The church 
will have to deal with this." 

Nine bishops, including Los Angeles 
Archbishop José Gomez, president of the 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, filed a 
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petition April 15 asking the Supreme Court 
to review a case challenging the 
constitutionality of the state's Child Victims 
Act. California's high court refused to 
consider the case last fall, and the Supreme 
Court denied review of the appeal without 
comment. 

Victim advocates were not surprised by the 
court's decision but said it sends a message 
to the church: "Bishops are wasting their 
time fighting these windows," said Marci 
Hamilton, a University of Pennsylvania 
professor, founder and CEO of the think 
tank Child USA, and an expert on reforming 
child sexual abuse statutes of limitations. 

Such laws "are not unconstitutional, and 
they are based on irrefutable public policy 
reasons," Hamilton said. 

 
Aimee Torres, pictured in 1999, reads during a 
Mass celebrated by Fr. Honesto Bayranta 
Bismonte in her family's home. In 2002, 
Bismonte was arrested and charged with 
sexually molesting two young girls, including 
Torres. He pleaded guilty to misdemeanor 
battery and was sentenced to two years of 
informal probation in Los Angeles and was 
removed from active ministry. (Courtesy of 
Aimee Torres) 
 
Signed by Gov. Gavin Newsom in 2019, 
California's Child Victims Act temporarily 
pauses the statute of limitations for 
childhood sexual abuse survivors. It opened 
a three-year period — ending Dec. 31, 2022 

— during which victims of all ages can sue 
their abusers. 

The law also permits triple damages in cases 
where abuse resulted from a "cover-up" of 
previous assaults, and it extends the age 
survivors may sue after the window closes. 
Victims of childhood sexual abuse will have 
until age 40, or five years from the 
discovery of abuse, to file civil lawsuits. 
Previously the limit was 26, or within three 
years from discovery of the abuse. 

Hamilton said it's common practice for U.S. 
bishops at the state level to battle windows 
that suspend statutes of limitations for child 
abuse survivors, but they are becoming less 
successful at thwarting them. 

Laws vary from state to state, yet "the trend 
clearly is toward ending statutes of 
limitations," Hamilton said. Currently 30 
states and federal territories have pending 
statutes of limitations reform bills, according 
to Child USA. 
 
'I feel more confident we will have our day 
in court. The church will have to deal with 

this.' 
—Aimee Torres 

 
When states end statutes of limitations or 
establish periods when more victims can file 
civil suits, it shifts the cost of the abuse — 
due to lost wages, addiction, the toll on 
health — to the ones who caused it, 
Hamilton said. It also identifies hidden 
predators who still may be capable of 
abusing children. 
Most importantly, she said, it educates 
lawmakers, parents and the broader public 
by forcing institutions to reveal their 
practices through the court-mandated 
discovery process. It helps people 
"understand that institutions we trust allow 
thousands and thousands of children to be 
abused," Hamilton said. 
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Torres and other victims said the bishops' 
petition to the Supreme Court roused anger, 
pain and frustration. 

"The church keeps saying they want to take 
responsibility, saying they are sorry," Torres 
told NCR. But by trying to prevent lawsuits, 
"they are sending a message that they really 
don't care." 

As a child, Torres knew Fr. Honesto 
Bismonte as "Lolo Nes," Filipino for 
"Grandpa Nes." 

The priest attended dinners and holiday 
gatherings, baptisms and birthdays. And, 
according to Torres, he sexually molested 
her for four years. 

"Growing up in a strict Filipino Catholic 
family, we weren't allowed to question 
adults," Torres, said. "He was a confidant of 
my aunt, who practically raised me, and I 
was worried if I told I'd be disowned." 

In 2002, Bismonte was arrested and 
charged with sexually molesting two young 
girls, including Torres. The priest pleaded 
guilty to misdemeanor battery and was 
sentenced to two years of informal probation 
in Los Angeles. He was removed from 
active ministry. 

Torres claims she's since learned the church 
withheld information of past offenses in 
2002, which, if fully disclosed, "would have 
put him in jail rather than letting him go 
free." 

The prospect "of finally having some sort of 
real accountability under the new law is 
what I've wanted for so long," said Torres, 
pausing amid tears. "I've wanted 
accountability because you never know what 
abuse you are preventing." 

With the Supreme Court's rejection of the 
challenge, she added, "there's a sense the 
end of this painful process is in sight." 

In the bishops' petition, they asserted the 
church in California faced "potentially 
ruinous liability" under the law and that 
review was critical, "before the Catholic 
Church in the largest state in the union is 
forced to litigate hundreds or thousands of 
cases seeking potentially billions of dollars 
in retroactive punitive damages." 

Mike Reck, Torres' attorney, estimates more 
than 2,000 cases will be filed against the 
church by the time the current window 
closes in December. 

The bishops argued the Child Victims Act 
was unconstitutional because California 
previously gave survivors a chance to sue in 
2003 — when it opened a similar, one-year 
window that suspended the statute of 
limitations for victims of childhood sexual 
abuse — and because the law authorizes 
new punishments for past acts. 
 

'Bishops are wasting their time fighting 
these windows.' 

—Marci Hamilton 
 

During the 2003 window, more than 850 
people sued the Catholic Church and another 
150 sued the Boy Scouts, churches and other 
organizations. California dioceses paid more 
than $1.2 billion to victims to settle claims. 
In a statement to NCR July 21, the 
California Catholic Conference said the 
Supreme Court's decision was disappointing. 
"We also recognize that thousands of 
petitions are denied every year and only a 
small fraction of submissions are granted," 
the statement said. "Therefore, the Court’s 
action should not be seen as a rejection of 
the merits of the arguments." 
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The petition, added the conference, "should 
not be interpreted as an indication that the 
Church’s concern for victims has diminished 
or that the pain and suffering endured by 
individuals who were the victims of child 
sexual abuse has been minimized." 

Hamilton believes the bishops' resistance to 
amending statutes of limitations is not about 
money. In fact, "it's about concealing 
archives," she said. 

Survivors are the casualties of such secrecy, 
said Hamilton. "They are victimized once by 
the church and then victimized again as the 
church attempts to stop them from seeking 
justice." 

Hamilton said the petition was an example 
of the bishops "letting survivors be dragged 
along in a process that's not necessary." 

 
Tom Emens, who said he was abused by a priest 
as a 10-year-old, said the California bishops' 
petition to the U.S. Supreme Court was 
"disheartening and stressful." (Courtesy of Tom 
Emens) 
 
Tom Emens, who alleges he was molested 
by a Southern California priest between 
1978 and 1980, said the court's decision to 
reject the challenge "feels like a relief and a 
victory." 

The bishops talk about bankruptcy when it 
comes to lawsuits, said the 54-year-old. "But 
financial bankruptcy is temporary; moral 
bankruptcy is forever." 

"I can't tell you what having my innocence 
taken away as a 10-year-old is worth," 
Emens said. "I can't tell you what having a 
lifetime of faith being crushed in a moment 
is worth. I can't tell you what all the issues 
I've dealt with over the years are worth." 

Emens said that many survivors deal with 
worse psychological effects are much older 
than he. "I hope I can live to see some 
resolutions, but I know there are those who 
will not," he said. 

Data from the Department of Justice 
suggests 86% of child sexual abuse goes 
unreported, while those who do report 
disclose well into adulthood. According to 
Child USA, the effects of trauma on victims 
means more than half of all survivors do not 
disclose their abuse until they are 50 or 
older. 

"Shutting down a victim's chance at justice 
before age 60 is cruel," Hamilton said. 

 
Esther Miller received a settlement from the Los 
Angeles Archdiocese in 2007. She said 
monetary compensation for abuse is critical 
because it helps survivors pay for the support 
they need to heal. (Courtesy of Esther Miller) 
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Esther Miller, part of a 2007 settlement with 
the Los Angeles Archdiocese, knows both 
the pain of litigation and the possibility that 
comes with a settlement. "I think the 
Supreme Court's choice is fabulous," she 
said. "Survivors don't have a timeframe for 
when the abuse takes us down." 

Miller, now 63, was abused for more than 
two years by a deacon who was providing 
religious instruction to her father as he 
prepared to enter the Catholic Church. 

"[The deacon] said if I told anyone, my 
father's soul would remain in hell and he 
wouldn't be able to convert," recalled Miller, 
who is a certified trauma recovery coach. 

She said survivors' lawsuits are about 
information and a level of justice, but they 
also are about the money. 

"Some think us money grabbers," she said. 
"But money is a way people pay attention 
and believe us, and our wound is helped by 
an award settlement. Our body keeps score; 
trauma becomes deeply embedded in our 
bodies." 

The journey "toward healing begins," she 
added, "once we have the tools with which 
to hire professionals to support us and to 
help us." 

 
Katie Collins Scott 
Katie Collins Scott is NCR staff reporter. 
Her email address is kcscott@ncronline.org. 
Follow her on Twitter at @KatieCScott. 

In praise of the 
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Fourth-grader Richard Blount works on a social 
studies assignment at Our Lady of Lourdes 
School in Massapequa Park, N.Y., Jan. 14, 2004. 
At the time, more than 2.5 million students were 
enrolled in 8,000 Catholic elementary, middle 
and secondary schools in the United States. 
(CNS/Long Island Catholic/Gregory A. 
Shemitz) 
 
In 1891, the pastors of the Catholic churches 
in Faribault and Stillwater, Minnesota, 
reached an agreement with their respective 
school boards. The town rented the 
parochial school buildings from the parishes 
during the hours when classes were held, 
religious women who had received state 
certification instructed the children and were 
paid by the town school board, and religious 
education was conducted after normal 
school hours. The arrangement won the 
approval of Archbishop John Ireland of St. 
Paul. 
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The arrangement also embroiled the 
archbishop in controversy. "Ireland now 
found himself attacked by Protestants who 
thought the State had granted too much to 
the Church, and by Catholic opponents who 
thought the Church had conceded too much 
to the State," Jesuit Fr. Gerald Fogarty wrote 
about the controversy in his book The 
Vatican and the American Hierarchy from 
1870 to 1965. 

Ireland's stance placed him in the vanguard 
of the Americanists, those prelates, mostly 
Irish, who wished to engage the dominant 
culture, against whom were ranged an 
alliance of German and conservative bishops 
who viewed assimilation as a danger to the 
faith. The latter argued that the legislation of 
the Third Plenary Council of Baltimore 
mandated Catholic schools in all parishes, 
not these hybrids being experimented with 
in Minnesota. 

The case went to Rome, where the 
Propaganda Fide (now the Congregation for 
the Evangelization of Peoples) issued a 
decision that the school arrangement in 
Faribault and Stillwater could be tolerated, 
that the canons of the Third Plenary Council 
were not abrogated but that special 
circumstances allowed for variety in their 
application. 

 
Chief Justice John Roberts, shown here in a 
March 3, 2020, file photo, wrote the majority 
opinion for the June 21 Supreme Court ruling 

that said Maine cannot exclude religious schools 
from a state tuition program. Roberts said the 
ruling did not require states to support religious 
education but states that do subsidize private 
schools may not discriminate against religious 
ones. The vote was 6 to 3; the court’s three 
liberal justices dissented. (CNS/Reuters/Jim 
Young) 
 
Then, as now, the role of the Catholic 
schools in society touches upon larger issues 
of church-state relations as well as of 
internal church matters. During the 
controversy over Ireland's school plan, 
Cardinal James Gibbons of Baltimore, at the 
time the only U.S. cardinal, wrote to Ireland: 

It is not the Faribault school that is on trial, 
but the question to be decided is whether the 
Church is to be governed by men or by 
children, — by justice and truth, or by 
diplomacy and intrigue, whether the church 
is to be honored as a bulwark of liberty and 
order, or to be despised and suspected as an 
enemy of our Institutions. 

Gibbons was an Americanizer like Ireland, 
sharing the Minnesota archbishop's 
confidence that the Catholic Church and the 
ambient culture would engage in mutually 
beneficial ways. 

Then, unlike now, the political pressure 
against funding Catholic schools came from 
Protestants who were in the majority in most 
states. They determined that the King James 
Version of the Bible would be read in public 
schools and saw no reason to divert public 
funds to sectarian Catholic schools. Today, 
the political pressure comes from a kind of 
liberalism, once dominant in legal circles, 
that sees secularism as a necessary predicate 
of liberalism. 

This week, the U.S. Supreme Court entered 
the perennial issue of church schools and 
their relationship to the public 
sphere, striking down a Maine law that 
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forbid religious schools from receiving 
public money that was otherwise made 
available to students attending private, non-
religious schools. Writing for the 6-3 
majority in the decision, Chief Justice John 
Roberts concluded: 

The State pays tuition for certain students at 
private schools — so long as the schools are 
not religious. That is discrimination against 
religion. A State's antiestablishment interest 
does not justify enactments that exclude 
some members of the community from an 
otherwise generally available public benefit 
because of their religious exercise. 

Roberts' conclusion is undoubtedly correct. 

Maine created this tuition assistance 
program not as a means of advancing school 
choice, but as a necessity imposed by the 
highly rural character of the state: Many of 
the school districts could not afford to build 
and maintain a secondary school. But, once 
the decision was made to allow students to 
attend private schools with tuition paid by 
the government, as well as public schools, 
the issue was no longer public versus private 
schools, but one type of private school 
versus another. 

If the Maine law was based on sound 
constitutional principles, could not the 
government deny Pell grants and other 
forms of tuition assistance to college 
students attending Catholic colleges and 
universities? Does such aid constitute an 
establishment of religion? Of course not. 

Justice Stephen Breyer's dissent was very 
disappointing. For example, he wrote: 

This potential for religious strife is still with 
us. We are today a Nation with well over 
100 different religious groups….People in 
our country adhere to a vast array of beliefs, 
ideals, and philosophies. And with greater 
religious diversity comes greater risk of 

religiously based strife, conflict, and social 
division. The Religion Clauses were written 
in part to help avoid that disunion. 

There is plenty of strife in this country that 
has nothing to do with religion. The 
pernicious influence of libertarianism, which 
is a kind of anti-religion, is the most 
conspicuous source of public strife today 
and has been for some time. The violence 
and vandalism currently being perpetrated 
against churches and crisis pregnancy 
centers is committed by people who hate 
religion, not by those who espouse it. 

What is more, Breyer's condescending 
observation turns on its head the logic of the 
most significant constitutional mind among 
the Founding Fathers, James Madison. As he 
observed during the debate over the Virginia 
Constitution in 1788: 

Happily for the states, they enjoy the utmost 
freedom of religion. This freedom arises 
from that multiplicity of sects, which 
pervades America, and which is the best and 
only security for religious liberty in any 
society. For where there is such a variety of 
sects, there cannot be a majority of any one 
sect to oppress and persecute the rest. 

Justice Sonia Sotomayor also dissented in 
the case and, like Breyer, worries that the 
majority's opinion is a big step toward 
religious establishment, which is prohibited 
by the First Amendment. Her argument 
begins with the kind of faulty historical 
reasoning normally found among 
the conservative Originalists on the court. 

"This Court continues to dismantle the wall 
of separation between church and state that 
the Framers fought to build," Sotomayor's 
dissent begins. The "wall" of separation 
metaphor comes from a later letter from one 
founder, Thomas Jefferson, who was not at 
the Constitutional Convention and whose 
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views on this issue in particular were 
outliers. 

Additionally, the First Amendment's ban on 
the establishment of religion by the federal 
government won the support of many devout 
18th-century Calvinists who wanted to make 
sure that any federal establishment would 
not interfere with their state-level 
establishments. Several New England states 
maintained an established religion into the 
first decades of the 19th century. 
Massachusetts was the last, disestablishing 
the Congregational Church in 1833. 

It remains to be seen how far the logic of 
this decision might tend. This decision is 
one more in a series by which the Court 
reverses the pendulum of legal theory which 
had swung too far toward the anti-
establishment clause, diminishing the 
concern for the clause that protects the free 
exercise of religion. That pendulum could 
swing too far in the opposite direction, to be 
sure. I appreciate the "room for play in the 
joints" metaphor invoked by both Breyer 
and Sotomayor, but the First Amendment 
jurisprudence of the Warren and Burger 
courts they defend did not allow much play 
either. Nor did the Maine law. The court was 
right to strike it down. 

 
Michael Sean Winters 
Michael Sean Winters covers the nexus of 
religion and politics for NCR. 
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In 2014 in Santiago, Chile, student Elvis played 
the role of Jesus in Colegio San Alberto's re-
enactment of the Last Supper. (Amy Ketner) 
 
"But, Miss Amy, how can Jesus be Black?" 

Startled by the question, I turned to the 
inquiring third-grader, wondering if I had 
misunderstood her Chilean Spanish or if she 
was making an insensitive joke. But in her 
face, I found deep sincerity. Montserrat 
genuinely wanted to know why this Jesus' 
skin tone did not match her own. 

It was Semana Santa at a Catholic 
elementary in Santiago's poblaciones, where 
I was serving with the Jesuit Volunteer 
Corps. The student chosen to play Jesus in 
the school reenactment of the Last Supper 
was Elvis, a fourth-grader who was, indeed, 
Black. Elvis' family was one of thousands 
who had moved to Chile from the island of 
Hispaniola (Haiti and the Dominican 
Republic). Prior to their arrival, Chile's 
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Black population had been nearly 
nonexistent. 

The eyes of Montserrat beamed authentic 
curiosity, while her voice betrayed a rising 
defensiveness, as if fearing what it might 
mean if Jesus really could have been darker 
than she'd previously been led to believe. 
All around her, in the 
impoverished poblaciones where so many 
immigrants were settling, adult Chileans 
were also wrestling with changes. While 
they tried to be welcoming to their 
immigrant neighbors, many distrusted the 
Creole spoken on the streets and were 
frustrated at the new spicier food stands 
edging in among the panaderías and hot dog 
trucks. 

Glares on the street and insults slurred in 
rapid-fire Spanish masked the fear these 
Chileans felt. Fear of losing the poblaciones' 
rich historical roots. Fear of the discomfort 
of communicating with their Creole-
speaking neighbors. Fear that housing and 
employment opportunities could diminish. 
Fear that the world isn't exactly as they 
thought it was. 

For one little girl, it was the fear that maybe 
Jesus didn't look or speak like a Chilean 
after all. 

 

Eight years later, at a Catholic parish in 
Michigan, I saw this same fear flash across 
the face of an elderly Irish American man as 
he pointed to Daris but kept eye contact only 
with me: "She's been here for four years and 
still hasn't learned English!" 

Daris, one of the founding leaders of our 
immigrant women's Circles of Support, had 
just shared the story of her flight out of 
Guatemala with her two daughters. Her 

harrowing tale included escaping a gang-
affiliated abusive husband, and being 
kidnapped and held for ransom by a cartel in 
Mexico, and later detained for weeks by 
U.S. immigration authorities. 

 
Before the student body of Divine Child High 
School in Dearborn, Michigan, Daris Bartolon 
shares about her flight out of Guatemala to seek 
asylum in the United States. Daris and other 
leaders of Strangers No Longer have shared their 
immigration stories with dozens of parishes, 
high schools and other community groups in the 
greater Detroit area. (Anthony Lakey) 
 
Still, this man, let's call him Henry, latched 
on to one detail: Daris did not speak his 
language. He was so incensed that he had 
blocked out the rest of her story, which I had 
translated to the audience just minutes prior. 

"Why didn't she just immigrate to another 
Spanish-speaking country?" Henry asked 
me, refusing to look at Daris. 
"Would you go to someplace where they 
didn't speak English if you had to move? 
Would you go to China?" 

"Well, sir," I said. Deep breath. "You might 
recall from her story that she did try to go to 
a Spanish-speaking country — she fled to 
Mexico first — but her abusive ex-husband 
found her there. And it was in Mexico that 
she was kidnapped by cartels. She couldn't 
stay there." 



On the conversation went, my breaths 
deepening with every retort from Henry. In 
the silence of my car ride home, I replayed 
his insistence that, because our European 
ancestors had learned English, so too should 
Daris. 

I thought of my great-grandma speaking 
Polish with her sisters and cousins, even 
though she had been born in the United 
States and spoke English fluently. 

I remembered stories I had been told of my 
quiet great-grandfather, who fled Hungary at 
the start of the First World War. At 19, he 
ran to a country he did not know, with a 
language he did not speak, so that he could 
safely start a family. He did this so that I 
might have life someday, just as Daris did 
for her children. He never did learn to speak 
English. 

I thought of my Irish ancestors and 
wondered if they had ever met Henry's, the 
ones of whom he so passionately spoke. Did 
someone spew anger in their faces for 
speaking Gaelic, or English with a thick 
Irish brogue? For not assimilating quickly 
enough when they arrived to the United 
States? 

 

When I was in high school, I attended a 
small youth group at my Catholic parish in 
Flint, Michigan. While we hailed from 
different high schools across the greater 
Flint area, we shared one thing in common: 
We were the misfits at our schools. The 
math club whiz, the anime artist, the 
painfully shy, the overly hyper, the 
goofballs. 

A second unspoken truth my friends and I 
shared was that we showed up to youth 
group religiously because it was the one 

place we could bring our full selves: 
unapologetically quirky, loud, silly, 
inquisitive, emotional, unique. We could be 
authentic without fear of glares in the 
hallway or insults whispered across the 
lunch table. 

Our youth minister showed us by example 
how to love ourselves and one another, how 
to "come as you are." Every Sunday, over 
pizza rolls and brownies, we formed a little 
tribe. 

We threw ourselves into senseless 
icebreakers, ending in fits of laughter and 
dried spaghetti in our hair. We prayed as a 
group and planned our own retreats. We 
played bingo at the nursing home and served 
meals at the North End Soup Kitchen. In a 
judgement-free zone, we reflected together 
on the marvels of flirting and boyfriends, the 
heartbreak of lost friendship, the challenges 
of calculus, and the mystery of life-after-
graduation. And through it all, we loved one 
another. 

Outside of my own family, this family of 
youth group friends was my first tangible 
experience of unconditional love and 
acceptance. As we broke open Scripture, it 
was not hard to imagine the affirming, 
loving community Jesus had started with his 
disciples. 

When I went away to college at the 
University of Michigan, I found a similar, 
albeit bigger, family at the parish on 
campus, deepening my assurance that this 
open-armed, radical love was what Jesus 
was going for with his young friends. These 
community values and experiences became 
the bricks on which my Catholic beliefs still 
stand today. 

 



And so, when I looked into Montserrat's 
anxious eyes, and later into Henry's 
indignant eyes, these past experiences of 
communal love pulsed through me. I wanted 
Elvis and Daris to know the unconditional 
love of a welcoming, adoptive family. I 
longed for them, as immigrants and 
outsiders, to find acceptance in the Catholic 
community, as I had many times before. I 
wanted to help them build a haven from the 
fear and anger that surrounds them in their 
adopted homelands. 

More than anything, I ached to welcome the 
little girl who wondered how Jesus could be 
Black and the elderly man who questioned 
why an immigrant still spoke Spanish into 
our misfit family, too. 

 
Amy Ketner 
Amy Ketner serves as co-director of 
leadership development at Strangers No 
Longer, a Michigan-based grassroots 
network of Catholic parishes, schools and 
congregations welcoming immigrants as 
neighbors. 
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