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Week Thirty-Two: Embodied Knowing 
  

Body and Spirit as One 
  

Father Richard describes how Christianity’s 
distrust of the body originates not from the 
Bible, but from Greek philosophy: 
 
I think my brilliant Franciscan history and 
liturgy professor, Father Larry Landini 
(1935–2005), may have given the best 
explanation for why so many Christians 
seem to be ashamed and afraid of the body. 
In 1969, after four years studying church 
history, Father Larry offered these final 
words to us: “Just remember, on the 
practical level, the Christian Church was 
much more influenced by Plato than it was 
by Jesus.” He left us laughing, but also 
stunned and sad, because four years 
of honest church history had told us how 
true this actually was. 

For Plato, body and soul were incompatible 
enemies; matter and spirit were at deep odds 
with one another. Yet for Jesus, there is no 
animosity between body and soul. In fact, 
this is the heart of Jesus’ healing message 
and of the incarnation itself. Jesus, in whom 
“the Word became flesh” (John 1:14), was 
fully human, even as he was fully divine, 
with both body and spirit operating as one. 

In the Apostles’ Creed, which goes back to 
the second century, we say, “I believe in the 
resurrection of the body.” The creed doesn’t 
say we believe in the resurrection of the 
spirit or the soul—but so many people hear 
it this way! And, of course, it doesn’t say 
that because the soul cannot die. Instead, we 
profess in the creed that human embodiment 
has an eternal character to it. (Read all of 1 
Corinthians 15 where Paul tries to 
communicate this in endlessly mysterious 
ways.) 

Christianity makes a daring and broad claim: 
God is redeeming matter and spirit, the 
whole of creation. The Bible speaks of the 
“new heaven and the new earth” and the 
descent of the “new Jerusalem from heaven” 
to “live among us” (Revelation 21:1–3). 
This physical universe and our own 
physicality are somehow going to share in 
the Eternal Mystery. Your body participates 
in the very mystery of salvation. In fact, it is 
the new and lasting temple (1 Corinthians 
6:19–20 and throughout Paul’s letters). 

Many Christians falsely assumed that if they 
could “die” to their body, their spirit would 
for some reason miraculously arise. Often 
the opposite was the case. After centuries of 
body rejection, and the lack of any positive 
body theology, the West is now trapped in 
substance addiction, obesity, anorexia, 
bulimia, plastic surgery, and an obsession 
with appearance and preserving these 
bodies. Our poor bodies, which Jesus 
affirmed, have become the receptacles of so 
much negativity and obsession. 

The pendulum has now swung in the 
opposite direction, and the fervor for gyms 
and salons makes one think these are the 
new cathedrals of worship. The body is 
rightly reasserting its goodness and 
importance. Can we somehow honor both 
body and spirit together? When Christianity 
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is in any way anti-body, it is not authentic 
Christianity. The incarnation tells us that 
body and spirit must fully operate and be 
respected as one. 

  
  

This week’s images appear in a form 
inspired by early Christian/Catholic triptych 
art: a threefold form that tells a unified 
story.  

Image inspiration: There is knowledge in 
our muscles and bones. When our body 
encounters the world, a door into deeper 
understanding can be opened. 

 . 
  
Story From Our Community 
Hearing the Silence of God / It says: 
Nothing. / Simply embraces me like a warm 
lover’s breath blowing over my body. / In it I 
feel again the taste of hot apple cider my 
mother would hand me as I stamped the 
snow from my little child’s leggings and 
came to the warmth of her morning fire. / Or 
taste the sweetness of that last sip of coffee 
rich with sugar at the bottom of the cup. / Or 
see the secret smile my mother’s eyes could 
flash in the airless rooms of my father’s 
anger. / Like all of these, like none of these. . 
. / there is where God lives: / In the deepest, 
wordless silence inside of us. / In the spaces 
between the words of our prayers. 
—Francis G. 
Share your own story with us. 

  
Prayer For Our Community 
God, Lord of all creation, lover of life and of 
everything, please help us to love in our very 
small way what You love infinitely and 
everywhere. We thank You that we can offer 
just this one prayer and that will be more 

than enough, because in reality 
every thing and every one is connected, 
and nothing stands alone. To pray for one 
part is really to pray for the whole, and so 
we do. Help us each day to stand for love, 
for healing, for the good, for the diverse 
unity of the Body of Christ and all creation, 
because we know this is what You desire: as 
Jesus prayed, that all may be one. We offer 
our prayer together with all the holy names 
of God, we offer our prayer together with 
Christ, our Lord. Amen. 
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Week Thirty-Two: Embodied Knowing 
  

Knowing and Loving Our Bodies 
  

After being diagnosed with Stage IV cancer, 
theologian and author Kate Bowler worked 
intensively to know and love her body and 
its ways of both serving and failing her. As 
part of her spiritual practice, she wrote this 
letter:  
 
Dear Body, 
Sometimes, I hate you. You ache. You get 
tired sooner than I’d like to admit. You 
wake me in the night for no good reason. 
Your cells duplicate at unpredictable rates. 
New gray hairs and fine lines and silver 
stretch marks show up out of nowhere. You 
let me down just when I need you the most. . 
. . 

Sometimes, I want a break from living with 
you. I’d prefer to trade you in for a newer 
model. A model that isn’t in constant pain, 
that fits better in that pair of jeans, that has 
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more energy. With you, I am limited—
bound by skin and bone and thinning hair. 

With you, I am fragile. . . . 

But God knows what it’s like to live in flesh. 
. . . If God too lived in a body, then God 
knows the ache of growing pains and the 
feeling of goosebumps on a brisk day and 
the comfort of a warm embrace. He felt the 
gurgle of a hungry stomach and the 
annoying prick of a splinter after a day of 
hard work. He wept over the death of a 
friend. Ours is a God who sneezed and 
rubbed His eyes when He was sleepy. Ours 
is a God who knew longing, heartbreak, 
excitement, frustration—the full range of 
what it means to be human . . . [and] live in 
a body. 

So when my own body drags me down, 
when my muscles ache, when my worries 
keep me up at night, when my fear for the 
future leaves me motionless, when I feel 
lonely and exhausted and burdened, I do not 
worship a God who is far off. 

This is a God who knows my humanity 
inside and out. God has counted every hair 
on my head (Matthew 10:30) and bottled up 
every tear I have shed (Psalm 56:8). Not 
simply because the Word formed us 
(Genesis 1:27), knit us together in our 
mothers’ wombs (Psalm 139:13), was there 
from the very beginning . . . but because 
God wore our skin. 

By embracing the wisdom of the 
incarnation, Bowler learned to listen to her 
body’s messages and be kind to herself: 
Dear, dear body, I get it. Or at least I am 
starting to. You do not have an unlimited 
supply. You run out, and I need to listen. 
Maybe I really should go to bed a little 
earlier or let you off the hook for craving 
those extra salty chips. I need to sense when 

you are struggling, and gently acknowledge 
that you are actually changing. That time 
and love and grief and life have worn 
themselves into my skin. Day by day. This is 
the beautiful, terrible evidence that we have 
lived. 
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From the Center for Action and Contemplation 

  

 

  

Week Thirty-Two: Embodied Knowing 
  

A Source of Vital Information 
  

Father Richard reminds us of the 
importance of listening to our body’s 
wisdom: 
 
Though we begin our lives immersed in 
unitive, kinesthetic knowing, we learn 
quickly to see distinctions and divisions in 
the world. As a toddler, I learned: “I am not 
my mother. My mother is not me.” The 
developing ego sees by differentiation and 
negation—who we are not. While such an 
ego structure is a natural, necessary part of 
growing up, it always gets in the way of the 
soul’s holistic, nondual consciousness. My 
identity—intelligence, moral sense, wealth, 
and social class—is unfortunately gained in 
contrast, comparison, and competition to the 
person next to me.  

My still center, my True Self, does not need 
to oppose, differentiate, or compare itself. It 
just is and is content. This must be “the pearl 
of great price.” To the extent that our soul is 
alive and connected, we are satisfied with 
the “enoughness” of who we are and the 
present moment. (In our consumeristic, 
competitive, and increasingly online world, I 
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fear this is becoming harder and harder to 
experience.)  

Living solely out of our ego splits us off 
from our body and our soul. Western 
Christianity and culture have largely 
surrendered to the dualistic split of body vs. 
soul. Christians even speak of “saving their 
soul” instead of also saving their body. We 
often repress emotions and physical 
sensations for the sake of efficiency and 
success. There are appropriate times to let 
our thinking mind lead instead of 
immediately following our body’s instincts. 
But we must do so with awareness and 
appreciation for our body, rather than 
pushing feelings away and moving ahead 
with what we have to do in the next hour. 
Repressing feelings and sensations relegate 
them to our unconscious “shadow” self. 
They don’t go away. They come out in 
unexpected and often painful ways. 

We need to understand kinesthetic, bodily 
knowing. We must learn to recognize our 
physical responses—be they fear, arousal, 
pleasure, or pain—because they reveal 
additional and important information. It may 
take a few minutes of intentional focus to 
become aware of tension in our shoulders, 
churning in our gut, a pounding heart, or 
goosebumps. 

Irish poet and philosopher John O’Donohue 
(1956–2008) says this well:  

Your mind can deceive you and put all kinds 
of barriers between you and your nature; but 
your body does not lie. Your body tells you, 
if you attend to it, how your life is and 
whether you are living from your soul or 
from the labyrinths of your negativity. . . . 
The human body is the most complex, 
refined, and harmonious totality. . . . 
Your body is, in essence, a crowd of 
different members who work in harmony to 

make your belonging in the world possible. . 
. . The soul is not simply within the body, 
hidden somewhere within its recesses. The 
truth is rather the converse. Your body is in 
the soul, and the soul suffuses you 
completely. [1] 
 
  

Thursday, 11 August  2022 — Feast of St. Clare 
of Assisi 
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Week Thirty-Two: Embodied Knowing 
  

Sacred Bodies 
  

Through her incarnational understanding of 
Mary and Jesus, writer Cole Arthur Riley 
honors her own embodied reality more 
deeply: 
 
For me, the story of God becoming body is 
only matched by God’s submission to the 
body of a woman. That the creator of the 
cosmos would choose to rely on an 
embodied creation. To be grown, fed, 
delivered—God put faith in a body. In 
Mary’s muscles and hormones, bowels and 
breasts. And when Christ’s body is broken 
and blood shed, we should hold in mystery 
that first a woman’s body was broken, her 
blood shed, in order to deliver the hope of 
the world into the world... 

I believe that the spiritual realm is so 
enmeshed with the physical that it is 
imperceptible. I believe in the mysterious 
nearness of my ancestors, but I believe they 
are located at the site of my own blood and 
bone. 
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The chasm between the spiritual and the 
physical is not greater than that between a 
thought and a word. They cannot be 
disconnected. And it is difficult to tell where 
one ends and the other begins, perhaps 
because there is no such place. 

We were never meant to dismember our 
selfhoods. My face is my soul is my blood is 
my glory. When we neglect the physical, it 
inevitably suffocates the image of a God 
who ate, slept, cried, bled, grew, and healed. 
. . . 

I want a faith that loves the whole of me. 
And if I make it to the table of God, I hope it 
has cornbread stuffing and comfortable 
chairs. I mean no offense to the desert 
mothers and fathers eating locusts and honey 
. . . but I hope God knows how my cousin’s 
baked mac and cheese tastes. I hope he puts 
ham hocks in his greens and feels no shame. 
[1] 

Scholar and activist Christena Cleveland 
studied Black Madonnas around the world 
and describes how their diverse and 
inclusive bodies encouraged generous 
acceptance of her own body: 

The Sacred Black Feminine . . . helped me 
choose to embrace my body despite what 
society said about it. As I began to turn to 
images of the Black Madonna to guide me, I 
noticed they are not small women. They 
look like they have never fasted a day in 
their life. They look like they eat more than 
my boarding school staples of plain bagels, 
honeydew melon, and nonfat cottage cheese. 
They proudly take up space. . . . 
The four-hundred-fifty plus Black 
Madonnas around the world encompass a 
wide range of skin colors, hair textures, 
body sizes, and ages. Some are pregnant. 
Some are breastfeeding with proudly 
exposed breasts. Some are gender 

nonconforming. The one thing they all have 
in common is that they are Black and they 
are holy. Seeing these diverse liberating 
images of the Sacred Black Feminine helped 
me relax into my body because I was able to 
relax into Her diverse and inclusive body. 
[2] 
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Week Thirty-Two: Embodied Knowing 
  

Embodied Faith 
  

Episcopal priest and CAC teacher emerita 
Cynthia Bourgeault shares a story about the 
body’s integral role in sustaining our faith: 
 
In many spiritual traditions of the world, the 
body is viewed with fear and suspicion, 
considered to be the seat of desire and at 
best a dumb beast that must be trained and 
brought into submission to the personal will. 
But what is missed here—and it is of crucial 
importance—is that the moving center [1] 
also carries unique perceptive gifts, the most 
important of which is the capacity to 
understand the language of faith encoded in 
sacred gesture. 

There is a famous story attributed to Russian 
Orthodox archbishop Anthony Bloom 
[1914–2003] . . . that makes this point quite 
strikingly. A young man came to him for 
spiritual consultation, angry and distressed 
because he couldn’t make any sense out of 
his Christianity. The dogma and theology 
seemed like so much bunk, and the creeds 
frequently made him furious. He yearned for 
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a life of faith. . . . What did Father Anthony 
suggest? 

The archbishop listened intently and then 
made a rather surprising suggestion: that the 
young man simply go home and make one 
hundred full prostrations a day for a month. 

Now in Orthodox practice a full prostration 
is not a simple bob-and-curtsy, as 
genuflection tends to be in the West. One 
goes flat out on the floor, face down, with 
arms outstretched; holds the position for at 
least a good long in-and-out breath; and then 
slowly rises to one’s feet. . . . When he 
returned a month later, [the young man’s] 
eyes were glowing with faith, and the creeds 
no longer made him angry. The reason, as 
the archbishop knew full well, is that 
through the deep, rhythmic gestures of 
bowing and emptying himself, the man 
came to understand something that could not 
be found by the mind. It lived in his body. In 
connecting with his body, he reconnected 
with the wellsprings of his faith. 

According to Bourgeault, our bodies and 
their natural movements can offer us 
spiritual insights in a way that the 
intellectual mind simply cannot: 

It’s amazing how those learning experiences 
invariably wind up among our most vivid 
childhood memories. From learning to ride a 
bicycle when I was seven, I came to know 
something about interior balance, getting the 
hang of something from the inside out. From 
learning to float, I discovered that trust 
means relaxing and letting something else 
hold you up. From ecstatic lovemaking, I 
learned not to fear dissolving into oneness. 
The language of spiritual transformation is 
already written deeply within our bodies. . . . 
In terms of the spiritual journey, trying to 
find faith with the intellectual center is 
something like trying to play a violin with a 

saw: it’s simply the wrong tool for the job. 
This is one reason why all religious 
traditions have universally insisted that 
religious life cannot be done with the mind 
alone; that is the biggest single impediment 
to spiritual becoming. 
 

In Kansas abortion 
vote, a blow to 

Catholic bishops' 
political strategy 

8 August 2022 
by Jack Jenkins,  

Religion News Service 
  

 
People hug during a "Value Them Both" watch 
party after a question involving a constitutional 
amendment removing abortion protections from 
the Kansas constitution failed Aug. 2 in 
Overland Park, Kansas. (AP/Charlie Riedel) 
 
When the votes rolled in the night of Aug. 2 
on a proposed amendment to the Kansas 
state constitution that would remove the 
explicit right to an abortion, what was 
expected to be a tight race was instead 
shockingly lopsided: The amendment was 
roundly defeated 59% to 41% — an 18-
point spread. 

Analysts were quick to frame the result as a 
setback for anti-abortion movement, but 
activists and experts say it also amounts to a 
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rejection of the Catholic Church hierarchy, 
which had shelled out massive sums of 
money in support of the amendment's 
passage. The vote may hint, too, at mounting 
backlash against the church's involvement in 
the nation's abortion debate — not least 
among Catholics themselves. 

In the wake of the vote, Archbishop Joseph 
Naumann of Kansas City, Kansas, 
who publicly supported the amendment's 
passage, issued a statement Aug. 3 
lamenting its failure. 

"We were not able to overcome the millions 
spent by the abortion industry to mislead 
Kansans about the amendment, nor the 
overwhelming bias of the secular press 
whose failure to report clearly on the true 
nature of the amendment served to advance 
the cause of the abortion industry," 
Naumann wrote. 

Naumann's own archdiocese and other 
Catholic organizations also spent millions, 
however, representing the single largest 
donor base for the pro-amendment umbrella 
group known as the "Value Them Both" 
campaign. 

According to financial 
disclosures and media reports, the Kansas 
City Archdiocese spent roughly $2.45 
million on the effort this year, with Catholic 
dioceses of Wichita and Salina together 
spending an additional $600,000 or more. 
Some individual Catholic parishes across the 
state chipped in, as did the Kansas Catholic 
Conference, an advocacy group tied to the 
state's bishops, which reportedly spent 
$100,000. Separately, the conservative 
advocacy group CatholicVote raised around 
$500,000 for the pro-amendment Do Right 
PAC, according to Flatland. 

It remains to be seen which side raised or 
spent more money, although opponents of 

the amendment also enjoyed major 
donations from liberal groups such as 
NARAL Pro-Choice America and the 
American Civil Liberties Union. But these 
mostly secular groups didn't shy away from 
faith: In one advertisement broadcast to 
Kansans, a woman spoke about her 
opposition to the amendment from the 
perspective of a cradle Catholic. 

"Growing up Catholic, we didn't talk about 
abortion," the woman says. "But now it's on 
the ballot, and we can no longer ignore it." 

According to Natalia Imperatori-Lee, chair 
of the religious studies department at 
Manhattan College, the ad likely better 
represents the average Catholic's views than 
the campaigns funded by bishops. The 
church officially decries abortion, but U.S. 
Catholics, generally supportive of legal 
abortion, have only grown more liberal on 
the issue over time: According to a recent 
PRRI poll, the percentage of white Catholics 
who believe abortion should be legal in all 
or most cases jumped from 53% in October 
2010 to 64% in June of this year. The shift 
among Hispanic Catholics was even more 
dramatic, from 51% in 2010 to 75% in June. 

"The bishops have been so focused on the 
idol of abortion legislation that they have 
failed to step back and see the complication 
of criminalizing abortion and what that 
means — especially for vulnerable, 
nonwhite, nonwealthy communities," said 
Imperatori-Lee. 

"If this is what the bishops are going to do, 
if this was their plan for a 'post-Roe' world, 
then Catholics are going to be very 
disappointed." 

Chuck Weber, executive director of the 
Kansas Catholic Conference, defended his 
group's involvement with the Value Them 
Both campaign. 
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"I do not apologize one bit for our 
advocacy," he told Religion News Service in 
an interview. 

Weber lamented heightened 
tensions triggered by the state's abortion 
debate (abortion rights demonstrators 
were threatened with arrest, and a Catholic 
church in Overland Park was defaced), but 
pointed out that bishops have lobbied for 
issues other than abortion in the past. The 
conference, he said, was among those who 
pushed state lawmakers this year to expand 
Medicaid coverage for new moms from two 
months to 12 months. Weber also suggested 
bishops would fund campaigns around 
similar issues if they were put up for a vote 
like the amendment referendum. 

Even so, Weber acknowledged efforts to 
convey his group's broader agenda to 
everyday Catholics have fallen short. 

"I need to do a better job of letting people 
know that the abortion question is not really 
the primary point of our advocacy at the 
state capitol or in Washington, D.C.," he 
said. 

 
Voters mark their ballots during the primary 
election and abortion referendum at a 
Wyandotte County polling station in Kansas 
City, Kansas, Aug. 2. Voters rejected a 
ballot referendum that would have added 
language to the state constitution to say 
there is no constitutional right to abortion in 
Kansas. (CNS/Reuters/Eric Cox) 

One organization that financially skipped 
the Kansas amendment battle was Catholics 
for Choice, which advocates for abortion 
access. The group did not spend money in 
Kansas in part because, according to 
Catholics for Choice's leader Jamie Manson, 
it didn't need to. 

"The vote in Kansas yesterday shows us the 
power of pro-choice people of faith when up 
against the power, money, and influence of 
the Catholic hierarchy," Manson said in a 
statement. 

She added: "I am looking forward to more 
David vs. Goliath victories ahead." 

The underdog spirit in the Kansas fight was 
embodied by two Catholic nuns who penned 
an anti-amendment letter published in the 
lead-up to the vote that amounted to an act 
of defiance against local bishops. 

"A church sign said, 'Jesus trusted women. 
We do too,'" read the nuns' letter. The sisters 
went on to bemoan the harm caused by 
restrictive abortion bans passed in other 
states and noted that supporters of the 
amendment have primarily focused 
resources on banning abortion and not 
legislation that would assist mothers who 
bring children to term, such as "healthcare, 
parental leave, Medicaid and other support 
for poor women." 

Kathleen Sebelius, a Catholic and former 
Kansas governor who served as secretary of 
Health and Human Services under former 
President Barack Obama, lauded the nuns' 
letter, calling the sisters "courageous." 
Whether or not it had a broad impact, 
Sebelius told Religion News Service, it 
reminded her of when nuns spoke out in 
favor of the Affordable Care Act in 2010, 
which countered the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops' opposition to the bill and 
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is credited with paving the way for its final 
passage. 

"I saw the nun statement in the Affordable 
Care Act change minds of members of 
Congress in spite of the bishop's statement 
urging people to vote no," said Sebelius. "I 
have no doubt at all that the nuns' statement 
in Kansas made a difference to women who 
follow what the church has been saying and 
what they had been promoting — and 
listened to the nuns instead." 

The Kansas vote suggests the bishops, 
having won a long-awaited victory at the 
Supreme Court in the overturning 
of Roe v. Wade in June, may now be 
fighting uphill battles in many states, with 
uneven support from a rank-and-file who 
would rather see them invest church money 
in other places. 

"That money could do a lot of good — 
diapers and formula," said Imperatori-Lee. 
 

What the church can 
learn from Kansas' 

vote to protect 
abortion rights 

5 August 2022 
by Michael Sean Winters 

  

 

A woman helps two young boys light candles 
during a "Value Them Both" sidewalk vigil in 
Olathe, Kansas, Aug. 1. On Aug 2, Kansas 
voters rejected a ballot referendum that would 
have amended the state constitution to say there 
is no constitutional right to abortion in Kansas. 
(CNS/The Leaven/Kathryn White) 
 
Voters in Kansas gave the first evidence of 
the backlash against the U.S. Supreme 
Court's decision to overturn Roe v. 
Wade and Planned 
Parenthood v. Casey, voting against an 
effort to strip abortion rights from that state's 
constitution. Fifty-nine percent of Kansans 
voted to keep abortion rights in the state's 
constitution in an Aug. 2  referendum  issue 
despite Kansas being an overwhelmingly 
Republican state: Since 
1993, Republicans have controlled both 
houses of the state legislature. 

The New York Times headline spoke to the 
way Democrats think the abortion issue 
might play out: " 'Your Bedroom Is on the 
Ballot': How Democrats See Abortion 
Politics After Kansas." 

The headline in a Politico story looking at 
the primary results — "Roe jolts the 
midterms – 5 takeaways from a key primary 
night" — announced the same verdict. 

These are exaggerations. Once you got past 
the "political earthquake" language, both 
The Times' and the Politico report made the 
obvious and important point about the 
difficulty extrapolating from the Kansas 
referendum to the midterms. 

"And the result in Kansas isn’t a perfect 
indicator of how voters will treat abortion in 
candidate races," the Politico report states. 
"The question voters were deciding there 
was a state constitutional amendment that 
would have cleared a path for the state 
legislature to ban abortion, not a candidate 
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race where multiple issues and personalities 
are at play." 

Inflation will likely still be the top concern 
among voters come November, not abortion, 
and candidate names, not individual issues, 
will be facing voters. 
 
Might the credibility of the church's witness 
have been more persuasive if some of that 
money had gone to implement robust paid 

family leave policies at Catholic 
institutions? 

 
Still, midterms, like primaries, are usually 
low voter turnout events. In Kansas, turnout 
was 50% higher Aug. 2 than what it was in 
2018's midterm primaries. Voters motivated 
by the desire to preserve abortion rights 
might keep what looks like an expected 
Republican wave from turning into a 
Republican tsunami in the midterm election 
in November. The latter only occurs when a 
large number of marginal races all go in one 
direction. Motivated pro-choice voters might 
keep many of those marginal contests from 
going Republican. 
The long-term effects may take some time to 
be felt. Republican state legislators who 
have pledged themselves to enacting 
rigorous bans on abortion might think twice. 
Most voters are not comfortable with either 
an extreme pro-life position or an extreme 
pro-choice position. And, just as the party 
that wins the White House is almost always 
going to lose the next midterm election, a 
kind of buyer's remorse law of politics, the 
backlash against overturning Roe is likely to 
have more juice at the ballot box than exists 
among those celebrating their win at the 
Supreme Court.  

The result also comes despite big spending 
on both sides of the issues, which brings us 
to the role the Catholic Church played in the 
Kansas referendum. The Kansas City, 
Kansas, Archdiocese spent $2.5 million in 

support of the measure. Combined with 
funding from the Dioceses of Wichita and 
Salina, as well as the Kansas Catholic 
Conference, official Catholic organizations 
contributed more than half the total spent on 
the effort to pass the referendum. 

Archbishop Joseph Naumann of Kansas 
City, Kansas, recently opined that "I think 
the pope doesn't understand the U.S., just as 
he doesn’t understand the church in the 
U.S." It is now clear that Naumann is the 
one who doesn't really understand the U.S. 

Was the church's money well spent? Might 
the credibility of the church's witness have 
been more persuasive if some of that money 
had gone to implement robust paid family 
leave policies at Catholic institutions? As 
my NCR colleague Stephanie Clary 
recently reported, most Catholic institutions 
lag woefully behind in providing the kind of 
parental leave expectant mothers need. The 
campaign to remove abortion rights from the 
Kansas constitution was called "Value Them 
Both," but it is not clear how much the 
Catholic Church really does value working 
women who have just become moms if it is 
unwilling to provide women with time to 
care for a newborn. 

The pro-life witness of the Catholic Church 
has also been compromised by the 
willingness of many U.S. bishops to isolate 
abortion among other life issues. It is true 
abortion differs from, say, fighting climate 
change: A negative, absolute prohibition 
against taking human life seems to resonate 
more forcefully in the Catholic moral 
imagination than does a positive, complex 
invitation to protect the environment. The 
latter claim also involves a degree of 
prudential judgment to choose among 
policies that is not the case with abortion.  

That said, abortion is more complicated than 
many pro-lifers let on. Criminalizing 
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abortion in the early stages of pregnancy is 
likely to produce the same kind of effect that 
Prohibition did in the 1920s.  "… An 
absolute ban on the procedure would be 
imprudent and unenforceable," wrote senior 
writer Paul Baumann at Commonweal. 
"Law has an important pedagogical function 
and should reflect the value the community 
places on fetal life, but because of the 
unique burdens of pregnancy, the battle 
against abortion can only be won in the 
moral and cultural arena. Laws that a 
majority of Americans disagree with will be 
resisted and circumvented."  

No one knows what effect the Catholic 
Church might have had on the "moral and 
cultural arena" these past 40 years if church 
leadership had embraced the consistent ethic 
of life for which Cardinal Joseph Bernardin 
advocated. The church's relentless focus on 
political and juridical resolutions of the 
abortion issue also have not strengthened its 
case in the moral and cultural arena. For 
many morally serious people in this country, 
the alliance pro-life groups made with 
former President Donald Trump was the last 
straw. 

That said, I fear that the libertarianism of the 
age has bit many Catholics and the poison 
has spread. As Baumann also noted, 
discussing a recent email he got from the 
group Catholics for Choice, "there isn’t 
anything recognizably Catholic about this 
approach to politics or internal Church 
disagreements." He called their approach 
"especially galling," and it is. The group 
never even acknowledges the possibility that 
unborn life has any value, or even that 
human life is a gift from God. 

Moral consistency is especially important 
now that the abortion issue has been kicked 
back not only to the states, but from the 
judiciary to the political branches of 
government. The lesson from Kansas is that 

Americans are likely to resist extreme pro-
life legislation. (I wish there was more 
resistance to extreme pro-choice legislation 
in the blue states!) 

Can Catholics help our society become more 
truly supportive of pregnant women and new 
mothers? Can our church articulate a moral 
vision that will reverse the devastation on 
the culture's moral sensibility wrought by 
the acids of libertarianism? Only if we 
follow the lead of Pope Francis whose 
pastoral sensibilities, and aversion to 
political manipulation, are always front and 
center. 

 
Michael Sean Winters 
Michael Sean Winters covers the nexus of 
religion and politics for NCR. 
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This is a general view of the second Synodal 
Assembly in Frankfurt, Germany, in this Oct. 1, 
2021, file photo. An unsigned "declaration from 
the Holy See," published by the Vatican press 
office July 21, warned that Germany's Synodal 
Path cannot institute "new modes of governance 
and new approaches to doctrine and morals." 
(CNS/KNA/Julia Steinbrecht) 
 
The Vatican is concerned with ideas coming 
from Germany to reform the Catholic 
Church. On July 21, a statement was 
published through official channels of the 
Holy See warning Germany's "Synodal 
Path" reform project against breaking with 
the universal church. Tensions are rising 
between Germany and Rome. Is the threat of 
schism real? 

First of all: No. Germany does not want to 
split with the Catholic Church. However, 
tensions seem higher than they ever have 
been before. The accusation is that German 
Catholics want to fundamentally change the 
church, that they are going rogue. The 
Vatican has a problem with that. 

Quick backstory: Germany is struggling to 
find the right solution for its abuse crisis. 
When in 2018, a scientific study 
documented at least 3,677 cases in the past 
decades, the German church began 
experiencing a freefall in public opinion and 
support. 

The bishops' conference drew a conclusion 
— that church has to change. The bishops 
established a completely new process they 
called the "Synodal Path." Not a synod, but 
a kind of parliament, recruiting half its 
delegates from the bishops and half from 
Germany's powerful lay committee. The 
delegates consist of professors, experts, and 
men and women from various Catholic 
professions. Every decision — on church 
hierarchy, Catholic teaching, or structures 
— must be passed with majorities from both 
the bishops and the lay experts. 

Can the "Synodal Path" change Catholic 
teaching about homosexuality, the role of 
women or celibacy? No. But it can vote on 
those issues and present its votes to the 
Vatican, hoping to change minds there. The 
only thing they could actually change 
themselves are questions of organization and 
structure of the local German church, but 
even there are limits. 

 
A priest prays in front of the crucifix in the 
sacristy before Mass in Bonn, Germany, Jan. 24, 
2018. (CNS/KNA/Harald Oppitz) 
 
For example, the Archdiocese of Paderborn 
is about to look for a new bishop. For 
historical reasons, officials in some German 
dioceses have a right to present the Vatican 
with three candidates they would like to 
propose as a new bishop. The "Synodal 
Path" now suggests involving laypeople in 
this decision. That is technically not 
impossible, but not canonically intended 
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either. This issue — among similar ideas — 
seems to ruffle some feathers in Rome and 
might be the reason for the newest 
statement. 

But shouldn't the Vatican know better? 
Shouldn't they know Germany can't change 
fundamentals? Most Roman officials seem 
to get their information from the same news 
sources as everyone else. I doubt many of 
them read the actual statutes of the "Synodal 
Path." If they did, they would see that 
Germany is adhering to canon law — a point 
the German organizers don't get tired of 
pointing out. 

So what's the root of the conflict here? After 
talking to people from both sides for years, I 
think the fundamental problem is a 
difference in mentality. It's not just a cliché 
that the Germans always need to be correct, 
thorough and do everything by the book. 
This is not a bad thing in itself — the 
discussions in the "Synodal Path's" working 
groups are highly theological and 
intellectual. It's not a bad thing, but it leads 
to conflicts with people who see the world a 
little bit differently. 

People at the Vatican told me that the 
Germans shouldn't take everything so 
entirely seriously all the time. Romans think 
you can reach more of an agreement if two 
people get together in a bar with a glass of 
wine than with endless committee meetings. 
So what reaches Rome from Germany are 
either headlines of radical reform ideas, or 
detailed, thought-out documents with 
demands hardly spoken of on a personal 
level in advance. 

Not every decision needs to be official 
church doctrine, some Italians think. "Of 
course, we bless homosexuals" an Italian 
priest told me once, "but we don't make a 
fuss about it." The Germans need everything 
printed out in black and white with an 

official signature. For some Italians, 
especially, that's not how the world and the 
church work. 

But can you actually solve a problem like 
the abuse crisis without a fundamentally 
structured approach? I doubt it. But then 
again, I'm German. 

There is another aspect to this, a historical 
one. An old prelate in Rome once told me 
that some Italians feel reminded of the times 
of World War II. When Italy was allied with 
Germany, he said, "the Germans came over 
the Alps and told us what to do." Lately, 
some apparently feel reminded of that 
history. 

The German reform approach is indeed well 
thought out. It won't take any step canon law 
won't allow, although it does straddle the 
line at times. But the German reformers 
might not understand that the whole world 
does not think like them. "We have a 
problem, we look for the solution" is the 
German approach. But this might not be the 
solution everyone wants. 

Some people don't consider that other 
approaches to Catholic life have their merits. 
"These problems exist all over the world" is 
another sentence you often hear around the 
synodal assembly. 

All this work the Germans put into changing 
the Catholic view on subjects like women's 
leadership or homosexuality can only be 
fruitful with goodwill from the Vatican. 
Unfortunately, I don't think most delegates 
understand how slim the chances for actual 
change will be if the relationship between 
Rome and the German church stays as icy as 
it is right now.  



 
Renardo Schlegelmilch 
Renardo Schlegelmilch is a freelance 
journalist and author based in Cologne, 
Germany. 
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Pope Francis arrives to answer questions from 
journalists aboard his flight from Iqaluit, in the 
Canadian territory of Nunavut, to Rome July 29. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Pope Francis' six-day pastoral visit to 
Canada was a great success. It wasn't 
until the news conference on the plane back 

to Rome that it became clear he wasn't 
properly briefed for his visit. 

Francis, in Canada on what he called a 
penitential pilgrimage, apologized to the 
Indigenous peoples of the country for the 
Catholic Church's cooperation in their 
forced assimilation to colonizing Europeans' 
culture over the centuries, especially in 
residential schools run by the church. 

People from the First Nations, Métis and 
Inuit communities who listened to the pope's 
apologies responded for the most part 
positively. Many, however, regretted that it 
took so long for the pope to apologize, and 
some wanted him to say more. 

Some Indigenous leaders wanted the pope to 
denounce the Doctrine of Discovery, a 15th-
century theory enshrined in the papal 
bull, Inter Caetera, that allowed Christian 
nations to conquer and colonize "barbarous" 
nations in order to convert them to 
Christianity. At that time, Christians 
believed that those who were not baptized 
could not go to heaven. 

The first question addressed to the pope on 
the plane returning to Rome was from an 
Indigenous reporter for CBC Radio, Jessica 
Ka'nhehsíio Deer. 

"As a descendant of a residential school 
survivor, I know that survivors and their 
families want to see concrete actions 
following your apology, including the 
rejection of the 'Doctrine of Discovery,' " 
she said. "Considering that this is still 
enshrined in the Constitution and legal 
systems in Canada and the United States, 
where Indigenous peoples continue to be 
defrauded of their lands and deprived of 
power, was it not a missed opportunity to 
make a statement to this effect during your 
trip to Canada?" 
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The pope's response was shocking. "I didn't 
understand the second part of the question. 
Could you explain what you mean by 
Doctrine of Discovery?" 

What? The pope does not know what the 
Doctrine of Discovery is? There isn't an 
excuse for this lapse. 

How could the pope make a trip to Canada 
to apologize for the church's role in forced 
assimilation without knowing about the 
Doctrine of Discovery? Why was he not 
briefed on this? 

Certainly, there are people in the Vatican, 
especially in the Secretariat of State, and 
among the Canadian hierarchy who know 
that this doctrine is of concern to the 
Indigenous leaders in Canada and elsewhere. 
How could they let the pope go to Canada 
without a thorough briefing on this topic? If 
he had been briefed, he probably would have 
been happy to reject it. 

Somebody dropped the ball. 

True, this was not the most important issue 
of the trip. What the Indigenous people 
wanted was an apology for what happened 
in the residential schools and the church's 
role in forced assimilation. Of the 50,000 
people who attended his Mass in Edmonton, 
probably fewer than 1,000 knew about the 
doctrine. But this is an issue of great 
concern to Indigenous leaders and scholars. 
The pope should not have been caught flat-
footed by a question from a journalist. 

The issue has been well covered by the 
press. Using the search function at the 
Religion News Service website, I found 390 
results mentioning the Doctrine of 
Discovery just since 2020. Catholic 
publications like the National Catholic 
Reporter and America, published by the 
Jesuits, have also discussed it thoroughly. 

Indeed, at the United Nations Ninth Session 
of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues in April 2010, the Vatican said that 
the doctrine had been abrogated as early as 
1494 and that "circumstances have changed 
so much that to attribute any juridical value 
to such a document seems completely out of 
place." 

In short, the Vatican said, "The Holy See 
confirms that Inter Caetera has already been 
abrogated and considers it without any legal 
or doctrinal value." 

 
Pope Francis looks on as he answers questions 
from journalists aboard his flight from Iqaluit, in 
the Canadian territory of Nunavut, to Rome July 
29. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
When reporters ask the Vatican about the 
doctrine, they get a similar response and are 
told that the topic is under study. The pope 
should have been prepped on what the 
Vatican has been saying so he could have at 
least said the same. 

Vatican officials should have known that 
this question was coming, and they should 
have prepared the pope to respond. Instead, 
he was left looking like a student who had 
not done his homework. 

The pope's response to a second question 
was also embarrassing. Here the pope was 
asked about genocide. 
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"The people who heard your words of 
apology this past week expressed their 
disappointment because the word 'genocide' 
was not used," said Brittany Hobson of The 
Canadian Press. "Would you use that term to 
say that members of the church participated 
in genocide?" 

Here the pope quickly embraced the idea. "It 
is true," he said. But then he added, "I didn't 
use the word because it didn't come to my 
mind." 

What? None of his advisers suggested that 
he might refer to what happened to the 
Indigenous peoples of Canada as 
"genocide"? You got to be kidding. The 
Canadian Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission described the residential school 
system as genocide, so this is nothing new. 

If one of the pope's speechwriters had 
suggested using the term "genocide," it is 
clear from the pope's response that he would 
have included it in his speeches. 

Again, someone dropped the ball. 

The pope's responses on the plane back to 
Rome are beyond embarrassing; they are 
scandalous. The pope needs better staffing 
or people will begin to think that perhaps he 
is no longer up to the job. 

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

Americans 
9 August 2022 

by Channing Lee 
  

 
People in New York City are seen during a Rally 
Against Hate March 21, 2021, to end 
discrimination against Asian Americans and 
Pacific Islanders. President Joe Biden March 30 
announced plans to crack down on attacks 
against Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders, 
including a review of how the Department of 
Justice can bolster its efforts to track and 
prosecute hate crimes. (CNS/Reuters/Eric Lee) 
 
At the Unity March, a multicultural event 
earlier this summer in Washington, D.C., 
that brought together Asian Americans and 
allies to advance socioeconomic and cultural 
equity, racial justice and solidarity, the first 
half hour featured a slew of religious 
leaders: a female Korean American 
Presbyterian minister, a Sikh community 
leader, a Jewish Filipina rabbi and an 
African American AME pastor. 

The speakers were moving, but I wondered: 
Where were the Catholics? 

When I returned home, a quick Google 
search informed me that, while Catholic 
groups had indeed spoken out in spring of 
2021 when reported anti-Asian hate crimes 
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were skyrocketing, any action was limited to 
thoughts and prayers. Yet Catholics who had 
previously spoken on the issue seemed 
absent in recent months. 

At a time when anti-Asian hate remains 
endemic in our communities, Catholics of 
all levels —from the clergy to laity — 
cannot just offer prayers but also should also 
serve as allies by actively participating in 
the "fraternity and social friendship" about 
which Pope Francis speaks so frequently. 

After all, 1 in 5  Asian and Pacific 
Islander Americans, or AAPIs, is 
Catholic. 

To serve as better allies, Catholics should 
start to meet us where we are. 

Critical to this discussion is "allyship" — a 
lifelong process of relationship-building 
based on mutual trust and respect, especially 
to support a group that has faced 
marginalization or discrimination. This 
means that, although an April 2021 
USCCB statement against "prejudice and 
anti-Asian bias" was welcome, more must 
be done to nurture that lifelong relationship. 

Allyship between the Catholic Church and 
AAPIs — two communities that overlap in 
the United States and two with which I 
identify — can develop on various levels. I 
suggest three general ways Catholics can be 
better allies to Asian Americans and Pacific 
Islanders. 

Starting from the top, the 
USCCB Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific 
Islander Affairs can expand 
its programming beyond pilgrimages to 
Washington, D.C., and Masses 
commemorating hundreds of years of 
Christianity in Asian countries. In fact, 
neither of these two outward-facing 
initiatives truly reach the population of 

AAPI Catholics, and there is already a 
separate subcommittee for Asian affairs as 
part of the USCCB's International Justice 
and Peace Committee. 

Instead, the AAPI subcommittee should shift 
its focus toward everyday Catholics by 
holding public dialogues on issues that 
affect our communities, such as poverty (the 
greatest wealth gap in America exists among 
AAPIs) and immigration (language barriers 
affect everything from employment to health 
care). It can also establish young adult 
ministry networks and facilitate Bible 
studies and retreats, much like 
the Subcommittee on African American 
Affairs does for African American 
Catholics. Renaming the Subcommittee on 
Asian and Pacific Islander Affairs to include 
the word “American” can also help narrow 
this mandate. 

On a diocesan level, bishops and 
archbishops should work more closely with 
priests from multilingual parishes to bring 
communities of different language and 
ethnic backgrounds together. Growing up, I 
attended Mass in Mandarin Chinese in the 
Los Angeles Archdiocese at a church that 
also provided services in Spanish and 
English. However, we Mandarin-speaking 
parishioners rarely, if ever, interacted with 
Spanish- and English-speaking worshipers. 
Although language barriers naturally silo 
communities with different backgrounds, it 
often seemed that our Catholic identity came 
only second to our cultural identities. 

Local bishops can do more to bridge these 
fractured communities in the spirit of one, 
unified, Catholic Church. For example, 
multilingual services for Holy Days would 
be an easy way to bring communities 
together. Parish-sponsored faith-sharing 
activities or community service events could 
also provide environments for community 
mixing. With more interaction among all 
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parishioners, priests could more smoothly 
embed cross-community messaging into 
their homilies — such as condemning anti-
Asian hate and fostering allyship among 
individual Catholics. 

Finally, we laypeople also have a 
responsibility to participate in this allyship, 
including with Catholics of other minority 
communities and especially among Catholic 
youth. Together, Black, Asian and Latino 
Catholics comprise a larger share of younger 
U.S. Catholics than do white Catholics. We 
young people participate in society 
differently from older generations: We 
frequent rallies and marches; stream TV 
shows, movies, classes and webinars; and 
spend too much time on social media. These 
are all new opportunities for Catholics to 
engage with AAPIs and AAPI Catholics, as 
well as Catholics of other marginalized 
groups and younger generations. 

To serve as better allies, Catholics should 
start to meet us where we are. I hope to see 
Catholic leaders at the next Unity March. 

 
Channing Lee 
Channing Lee (@channingclee) is a student 
at Georgetown University's School of 
Foreign Service and author of Stronger Than 
Trust: Igniting the Faith Within Us. 
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Star-forming region NGC 3324 in the Carina 
Nebula, captured by the Near-Infrared Camera 
on NASA’s James Webb Space Telescope 
(NASA, ESA, CSA, STScI) 
 
On beautiful Michigan mornings, I pray 
outside, immersed in a swath of colors as all 
the flowers greet me. One of the sisters with 
whom I live is the gardener. She plants a 
variety of flowers, mindful of their 
blooming cycles, so some are always 
beginning to blossom. 

I have a special place to sit and I'm quite 
pleased with what I see from that vantage 
point. 

However, one day I saw peeking from the 
other side of the house a white hydrangea. 
That part of the garden is beyond my field of 
vision. And so, I forget that those flowers 
are there. 
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Hydrangea around the corner (Nancy 
Sylvester) 
 
When I got up and moved around the house, 
I was amazed to see the white fluffy faces of 
so many flowers. It was spectacular. 

Too often, we get used to what we see and 
hear, and we forget that there is so much 
more to look at or know that can give us a 
new perspective. 

I think I need that additional perspective 
right now. Even though I like the routine I 
have to learn about what is going on in the 
world — "Morning Edition," the BBC, New 
York Times, Detroit Free Press, PBS News 
Hour — I realize it is only one part of the 
garden of news in our lives. 

This part of the garden provides me with 
good information about everything — yet 
sadly, too much of what is broadcast shares 
the violence, the wars, the political rivalry, 
the devastating effects of climate change and 
the suffering of our world. 

I thought before the summer is over, I would 
get up and go around the corner of my news 
garden and see what else is growing offering 
a different perspective. 

I delighted in the Yes! magazine articles. 
Even the titles inspire hope. "One of the 
World's Biggest Cities Outlawed Single-Use 
Plastic," "Should I Wear Plants or Plastic?" 
"Awakenings: Movements adapt and evolve 
toward a new social justice," "Reforming 
Laws From Behind Bars," "A Journey From 
Rage to Mindfulness," "A Better World 
Needs Better Economics" and "Being the 
Change." 

I also felt gratitude for the work of people 
like Lester Levine, who founded 
CommGoodGov. He is working around the 
country, organizing interested voters to raise 
up and support candidates for public office 
who are willing to talk with those on both 
sides of the aisle. He sends a newsletter 
updating their successes and failures. 

Then I focused on some exciting things 
going on locally. The Allied Media 
Conference, which covers topics like 
"AfroFeminist Futures for the World We 
Want," "Queering the Black Gaze" and 
"Reparations: Repairing Harm in the Age of 
Mass Surveillance." The inauguration of a 
special art stroll on one of Detroit's major 
boulevards to highlight galleries along this 
historic street. The continual growth of 
the Detroit Youth Choir, who came in 
second in "America's Got Talent" in 2019. 

I watched a few of the PBS "Brief but 
Spectacular" segments that highlight 
individuals who share their passion and how 
they lived it. 

I also went way beyond my earthbound 
garden and marveled at the pictures that are 
coming from the Webb telescope. For the 
first time, we see into deep space and far 
into the past. We see the birth of stars and 
will be able to trace galaxies back to the 
beginning of cosmic time. We are part of 
that evolutionary journey begun some 13.8 
billion years ago. The stars are our 
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ancestors. Today, our choices shape the 
future of our emerging universe. 

What we see and how we see is truly 
important. 

Perhaps you will join me before the summer 
is over to: 

• Look up Yes! magazine or other resources 
that savor the positive things that are 
happening. 

• Investigate what is going on around you in 
your neighborhood, in your parish, or 
politically that helps life flourish. 

• Get in touch with your passion and how you 
live it. 

• Take time to simply sit and allow the night 
sky to envelop you. Allow yourself to feel in 
your body that you have come from stardust 
and that you are part of this incredible 
evolutionary process. 
All of this will enter your being and widen 
your vision. 

And enrich your contemplative seeing. 

 
Nancy Sylvester 
Nancy Sylvester is founder and director of 
the Institute for Communal Contemplation 
and Dialogue. She served in leadership of 
her own religious community, the Sister 
Servants of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, 
Monroe, Michigan, as well as in the 
presidency of the Leadership Conference of 
Women Religious. Prior to that she was 
National Coordinator of Network, the 
national Catholic social justice lobby. ICCD 
is beginning its third decade with new 

resources and programs. For information go 
to www.iccdinstitute.org. 
 

Longtime peace 
educator Marie 

Dennis is Pax Christi 
USA's Teacher of 

Peace 
8 August 2022 

by Dennis Sadowski,  
Catholic News Service 

  

 
Marie Dennis, program director of the Catholic 
Nonviolence Initiative, responds Aug. 7, 2022, 
to receiving the Pax Christi USA Teacher of 
Peace Award during the organization's 50th 
anniversary conference in Arlington, Va. Bishop 
John Stowe of Lexington, Ky., right, presented 
the award as bishop president of the 
organization. (CNS photo/Dennis Sadowski) 
 
ARLINGTON, VA. — For more than 50 
years, Marie Dennis has been asking herself 
as a white middle-class woman who once 
worked for the U.S. Navy how she could 
respond as a Catholic to the cries for justice 
of people around the world. 

It's not an easy question to explore, she 
admitted to Catholic News Service Aug. 6 
on the eve of receiving Pax Christi USA's 
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Teacher of Peace Award during the 
organizations' 50th anniversary conference. 

She realizes even today as program director 
of the Catholic Nonviolence Initiative, her 
latest stop on her journey, that this requires 
listening to and, just as importantly, learning 
from the people who are struggling to 
overcome racism, poverty, war or 
environmental degradation. 

"I'm a product of the Second Vatican 
Council and that whole time of change, of 
transition, of challenge, of rethinking what 
does it mean to be a Catholic Christian, what 
does it mean to follow Jesus," Dennis said. 

The teaching began with herself and with 
her six children. 

"To me, that was the most important 
education that I did," said Dennis, a trained 
physicist who worked on the development of 
nuclear-powered submarines. "It wasn't 
information. It was how do you live 
Christianity. It was how do you do that 
consistently with my kids." 

Dennis recalled how she was particularly 
inspired by the document "Justice in the 
World," which emerged from the 1971 
Synod of Bishops, addressing the issue of 
justice and liberation of poor and oppressed 
people. 

She also repeatedly read A Theology of 
Liberation: History, Politics and 
Salvation by Dominican Fr. Gustavo 
Gutierrez, a Peruvian theologian. The book 
addressed how religious faith could be 
applied to aid poor and oppressed people 
through involvement in political and civic 
affairs. 

Realizing that injustice could be addressed 
by "educating through 
experience," Dennis helped co-found the 

ecumenical Center for New Creation, which 
brought "controversial critical issues" to 
middle class congregations for examination 
through the lens of faith. 

Her desire to learn from new perspectives 
led Dennis to move her six children from a 
comfortable Virginia suburb outside of 
Washington to a farm in the northern part of 
the state. But even that move, she realized, 
was a sign of privilege. Poor and 
marginalized people, she understood, cannot 
move to a new place that is safer, where 
food is easier to obtain and that the impact 
of climate change is less severe. 

In 1989, Dennis joined Maryknoll, first with 
the Maryknoll Society when the missionary 
order reestablished a public policy office in 
Washington. In 1997 she was named 
director of the Maryknoll Office for Global 
Concerns, a position she held for 15 years. 

Meanwhile, Dennis became co-president of 
Pax Christi International, the Brussels-based 
Catholic peace organization formed from the 
ruins of World War II. She served with 
Bishop Kevin Dowling of Rustenburg, 
South Africa, traveling the world to learn 
from people living on the margins. 

With both organizations, Dennis focused on 
educating policymakers about how their 
decisions affected people barely eked out an 
existence or faced violence from battling 
militias, corporate exploitation and a lack of 
basic necessities. 

"(The work) was how do we do the same 
thing in bringing policymakers to have a 
different experience than what they have 
when they think about broader issues," she 
told CNS. 

Dennis also began exploring Christian 
nonviolence during this time. She realized 
that the challenges that unprivileged people 
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face around the world are forms of violence. 
It led her to become part of the fledgling 
Catholic Nonviolence Initiative which was 
introduced in 2016 following a Vatican 
conference. 

"It's been really since 9/11 and the Iraq war 
when it just became clearer and clearer to 
me that the context of violence, whether it's 
racism or economic injustice or food 
insecurity or environmental injustice, it's all 
violence," Dennis said. "Then that began to 
help me learn what is nonviolence and how 
does that connect with the Gospel." 

During the award presentation Aug. 7, the 
final day of the three-day 
conference, Dennis told the 325 attendees 
and an online audience that Pax Christi's 
USA growing engagement with 
"intersecting violences" is leading to a new 
chapter for the half-century-old organization 
as it commits itself to Gospel nonviolence. 

She described nonviolence as "more than 
pacifism," calling it "a spirituality, a way of 
life." 

"It is a potentially universal ethic that could 
guide the world, including in times of crisis, 
toward peace rather than justified war, 
toward respect and inclusion rather than 
exploitation. And it is a proven, effective 
approach to deep peace seen through the 
prism of justice," she said. 

Practicing nonviolence "is not just not 
violent but is muscular and actively engaged 
in preventing or interrupting the violence 
that is embedded in our culture, by the way 
we relate to each other, by the way too many 
in our society who have been and still are 
bruised, broken, killed by 'the system' and 
by the way we humans treat the 
earth," Dennis said. 

"And it is a nonviolence that energetically 
promotes just peace, the new story, the 
beloved community, the new creation," she 
said. 

Crediting Pope Francis for his "vision, 
creativity and commitment to the cry of the 
earth and the cry of those forced to live on 
the margins of our world," Dennis said she 
sees a "paradigm shift" that finds "a leaning 
toward nonviolence in Catholic social 
thought that is being enhanced by the 
synodal process" the church is undergoing. 

She welcomed the interest from the pope 
and other Vatican officials in the work of 
Catholic Nonviolence Initiative, but 
cautioned conference attendees that much 
work remains ahead. 

"To reclaim the centrality of Gospel 
nonviolence would require a radical 
transformation of the internal life of the 
Catholic Church, as well as the public face, 
voice and engagement of the 
institution," Dennis said. 

She also warned that the shift to nonviolence 
is getting pushback by "ferocious and 
powerful" forces and called on Pax Christ 
USA members and the church to not back 
away. 

"Our work is not done and I am afraid it 
won't be for a long time," she said. 
 

Head of Knights of 
Columbus vows to 

continue fight against 
abortion 

9 August 2022 
by Catholic News Service 
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Supreme Knight Patrick Kelly, CEO of the 
Knights of Columbus, speaks Aug. 2 during the 
fraternal order's 140th Supreme Convention in 
Nashville, Tennessee. (CNS/Tennessee 
Register/Andy Telli) 
 
NASHVILLE, TENN. — The U.S. 
Supreme Court's recent decision to throw 
out the precedent set in Roe v. Wade, which 
legalized abortion nationwide, is a landmark 
victory but not the end of the fight for life, 
said Supreme Knight Patrick Kelly. 

"Roe v. Wade is finally gone. We now have 
a chance to win the fight for life," the CEO 
of the Knights of Columbus said 
in delivering his annual report to the 
Supreme Council Aug. 2, opening day of the 
Knights 140th Supreme Convention in 
Nashville. 

The Knights have been involved in the effort 
to end abortion in the United States since the 
beginning of the respect-for-life movement 
soon after the 1973 Roe ruling, Kelly noted, 
by supporting the annual March for Life in 
Washington, providing ultrasound machines 
to pregnancy resource centers and a host of 
other activities. 

"By ending Roe, the court has empowered 
us to end one of the worst injustices in 
American history," Kelly said. "Roe is 
overturned, but we have more work to do. 
We will continue to march for life until 
abortion is unthinkable." 

With the Supreme Court's June 24 decision 
in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health 
Center, the question of abortion now moves 
to the states. 

"Each state has a choice to make," Kelly 
said. "At least half will protect life to some 
degree. But others will keep the abortion 
status quo. And some states will even 
expand abortion, putting mothers and 
children in greater danger. 

"They will double down on a culture of 
death. So we must push forward with a 
message of life." 

"The good news is that the American 
people, in fact, are with us," Kelly added. 
"We have found that when you move 
beyond simplistic labels and ask Americans 
what they actually think about abortion, 
there is a clear pro-life consensus." 

Polling by the Knights and Marist shows 
that seven in 10 Americans favor substantial 
restrictions on legal abortions, Kelly said. 
"Year after year, the overwhelming majority 
wants to protect life." 

"But we can't just change the law. We must 
also change hearts and minds," he said. 

"With Roe gone, many mothers will still 
experience fear and uncertainty," he 
continued. "Many will be tempted to seek an 
abortion in another state. But the Knights 
can point them in a different direction — 
toward life." 

Kelly called on the Knights to increase the 
fraternal order's support for pregnancy 
resource centers that help women 
experiencing an unexpected or crisis 
pregnancy. 

The Supreme Council has launched the Aid 
and Support After Pregnancy initiative, 
known as ASAP. 

http://www.kofc.org/en/events/supreme-convention/2022/index.html


"When a council donates to a pregnancy 
center or maternity home," Kelly said, "the 
Supreme Council will match" the amount 
20%. "We've set an initial target of $5 
million for this year alone. But I know we 
can exceed that goal." 

"ASAP is a priority, and around the world, I 
urge every Knight to rededicate himself to 
supporting mothers and children," he said. 

The Catholic Church in the United States 
and around the world is facing other 
challenges, as well, Kelly said. 

"We are at risk of losing the freedom to 
practice our faith and even to speak openly 
about the most foundational truths," Kelly 
said. "Amid this crisis, it's getting harder to 
be a Catholic. And it's tougher than ever to 
hand on our faith to our children and our 
grandchildren." 

Four out of five Catholics will fall away 
from the Church by their early 20s, Kelly 
said. "In these difficult times, each of us 
needs a living faith. And each of us needs to 
lead others to the faith. That's why we'll 
soon launch a discipleship and 
evangelization initiative." 

Evangelization will be one of his top 
priorities as supreme Knight, said Kelly, 
who was installed in the position in 2021. 
"When I look back on the order's history, I 
see evangelization in virtually everything 
we've done," Kelly said. "Yet today, there is 
a special urgency." 

"Trusting in God's strength, and not in our 
own, Knights of Columbus say, 'Yes.' For 
our faith, for our families — we will gladly 
step into the breach," Kelly said. "For us, 
going into the breach means strengthening 
families and spreading the faith. It means 
deepening our commitment to our highest 
principles — charity, unity and fraternity." 

The Supreme Convention, which attracted 
more than 2,500 Knights and their families 
from around the world to Nashville's 
Opryland Resort and Convention Center 
Aug. 2-4, was the first one held in-person 
since 2019 because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

With more than 2 million members 
worldwide, the Knights are the world's 
largest Catholic fraternal service 
organization. Membership is open to 
Catholic men 18 and older. 

"I know exactly how to sum up the men of 
this brotherhood," Kelly said. "It's the heart 
of my message today and our mission 
moving forward: A Knight is a leader who 
stands in the breach. 

"We protect the faith. We defend the family, 
and when a need arises, we rise to meet it — 
with charity, unity and fraternity." 

In the last fraternal year, Knights donated 
nearly $154 million to charity and provided 
close to 48 million hours of volunteer 
service. 

Before Kelly delivered the annual report, 
Archbishop William Lori of Baltimore, the 
order's supreme chaplain, read a papal 
message from Cardinal Pietro Parolin, 
Vatican secretary of state, delivered on 
behalf of Pope Francis. 

In the aftermath of the pandemic, the 
Catholic Church faces the challenge right 
now "of restoring vibrant parish life, 
rebuilding the works of the apostolate and 
reaching out pastorally to those who, for 
whatever reason, have yet to return to full 
participation in the church's sacramental 
life," Parolin said. 

The pope "is convinced the Knights will find 
creative ways to place their ingenuity, 



generosity and trust in God's grace at the 
service of this urgent task of spiritual 
renewal," he said. 

The message also acknowledged the Knights 
efforts to provide relief to the people of 
Ukraine since the invasion of the country by 
Russia last February. 

It was fitting the Knights gathered in 
Tennessee and the Diocese of Nashville, the 
home of Mikey Schachle, the son of Daniel 
and Michelle Schachle, parishioners at St. 
Christopher Church in Dickson. 

Mikey, now 7, was cured of a deadly case of 
fetal hydrops while still in his mother's 
womb. His cure was proclaimed a miracle 
due to the intercession of Fr. Michael 
McGivney, founder of the Knights of 
Columbus, opening the door to his 
beatification in 2020. The priest now has the 
title "Blessed." 
 

New abortion 
restrictions threaten 

immunocompromised 
patients' access to 

lifesaving drug 
10 August  2022 

by Aleja Hertzler-McCain 
 

 
A student wears a crucifix and a pro-life T-shirt 
during a July 22 Turning Point USA Student 
Action Summit in Tampa, Florida. 
(CNS/Reuters/Marco Bello) 
 
After receiving a text that there was a 
problem with one of her prescriptions and 
making two unsuccessful phone calls to 
clear up the issue, Annie England Noblin 
went to her pharmacy in the Missouri 
Ozarks. 

Noblin hoped to go home with her 
prescription for, among other medications, 
methotrexate, a drug that can help reduce 
inflammation. "I take methotrexate basically 
so that I can function," said Noblin, who has 
been diagnosed with seropositive 
rheumatoid arthritis. 

But when Noblin reached the front of the 
line, the pharmacist told her that her 
diagnosis would need to be confirmed by 
her doctor to ensure she was not using 
methotrexate for an abortion. Under a law 
triggered by the June 24 Dobbs ruling, 
abortion is banned in Missouri except for 
medical emergencies. 

"I was absolutely livid to be told that in the 
pharmacy line, you know, in front of like 
everybody standing there," Noblin told 
NCR. "That's embarrassing, and it's 
infuriating, and it's demeaning." 
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Noblin's story is one of several that 
have come to light in several U.S. states 
since the Supreme Court overturned its 1973 
decision in Roe v. Wade, which had 
guaranteed a constitutional right to abortion. 

 
M. Therese Lysaught is a bioethics professor at 
Loyola University Chicago and a corresponding 
member of the Pontifical Academy for Life. 
(Courtesy of M. Therese Lysaught) 
 
Originally a chemotherapy 
drug, methotrexate is among the most 
prescribed medications in the U.S. because it 
can be used to treat cancer, Crohn's disease, 
psoriasis, rheumatoid arthritis, lupus and 
other conditions. A small minority of 
patients are prescribed methotrexate to end 
ectopic pregnancies, and, in even rarer 
cases, the drug is used for medication 
abortions. 

Ectopic pregnancies occur when the 
fertilized egg implants outside the uterus, 
and they never lead to a viable pregnancy. 
Instead, these pregnancies can cause life-
threatening internal bleeding and maternal 
death. 

Some states that have recently passed 
abortion bans mention methotrexate as an 
abortion-inducing medication. While these 
laws do not prohibit methotrexate's use for 
managing chronic illness, pharmacists and 
some doctors have become concerned about 
the potential legal and criminal 
consequences of violating these laws. 

Noblin said she had never had a delay filling 
her prescription before. While she 
eventually got her medication, she worries 
about what might happen when she needs a 
refill. 

"So much of your physical health sort of is 
hanging on the fact that you need to be able 
to take this medicine," she said. "And I 
always think, what if the next time I go to 
have it filled, they won't fill it?" 
 

"The Catholic Church needs to take 
responsibility for the social ramifications, 

the medical ramifications, all the 
ramifications that we're seeing." 

— M. Therese Lysaught 
 

Zoe Rothblatt, associate director of 
community outreach for the Global Healthy 
Living Foundation, told NCR that, through 
GHLF's online community, she has heard of 
three ways people with chronic illness have 
been affected by more restrictive abortion 
laws: complete loss of access to the drug, 
difficulty accessing it and increased stress 
around sourcing the medication. 
Women are disproportionately represented 
among people with conditions 
like lupus and rheumatoid arthritis. "This is 
an issue that can impact anyone with a 
uterus, and we're very mindful of that, but 
right now, we've been hearing this happen 
from women," Rothblatt said. 

Meghan Clark, associate professor of moral 
theology at St. John's University, told NCR 
in an email that there has been a failure in 
the wider Catholic consciousness to develop 
an understanding of women's health that 
goes beyond pregnancy and childbirth. 

"For decades, a generalized acceptable 
suspicion of women and their doctors has 
been cultivated by not only segments of the 
prolife movement but official voices of the 
Catholic Church," she wrote. 
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Valerie Lewis-Mosley is a retired nurse and 
adjunct professor of theology at Caldwell 
University in Caldwell, New Jersey, and Xavier 
University's Institute for Black Catholic Studies 
in Louisiana. (Courtesy of Valerie Lewis-
Mosley) 
 
Valerie Lewis-Mosley, a retired nurse and 
adjunct professor of theology at Caldwell 
University in Caldwell, New Jersey, and 
Xavier University's Institute for Black 
Catholic Studies in Louisiana, said that she 
is concerned that health disparities may 
widen as a result of restrictions on 
methotrexate, particularly because of 
already concerning rates of Black maternal 
mortality and the disproportionate number 
of Black women among people with lupus.  

"All of life is sacred. All of those issues that 
impact life are sacred. And so the focus on 
just the anti-abortion stance diminishes 
really the true sanctity and human dignity of 
life," Lewis-Mosley said. 

Lewis-Mosley, who has lupus and has been 
prescribed methotrexate, said that some 
people with autoimmune diseases already 
had difficulty with medication access in the 
past few years because of misinformation 
about hydroxychloroquine, an antimalarial 
used to treat lupus and rheumatoid arthritis. 
Former President Trump and some of his 
supporters had wrongly said the medication 

was an effective COVID-19 treatment. That 
misinformation led to shortages of the drug. 

Rothblatt said that in rare cases, she is aware 
of pharmacists or doctors who have 
announced that they are no longer 
prescribing methotrexate to "women of 
childbearing age." More frequently, she 
said, pharmacists are asking patients for 
additional documentation to prove that they 
are not pregnant when taking methotrexate. 

 
Zoe Rothblatt is associate director of community 
outreach for the Global Healthy Living 
Foundation. (Courtesy of Zoe Rothblatt) 
 
The New Republic reported on July 20 that 
CVS, one of the nation’s largest pharmacy 
chains, had issued instructions to 
pharmacists in six states with restrictive 
abortion laws to make sure before 
dispensing methotrexate that it would not be 
used to terminate a pregnancy. CVS 
pharmacists in those states were asked to 
confirm the diagnosis code provided by a 
doctor for the prescription. 

These demands for additional 
documentation have resulted in delays for 
chronically ill patients. "Just missing an 
injection by a day can really have 
consequences for patients, and it's not 
something to be taken lightly," Rothblatt 
said.  

For people who take methotrexate to treat 
inflammatory arthritis, "if a patient was 
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delayed for too long, they could end up in a 
situation where they have a bad flare and 
have irreversible joint damage," Rothblatt 
said. 

The biggest impact for people taking 
methotrexate now appears to be fear about 
whether they will be able to get the drug. 
Anna Hyde, vice president of advocacy and 
access at the Arthritis Foundation, told NCR 
that methotrexate is often prescribed in 30- 
or 90-day supplies, so some people with 
arthritis are still waiting to see if they will 
have problems accessing their prescription. 

M. Therese Lysaught, a bioethics professor 
at Loyola University Chicago and a 
corresponding member of the Pontifical 
Academy for Life, noted that stress 
exacerbates conditions like lupus, 
rheumatoid arthritis and eczema, which are 
all treated by methotrexate.  

Lysaught is among many Catholic ethicists 
who expressed concern about the women 
struggling to access methotrexate in the 
wake of the Dobbs decision. 

Lysaught said that Catholic tradition has 
long taught that pregnant people with cancer 
can take methotrexate as a form of 
chemotherapy, even when that 
chemotherapy will terminate the pregnancy. 
Catholic moral theology teaches that in 
some cases the good consequences of an 
action outweigh the bad, or unintended, 
consequences. 

"If it's OK to take methotrexate when you 
are actually pregnant to treat your cancer, 
knowing that it will kill your child even if 
that is not what you desire, then it's not even 
a question whether a woman can decide to 
take methotrexate when she is not pregnant 
to treat the different illness," Lysaught said. 
"That's the context in which we have to 

understand how completely and utterly 
bizarre and problematic this new issue is." 

Tobias Winright, associate professor of 
health care ethics at St. Louis University, 
told NCR in an email that, unlike 
fundamentalist and evangelical Protestant 
health care ethics, which "tend to 
overgeneralize and to sweep on broad 
strokes — for example, prohibiting all 
abortions," Catholic moral tradition 
embraces nuance.  

"Unfortunately, ever since the convergence 
of fundamentalists/evangelicals and 
Catholics in the 1970s and 1980s in 
opposition to abortion, I worry that many 
Catholics — laity and clergy, including 
bishops — are now unaware of the more 
nuanced Catholic moral tradition and see 
ethical issues such as these in an 
oversimplified way," Winright wrote. 

Said Lysaught: "The Catholic Church needs 
to take responsibility for the social 
ramifications, the medical ramifications, all 
the ramifications that we're seeing." 

Nathaniel Hibner, director of ethics for the 
Catholic Health Association of the United 
States, which is made up of more than 600 
hospitals and 1,600 long-term care and other 
health facilities, told NCR, "We certainly 
have responsibility to try and respond to the 
needs of individuals who are experiencing 
chronic illness as a ministry of the church 
focused on the healing presence of Jesus." 

"Our advocacy teams hopefully are 
becoming more aware of this situation and 
finding allies and partners in the legislative, 
pharmaceutical and professional society, so 
they might be able to influence regulations 
that are arising as well as try to protect and 
empower physicians and pharmacists to 
continue to provide the excellent care that 
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they've been doing well before this case was 
handed down," he said. 

 
Aleja Hertzler-McCain 
Aleja Hertzler-McCain is NCR's Bertelsen 
Editorial Fellow, based in Mount Rainer, 
Maryland. 

 
Where Do We Go From Here? 
I am deeply grateful to Brian McCoy for 
forwarding to me the summary report of the 
Synodal Process conducted in the 
Archdiocese of Seattle.  It is excellent, clear, 
concise, transparent, easy and engaging to 
read.  Together with our own parish 
summary, I believe that it lays out before us 
a path for the future, areas to be addressed, 
how we can facilitate growth, inclusion, and 
continuing the kind of dialogue that the 
synod sessions created:  opportunities for 
parishioners to meet in order to share deeply 
our stories of faith, our need for community, 
deepening a sense of who we are as 
individuals, knowing one another’s names, 
being welcoming and hospitable even more 
than we are!  And we are very welcoming 
and hospitable!  There is always room for 
growth.  The Seattle Summary mirrors our 
own parish summary so beautifully as 
written by Susannah Nelson and I believe 
we need ours on one hand and the Seattle 
Summary in the other.  I am sharing with 

you the entire document as it is only 11 
pages and a very easy, engaging read.  I 
hope you will read it, highlight different 
parts that speak to you, challenge you, 
engage you…and then let’s continue the 
synodal process here at St. Ignatius of 
Antioch! 
 
Synod Synthesis for the Archdiocese of 
Seattle 
I. Introduction 
 
In 2020, Archbishop Paul D. Etienne 
initiated a pastoral planning process in the 
Archdiocese of Seattle, beginning with 90 
listening sessions. From these sessions 
emerged three pastoral priorities for the 
local Church: to encounter Jesus Christ and 
one another; to accompany each other as one 
human family on a journey of discipleship; 
and to live the unconditional love and joy of 
the Gospel. These efforts to engage the 
faithful in dialogue provided timely 
preparation for the diocesan phase of Pope 
Francis’ global Synod on Synodality. In the 
fall of 2021, pastors and other leaders 
identified coordinators to host synodal 
gatherings in parish communities across 
Western Washington. By December of 
2021, about 500 coordinators had been 
named. Coordinator training was offered in 
English, Spanish, and Vietnamese, and 
emphasized the simple, small group 
listening process suggested in the 
Vademecum, with time for prayer, for 
silence, and for listening to the Holy Spirit.  
Synod coordinators were free to design their 
own processes based on the needs of their 
communities. Training also included an 
overview of synodality, best practices to 
create prayerful environments for Spirit-led 
dialogue, templates for local planning, 
guidance on active listening, and 
instructions on writing and submitting 
results to the chancery. Before going forth to 
facilitate sessions in their communities, 
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synod coordinators were also given the 
opportunity to participate in a synodal 
gathering.  
 
All sessions started from the fundamental 
question of the synod: A synodal Church, in 
announcing the Gospel, “journeys together.”  
How is this “journeying together” happening 
today in your local Church? What steps does 
the Spirit invite us to take in order to grow 
in our “journeying together”? In all, synod 
coordinators hosted close to 1,000 
gatherings, both online and in person, in 
which over 11,000 people participated. For 
those unable to attend, an online survey was 
provided, drawing over 250 responses. The 
174 parishes, missions, and pastoral centers 
were the primary places where the synod 
unfolded, with over 90% of parishes 
participating, including some with very 
limited resources.  
 
Additionally, a broad invitation to 
participate was made to other institutions 
and groups, including grade schools, high 
schools, universities, prison ministers, 
Catholic Community Services of Western 
Washington, priests, deacons, and women 
religious. Some coordinators made special 
efforts to invite those on the peripheries, 
including victims of abuse, non-practicing 
Catholics, non-Catholics, the imprisoned, 
and homeless people. A measure of success 
was achieved where relationships had 
already been established, but much remains 
to be done for many groups to feel their 
voices truly matter to the Church. It is 
evident that, despite a relatively high level 
of participation, not all voices and 
viewpoints in this local Church are reflected 
in this synthesis.  
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 After a general overview of the synodal 
experience, this synthesis will explore in 
greater depth the three principal themes that 
emerged in synodal gatherings: community, 
leadership, and the handing on of the faith. 
The Synod: A Transformational Experience 
The synodal gatherings were a new 
experience of Church.  
 
Participants appreciated the ability to share 
their stories — including painful 
experiences — without interruption, 
contradiction, or apologetics. One 
participant described the synod as “an 
official, Church-sanctioned conversation in 
which there are no taboo subjects, no off-
limits subjects, no wrong answers. This is a 
healthy way to talk, rather than simply 
forbidding dialogue about some topics.”  
Many participants expressed that the process 
was healing and hopeful. “The worldwide 
synodal process is a huge blast of oxygen in 
our Church.” “We thank dear Pope Francis 
for this gift of synodal listening, inviting us 
all to take part.” Synod coordinators had a 
special opportunity to experience the grace 
of the process: “It was a holy opportunity as 
leaders to listen to people’s pain and stories. 
It felt very sacramental. Each session was an 
encounter with Jesus.” “[We were] called 
together to listen without judgement, 
without analysis, with love and acceptance. 
Session after session I saw hearts open and 
trust, deeply.” “The process was very 
liberating.” “Our stories helped us to see the 
inherent dignity and grace in every one of 
us. Guided by the Holy Spirit, we were 
moved from disagreement and distrust to 
candor and community…. It was in listening 
that I felt the Holy Spirit’s presence more 
powerfully than I ever have before.” One 
coordinator observed: “Thanks be to you, O 
Holy Spirit, for your gifts, your guidance, 
and your willingness to work with and 
through our humanness. And I’m sorry for 
underestimating you.”  



Amid much hope surrounding the synod, 
there was also skepticism, and even 
cynicism, that the synod would lead to any 
real action. One participant said, “The 
synodal process is great, but it will all end 
up in the theology machine, the usual 
Catholic style.” Another participant relayed 
they were “leery that those who will receive 
our comments will not receive them and 
learn. … This time, too much is at stake.” 
“Will the hierarchy listen to us? Will the 
notes from the listening sessions become 
diluted before they reach the Pope?”  
People want the synod to matter. Rooted in 
Christ The divisions within the broader 
community and Church were clearly 
reflected in the Synodal gatherings.  
Consensus was not reached, nor was that the 
aim of the process. It is clear, however, that 
across all divisions — cultural, 
geographical, ecclesial, political — the 
people of God share a common and 
profound desire for connection with Jesus 
Christ and with other people in a community 
of faith. Contrasting and sometimes 
contradictory viewpoints emerged in these 
conversations.  
 
Many expressed a longing for change in the 
Church — change in who the Church 
welcomes; change in how the Church is led. 
Others feared that any break with tradition 
would be “a threat to the existence of the 
Church”: “Rather than change to fit the 
times, the Church needs to strengthen its 
message — not water it down — and people 
need to embrace all it means to be Catholic.”  
In many cases, these are not merely opinions 
or ideological differences, but deeply held 
convictions rooted in love of Christ. People 
want a Church that is Christ-like in its 
welcome and outreach. People also find 
Christ through traditional practices and 
beliefs, and want those traditions to remain.  
In addition to some stark divides, there is 
much common ground. Synod participants 

treasure the sacraments, especially the 
sacrament of the Eucharist, and want a 
deeper prayer life. They want to know the 
Bible better. They want a living faith that is 
translated into action in the world. They 
want to share their Synodal  
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faith with others, especially those who have 
fallen away from the practice of their faith, 
and with the next generation. There is a true 
missionary impulse in the people of God, 
but many do not know how to share the faith 
they treasure. People want to be equipped 
and empowered to be the Church in the 
world, and they want Church leaders to 
show the way with energy and integrity.  
They are open to new models of leadership. 
They want the institutional Church to reflect 
more effectively what they know about 
Jesus Christ and his Gospel. As a synod 
coordinator said: “The most common thread 
in my sessions was each person’s profound 
need to be recognized, embraced, 
understood, valued, and forgiven by their 
beloved Church. From deep within, they 
treasure their spiritual home and expect the 
best from it. They hold the Church to the 
highest standards — its own standards — 
and most are here because they want to 
participate in the ongoing building of the 
kingdom Jesus came to establish.”  
 
In addition to these common themes, we 
heard consistent concerns from distinct 
groups within the people of God: Young 
people are keenly aware of hypocrisy and 
want a Church of integrity, a Church of 
service, a Church that advocates for justice 
and combats climate change in concrete 
ways. They sometimes struggle to explain 
why they are Catholic to their friends, 
especially when they perceive the Church as 
sidelining women and rejecting the 



LGBTQ+ community. Parents ask for help 
in handing on the faith to their children. 
They sometimes feel unprepared and 
helpless in responding to the moral and 
ethical issues their children face.  
 
Women religious speak of their desire for a 
Church that accompanies, makes reparation 
for the past, walks with young people, and is 
open to new models of leadership.  
 
Many elderly people expressed the pain of 
adult children not practicing their faith, and 
their concerns about the Church’s ability to 
connect with the next generation: Without 
them, there is no future.  
 
Immigrant and refugee communities want 
the help and support of the Church in 
becoming part of their new community, and 
in handing on not only their faith but also 
their language and culture to the next 
generation.  
 
Catholic people of color call upon the 
Church to address racism more forcefully 
and to acknowledge the wrongs of the past 
with sincerity and transparency.  
 
Adult converts have a deep love for the 
Church. Those who have come from other 
Christian traditions encourage the Church to 
renew its efforts in community-building, 
youth outreach, and Bible study.  
 
LGBTQ+ Catholics have experienced 
rejection. When they do feel acceptance 
from a particular priest or parish 
community, they know that might not be the 
case elsewhere. The parents, family 
members, and friends of LGBTQ+ people 
share this pain.  
 
Divorced and remarried Catholics shared the 
pain of the annulment process, which they 
feel is needlessly complex, lengthy, 

intrusive, and even excruciating. Some 
divorced Catholics have been ostracized or 
shamed in their communities.  
 
People who are imprisoned find joy in the 
Catholic faith, especially in the sacraments 
and the rosary. They feel a sense of 
belonging within the Catholic community in 
prison, but fear rejection by parish 
communities when they are released.  
 
Catholics in rural areas share their yearning 
for consistent, accessible clergy and parish 
leaders, and for opportunities to build 
community and grow in their faith.  
 
Catholics who value the pre-Vatican II 
liturgy want a stable Church that is unified 
in its understanding of tradition. Many 
question the purpose and value of 
consultation with the laity, and of this 
synodal process.  
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Non-practicing Catholics, or people who 
were away from the Church for many years, 
can often trace their departure to a negative 
encounter with a priest or minister, 
especially in asking for the sacraments.  
 
Others have drifted away because they feel 
unwanted and unneeded. The next three 
sections of this report will highlight three 
central themes that emerged through all the 
synodal gatherings: community, leadership, 
and handing on the faith to the next 
generation. 
 
 II. Community: A Home, Not an Institution  
 
The importance of community — and 
questions of who belongs to the community 
— came up in virtually every gathering. One 
simple comment captured much of what was 



expressed in synodal discussions of 
community: “We need to be a home, not an 
institution.” The Impact of COVID came up 
frequently. A minority of voices questioned 
the suspension of public Masses in the 
spring of 2020, viewing this as “government 
influence,” suggesting the Church was 
“more concerned with body than soul.” The 
vast majority of participants, however, 
expressed gratitude for the many efforts the 
Church made to stay present, which was a 
source of encouragement for them in a very 
difficult time, and a testament to the 
Church’s adaptability. Many expressed 
concern for the homebound, the elderly, and 
those struggling with mental health 
challenges, all of whom experienced 
profound isolation during COVID. The 
pandemic reawakened people’s awareness of 
the importance of the Eucharist, and the 
eucharistic community, in their lives. Many 
see the post-COVID future as a “a new start, 
[an opportunity] to make the parish the 
center of our community and become more 
vibrant.” People desire to bring more people 
back into the parish with greater personal 
connection and “more in-person activities as 
we come out of the COVID restrictions …  
 
We need to know people's names so we can 
reach out when they're missing. Groups need 
to invite others to join.” People grieve that 
many have still not returned to Mass: “There 
are seasons in our lives and in our church, 
and we are in the Good Friday season.”  
COVID led many to rediscover that “we are 
not meant to live in isolation, but in 
community, and we have the opportunity to 
be community.”  
 
The Value of Community  
 
Catholics treasure their parish communities. 
“Church is home, family, community, 
friendship, peace. People want to go home, 
we are a Church and we are home to one 

another.” People spoke of the power of 
witness and connection: “A woman felt 
drawn to join the Catholic Church as an 
adult after witnessing acts of service and a 
strong sense of faithfulness from Catholics 
she knew.” Another participant shared how 
the Church, through ministries at her parish, 
“reached out to her and re-engaged her when 
her husband left. ‘The Church was there 
when I needed it.’” “We know that our 
parish community has our backs!”  
 
Others shared painful experiences of feeling 
excluded, unneeded, or invisible. A woman 
who volunteered for several years stopped 
volunteering, and said that “no one seemed 
to notice.” “We feel alone despite being with 
other people in Church.” “Interactions are 
shallow, we need more opportunity for deep 
connections and conversations.” One 
participant said, “Parishioners and 
volunteers should be treated like gold, 
because they are!”  
 
There is common awareness of the need to 
provide opportunities for parishioners to 
deepen their relationships with one another 
outside of the Mass. “People come for Mass 
but are looking for more. We  
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need to find out what.”  
 
Bible study, Alpha, and small faith sharing 
groups were named as ways to foster 
connection with others while helping 
individuals grow in faith. People also spoke 
about the need for parish communities to be 
more outward-focused. Participants want “a 
Church that not only tends to whoever 
comes to the temple, but that looks for the 
one who has left or who has never been to a 
Catholic church.” “We are indifferent to the 
outsiders, yet we exist as believers to bring 



them in. People can be self-righteous and 
self-satisfied if ‘me and mine’ are saved 
from hell. What about the abuse victim, 
those consumed with substance abuse, those 
trapped by a bad marriage, poverty, or other 
circumstances? We need to meet them, 
accept them, and welcome them to join our 
walk with God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit.”  
 
People spoke of their desire to be part of this 
welcome: “As members of Christ’s body, 
we have a role to play; we have to receive 
God’s love and share it with others, 
especially those on the margins.” “Each 
person can smile more at Mass to show the 
joy we have … Each person needs to know 
their faith more, and share their daily 
miracles with others around them …. We 
have to be willing to share our faith.”  
Members of parishes facing closure shared 
their concerns. “Are there ways of looking at 
communities and seeing Church in a new 
way that could allow churches to stay open, 
knowing that there is vibrant community 
there, and that we are not dependent upon a 
priest to have access to what it means to be 
Church?”  
 
Barriers to Belonging  
 
The topics of inclusivity, welcoming, and 
hospitality were among the most discussed.  
People consistently pointed to Jesus’ 
example in the Gospels, while highlighting 
barriers to full belonging within the Church.  
“We’re reading the Gospels and seeing how 
Jesus walked with those on the margins and 
those with disabilities, and we don’t see the 
Church doing that.  
 
Jesus’ message is beautiful and counter-
cultural, but we’re not seeing the 
institutional Church living into that.”  
 
Racism  

People of color spoke of routine encounters 
with racism, both inside and outside of the 
Church. A Native American woman shared 
that people often get defensive when racism 
is brought up, but that it needs to be 
discussed, because “it only takes one racist 
person or interaction to have a problem with 
racism in a community.” Another participant 
observed, “It’s tough to deal with racism in 
the Church. It’s difficult to talk about racism 
because not everyone sees it, experiences it, 
or recognizes it.  
 
The synod, though, is the time to bring it up, 
difficult as it is.” “One woman shared that 
she has experienced much racism, especially 
during the sign of peace. White people 
would shake each other’s hands around her, 
but not hers, even when she had her hand 
out. ‘To be honest, I like that with the 
pandemic we do a touch-free sign of 
peace.’”  
 
Another Catholic questioned: “Where was 
the Church in summer 2020, when the whole 
world was talking about racial justice and 
Black Lives Matter? Jesus was always with 
the marginalized.”  
 
Indigenous Catholics spoke of generational 
trauma caused by racism and boarding 
schools. As information comes to light about 
what happened in boarding schools, they 
gain greater understanding of what 
happened to their grandparents, “which 
makes this pain very fresh again.” One 
parishioner observed that in multicultural 
parish settings, “it is visible that we tend to 
separate or cling to our own ethnicity, as 
well as socio-economic background, that the 
lesser or smaller groups are marginalized 
and left behind due to the lack of integration 
or association with those bigger groups.  
 
We cannot walk, journey, or grow together 
until we acknowledge, bridge, and face this 



reality by having an open mind and respect 
for individual rights.” Many diverse parishes 
experience a “lack of connection and  
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cohesiveness/unity. Groups and activities 
are limited too often to one cultural or 
linguistic group” because of the rigidity of 
older, established parishioners. “We are 
strands on the same rope, shredding apart 
instead of twisting together for unification.”  
 
Inclusion  
 
Catholics with disabilities struggle to 
participate fully in the life of the Church.  
Parents of special needs children wonder 
why most Catholic schools are not equipped 
to teach kids with special needs. The 
dilemma of divorced and remarried 
Catholics came up frequently. Some people 
felt ostracized and rejected by people in 
their parish communities when their 
marriages ended. “I was told divorced 
people shouldn’t be eucharistic ministers, 
should not be allowed.” Many found the 
annulment process both unduly long and 
complex, and deeply painful. We need to 
“remove procedural barriers that keep 
people feeling like outsiders and discourage 
them from active participation in the 
Church.” LGBTQ+ Catholics Many 
expressed concerns about the Church’s 
marginalization of LGBTQ+ people; the 
inclusion of LGBTQ+ people was a frequent 
theme of the synodal conversations.  
“LGBTQ people are created in God’s image 
as surely as everyone is. It is past time to 
stop persecuting them and start trying to 
understand and love them.” Parents shared 
their pain: “My daughter is gay. I have no 
idea where that came from, but I realized: 
God loves everybody. I don’t see the Church 
being open to embrace gay people. That 

hurts.” Another mother said, “If God doesn’t 
make mistakes, how can someone say my 
child’s identity is wrong?” News regarding 
the departure of gay teachers at a high 
school “was a painful moment, as hundreds 
of young people came and protested at the 
cathedral, moved by compassion and the 
love of Jesus. They were doing what we 
taught them, they were advocating for 
justice for the marginalized.” Catholic 
school teachers shared that “they are 
frustrated by the Church's definition of 
family: the school has many types of 
families and teachers would like to have 
alternative family structures recognized and 
respected so children feel accepted and not 
ashamed.”  
 
A common thread in talking about inclusion 
was the sense that “the Church often 
prioritizes the doctrine and teaching over 
loving the person in front of us.” “The 
participants reported that the Church teaches 
the doctrine before the encounter with Jesus 
and questioned if it should be the other way 
around.”  
 
III. Leadership  
 
Leadership in the Church is a significant 
area of attention and concern. There has 
been an erosion of trust, which began with 
the clergy sexual abuse crisis. The faithful 
continue to be scandalized and discouraged 
by this legacy of abuse. People do not have 
confidence that there is more transparency in 
these areas today, and they do not feel 
adequate atonement has been made for these 
crimes.  
 
“I love the Church, but I am still grieving 
and heartbroken about the priest pedophile 
issue…. To me, the people in charge who 
moved the priests around make me angrier 
than the pedophiles themselves. As a 
Catholic school teacher, I know we have 



done things to prevent abuse from 
happening, but I’m not sure we have ever 
truly grasped it. It’s heartbreaking when I 
love the Church so much. I’m still 
processing it: I don’t know if I ever will 
truly process it. I’m not sure it’s something 
you can ever put behind you.”  
 
The abuse crisis has made it difficult for 
people to receive the Church’s teaching on 
moral issues: “The Church is quick to judge 
except when they protect their own.”  
 
The erosion of trust brought about by the 
abuse crisis has been compounded by the 
historic complicity of the Church in the 
boarding school system for Indigenous 
children, where the extent of Synodal  
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neglect, abuse, and cultural erasure may 
never be fully known. “My kids are Alaska 
Natives. I know the Pope apologized to the 
native peoples, but I have to wonder how I 
could put my kids in a place where there is 
that legacy of harm.” Financial scandals, and 
the legacy of slavery and racism in the 
United States, have further shaken the trust 
of the faithful. The Church “needs to face up 
to its history of white supremacy and 
institutional racism. Our credibility to speak 
about God’s love for the world depends on 
it.”  
 
The scandal caused to the faithful by these 
catastrophic failures is incalculable and 
continues to get in the way of mission, 
making it hard for the faithful to trust their 
leaders and to share their faith. These 
scandals also make it difficult for priests and 
bishops to lead. People want to feel proud to 
be Catholic, but in the shadow of the past, 
they find it difficult.  
 

Leadership of the Church at the National  
Level  
 
In general, people expressed unhappiness 
with the way the Church operates and 
speaks at the national level, particularly 
regarding political engagement. Many feel 
the American hierarchy is out of touch with 
the needs of the flock, and unable to respond 
to the challenges of our times. People are 
very concerned about the intrusion of 
politics into Church life and are concerned 
about bishops and priests “pushing” agendas 
on both ends of the political spectrum. They 
are concerned about the lack of consistency 
among the bishops and the disconnect 
between the bishops and the Holy Father. A 
priest expressed concern “about not just 
disagreement but contempt for Pope Francis 
by some clergy and the faithful in some 
parts of the country. There are several 
archdioceses not even willing to do the 
synod process.” Many are scandalized by 
the denial of Communion, seeing this as a 
“weaponization” or “politicization” of the 
sacrament of the Eucharist. “Why don’t 
headlines read, ‘Jesus is Really Present in 
the Eucharist!’ instead of ‘Politician denied 
Communion’? In the Gospel we read that 
Jesus welcomed sinners and dined with 
them, but too many are denied access to the 
Eucharistic table, not by Jesus, but by us.”  
Whether with regard to the divorced and 
remarried, politicians, or members of the 
LGBTQ+ community, people feel that the 
Eucharist is being used to punish and 
exclude. “If the Eucharist is the source of 
life, then why cut it off?”  
 
Meanwhile, a smaller number of participants 
expressed frustration that the hierarchy seem 
fearful of speaking the truth and have made 
too many concessions to the prevailing 
culture. People know the bishops oppose 
abortion, but feel that this focus has left 
other evils unaddressed. “It feels like the 



only thing they see as evil is abortion — 
they’ll strike a deal with any devil if they 
say they will end abortion.” People want the 
Church to engage with other social evils 
with the same passion, dedication, and 
intensity — particularly racism, poverty, and 
climate change. One young adult “shared 
how nervous she is for the future of the 
world with climate change, but no one in the 
Church seems to be taking her or it 
seriously.”  
 
For most participants, the measure of 
leadership is the example and teaching of 
Christ. “No one wants to follow [the 
bishops] anymore … no one likes where 
they are going. It doesn’t seem to follow the 
path of Jesus.” “For me, the closer I come to 
Jesus the further I feel from the institutional 
Church. I would like to have that gap 
lessened for me.”  
 
The Impact of the Parish Priest  
 
While there is considerable concern when it 
comes to the broader institutional Church, 
people speak highly of their pastors and 
parish priests. The incalculable impact a 
priest can have came through clearly in the 
synodal conversations. People spoke with 
great love and affection of priests who 
supported and helped them at difficult 
moments in their lives. People expressed 
great “respect for the calling of  
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priests as an incredible sign to the world of 
extraordinary faith and for our faith to stand 
as different in the world.” There is a general 
sense that priests are too busy, overworked, 
or unavailable. “Many want to reach out to 
the priest but feel like he is so busy they 
don't want to overburden him knowing he is 

the only one in the parish ... so often they 
just deal with things on their own.” 
 
 People also spoke of the challenges that 
come with changes in parish leadership.  
People spoke of the pain of a new pastor 
coming in and altering various aspects of 
parish life without consultation, which can 
erode community and lead to a lack of trust. 
One person observed how difficult it is for 
the community when priests move 
frequently, noting that many of the strongest 
parish communities in the archdiocese have 
had long-term pastors.  
 
Models of Leadership  
 
The shortage of priests, and the need to 
consider other models of leadership, came 
up frequently. “We are worried about the 
priest shortage. There are fewer and fewer 
priests and we do not see any sign that will 
change. How will our parishes survive?”  
People expressed openness to other kinds of 
leadership, including deacon-led and lay-led 
communities. Many suggested that the time 
has come to ordain married men. “St. Peter, 
the first Pope, was married.” People pointed 
out that married priests already exist in the 
Orthodox Church, among Eastern Catholics, 
and in the Roman Catholic Church as well.  
 
People see this as a way of not only 
increasing the number of priests, and hence 
the availability of the sacraments, but also of 
enriching the community: “People would 
like to hear someone other than the priest 
give a homily since he cannot relate to many 
situations involving parenting and 
marriage.” People also suggested that 
deacons might be ordained priests or be 
allowed to anoint the sick.  
 
The Role of Women in the Church  
The role of women came up at almost all 
synodal gatherings. People shared the 



powerful impact of women religious in their 
lives. “When I was a child, there was a nun 
who made me feel so loved and cared for.  
That is why I decided to teach catechism, so 
I could be that person for others, like she 
was for me when I was growing up.” The 
loss of sisters is deeply felt by the faithful.  
“Where are the sisters?” one participant 
asked. People would like to see more sisters 
and more “female exemplars of faith to 
connect with.” They would also like to see 
women take more leadership roles in the 
Church. “We want women in leadership 
roles because we can already see women 
with enormous capability. We want our girls 
and young women to see a place in the 
Church for themselves.” “We don't have to 
wait for female ordination to allow women 
visible/prominent roles as leaders, including 
homilists.”  
 
The ordination of women as deacons or 
priests came up frequently. This topic 
emerged not only as a solution to the 
problem of the priest shortage, but as a 
matter of justice. “One mother, who was in 
great pain as she shared this, said that she 
was on the brink of leaving the Church, 
concerned about the effect of the Church’s 
messages toward women on her daughters:  
‘I feel like women are second-class citizens.  
We are discriminated against because we 
can’t be deacons or priests. How is that 
equitable?’” Another participant suggested, 
“If there had been a woman/mom higher up, 
a sexually abusive priest would never have 
been moved from one parish to another.” A 
young adult observed, “If Mary could bring 
Christ bodily into the world through saying 
‘Yes’ to him and carrying him and giving 
birth to him, that is the most priestly thing 
one could do.” 
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Women who work in the Church expressed 
particular concerns. “Three young women 
who have spent their entire working lives 
working in the Church shared that they 
experience sexism, clericalism, and ageism 
daily.” They observe that clerical authority 
often seems to be exercised arbitrarily.  
 
IV. Youth: Handing On the Faith to the Next 
Generation  
 
One of the most prevalent themes that 
emerged in the synodal conversations was 
handing on the faith to the next generation.  
 
One participant said: “I love that my faith 
comes from 2,000 years of one generation 
handing the faith to the next generation. I 
am concerned that it won’t be handed to the 
next generation now.” Parents express great 
anxiety for their children. “It breaks our 
hearts to see our children that we brought to 
Mass and sent to Catholic schools and 
colleges reject the Church.” “I feel like a 
failure because I was not able to hand down 
my faith to my children who are now 
adults.”  
 
People grieve that their family members 
seem to have lost this part of their heritage 
and the spiritual lifeline of the faith. People 
expressed concern about the survival of the 
Church itself, and about all that young 
people are losing without the sacraments. “A 
lot of young people are missing out on what 
the Church has to offer — that peace. I teach 
confirmation and in that group I encounter 
an increasing number of kids with a spiritual 
malaise — it’s challenging to help these 
young people find the peace, the community 
that comes with participation in the Mass.”  
 
Parents with young children want to know 
how to hand on the faith in a way that will 
help their children place the practice of the 



faith at the center of their lives, and they 
want the help of the Church in doing this.  
 
People also talked about the reasons for the 
disconnect with youth. Some highlighted the 
many competing voices in culture and 
society which vie for the attention of young 
people, including school activities.  
 
Immigrant and refugee communities noticed 
a breakdown of respect between elders and 
children. Some spoke of the pressures young 
people are under, pointing to a solipsism and 
deep isolation in younger generations. Many 
wondered whether Church teaching in some 
areas has alienated young people.  
 
People suggested that service, outreach, and 
social justice could be a way of connecting 
with youth. One participant asked, “The 
passions of youth match the core of the faith 
and the life of Christ so beautifully right 
now; can we not move to elevate their 
voices more, since they are so in line with 
Christ’s teachings?”  
 
Voices of Youth  
 
In synodal conversations with young people, 
they expressed that they treasure their time 
with priests and deacons outside of 
sacramental celebrations. They value real 
relationships and want more of them. They 
want their priest to know their names. For 
the young, inclusion, community, and 
service are high values. They want to 
encounter Christ, to participate in parish life, 
to know their faith and to practice it more 
concretely through hands-on service. One 
coordinator summarized: “They want to find 
joy and energy at Church events, but find 
themselves with little room for faith 
expression. They shared desires for beauty, 
transcendence, and energy at Mass and 
parish events, an ‘alive’ faith, as well as 

reaching out to the young and an explicit 
invitation … that they would be involved.”  
 
Many young people expressed a desire to be 
able to share their faith and Church 
teachings, but do not feel equipped to do so.  
Young people “want an active, loving 
Church, which requires doing/living our 
faith in a personal way that goes beyond 
merely attending Church services.” They 
want to be part of the Church now — not 
just in the future — but often feel there is no 
room for them. “A young man said he 
enjoyed youth classes  
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but after graduation there were no places for 
him in the Church. He no longer mattered.”  
There is a sense of not belonging: “Kids and 
others who struggle to make sense of life … 
don’t feel the embrace of God in Church for 
who they are, their questions, their feelings, 
their self-doubts, their differing opinions. 
They don’t feel Church journeying with 
them.” Sometimes young people reported 
feeling judged, “rejected or stifled in 
parishes run by the elderly.” A mother 
whose daughter no longer practices the faith 
said, “I asked my daughter what the ideal 
church would look like. ‘The Catholic 
Church isn’t a happy place,’ she told me.  
‘There’s nothing for me there.’”  
 
Young people also want the Church to speak 
out about issues that matter to them, 
especially justice and race. Many are 
troubled by the Church’s attitude toward 
LGBTQ+ people. “One teenager said they 
want a more welcoming Church and don’t 
like that people assume they are anti-
LGBTQ because they are Catholic.”  
 
Many young people see a contradiction 
between the Gospels and the Church’s 



treatment of gay people. A fifth-grade boy 
said, “If we're all children of God, how are 
we not equally accepted?" Another student 
said, “If God says he loves everyone and he 
doesn’t lie, doesn’t he also love trans 
people?” A teacher summarized: “I think 
students are genuinely challenging the 
Church to see them in their struggle, and 
comfort, encourage, and affirm the goodness 
of each person. Not try to change them — 
but affirm the innate goodness of their 
humanity. Many of these students did not 
feel affirmed, but rejected or judged. This is 
a powerful challenge to the Church.”  
 
Conclusion  
 
In a polarized culture, the synodal process 
offers a way for the people of God to 
journey together in company with the Holy 
Spirit. Synodality is not easy. Sharing and 
listening to painful experiences is difficult, 
and the challenges can seem 
insurmountable. Pain and love existed side 
by side in these synod conversations. But 
there is great cause for hope in the 
willingness of so many to participate in the 
synodal process, in people’s deep love for 
the Church, and in the universal desire for a 
deeper relationship with Christ as 
individuals and for the Church to reflect 
Christ more compellingly in the world.  
 
This process has helped bring to the surface 
many hopes and dreams for the future: “To 
not leave anyone behind. To reach out to 
those who fell away during the pandemic.  
To speak to people in the realities of their 
life and how Jesus can be found there, no 
matter where they are. For people to become 
more involved beyond just coming to 
Mass.”  
 
People long for “a Church that values all its 
members, from the young to the old, and 
seeks the active involvement of all in 

ministries and attempts to find bridges that 
unite diverse groups (such as young and 
old). A Church that focuses on young people 
and makes the faith relevant to their lives 
and to the contemporary world.”  
 
As the whole Church looks forward to the 
Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of 
Bishops in October 2023, our local Church 
will continue to reflect on our experiences of 
the synod.  
 
The chancery will provide ways for 
parishes, chancery leadership and other 
groups to read and discuss this synthesis.  
 
More importantly, the synodal process itself 
needs to become a way of life in this local 
Church and needs to be woven into pastoral 
planning processes at the parish and 
archdiocesan levels.  
 
The synod provided an opportunity for the 
faithful to see themselves and one another as 
they truly are: members of the Church, the 
Body of Christ.  
 
As one coordinator put it: “During the 
synodal gatherings, I felt I encountered the 
Church itself, in a way I never had before.  
 
The experience brings to mind the words of 
St. Teresa of Avila, who died under the 
shadow of the Inquisition, aware that many 
were suspicious of the reform she dreamed 
of bringing about. Her last words were, ‘I 
am a daughter of the Church.’ We, too, are 
children of the Church.”  
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Brief participation statistics*:  
 
• 127 of 142 (90.1%) of parish communities 
provided listening session reports  
 
• 986 Synodal gatherings • 11,191 
participants (63% female, 37% male)  
 
• Race, Culture, Ethnicity:  
o 3% - African American, Black, African  
o 58% - Caucasian, White  
o 0.5% - Chinese  
o 4.5% - Filipino  
o 18% - Hispanic, Latino  
o 0.2% - Japanese  
o 0.3% - Korean  
o 0.2% - Native American, American 
Indian, First Nations, Alaska Native  
o 1.2% - Pacific Islander, Native Hawaiian  
o 5% - Vietnamese  
o 3% - Multi-racial  
o 6% - Unknown  
 
*Data represents only activity reported to 
the Archdiocese of Seattle. Information on 
age and race are not official and represent 
estimates by local synodal event facilitators. 
 

'Synodal spirit is alive 
in Africa,' say 

speakers at major 
theological summit 

11  August 2022 
by Christopher White 

  

 
Participants talk during a July 19 breakout 
session of the Pan-African Catholic Congress on 
Theology, Society and Pastoral Life, which took 
place July 18-23 in Nairobi, Kenya. (NCR 
photo/Christopher White) 
 
NAIROBI, KENYA — An old African 
proverb says that "until the lions have their 
own historians, the history of the hunt will 
always glorify the hunter." 

A second gathering of the Pan-African 
Catholic Congress on Theology, Society and 
Pastoral Life, which took place in Nairobi in 
July, showed that the lions are not only 
writing their own history now, but they are 
shaping their future — and also that of the 
global Catholic Church. 

In 1900, an estimated 2 million Catholics 
lived on the African continent. Today, that 
number stands at about 236 million. 

And the common sentiment expressed 
during the July 18-23 gathering at the 
Catholic University of Eastern Africa is that 
the ones who were once evangelized must 
now become the evangelizers. 

That was certainly the desire of Pope 
Francis, who sent a video message to 
participants, expressing his hope that "paths 
emerge from this congress that the church 
needs: paths of missionary, ecological 
conversion, peace, reconciliation and 
transformation of the whole world." 

https://www.ncronline.org/authors/christopher-white
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2013/03/22/175046327/chinua-achebe-and-the-bravery-of-lions?t=1659595895295
https://dornsife.usc.edu/iacs/global-christianity/
https://www.ncronline.org/news/theology/news/news/be-messengers-mercy-pope-tells-african-theologians


 
Precious Blood Sr. Mumbi Kigutha, organizing 
secretary of the Pan-African Catholic Congress 
on Theology, Society and Pastoral Life, speaks 
July 20 during the gathering in Nairobi, Kenya. 
(NCR photo/Christopher White) 
 
More than 100 pastoral leaders and 
interdisciplinary scholars from more than 20 
African countries and five continents met in 
the Kenyan capital for the second congress 
organized by the Pan-African Catholic 
Theological and Pastoral Network, with a 
theme of "Walking Together for a Vital 
Church in Africa and in the World." 

At the outset, Kenyan Precious Blood 
Sr. Mumbi Kigutha, organizing secretary of 
the congress, told NCR that the goal was to 
put everything on the table — even the 
sometimes taboo topics, such as clericalism, 
the role of women and LGBT persons, that 
are often off-limits in the African church. 

The six days of discussion did just that, with 
sessions on domestic violence, war, 
economic and ecological crises, child sexual 
abuse, human trafficking and more — all 
against the backdrop of the Vatican's 
revamped global synodal process, meant to 
facilitate greater participation of Catholics 
throughout the world. 

By the end, a joint declaration was 
approved, stating: "The urgent and complex 
social problems that afflict us show how 
important it is that the synodal spirit — 
'walking together' — becomes a source of 
inspiration for ethical, ecclesial, and 
political commitments." 

And in between, according to DePaul 
University theologian William Cavanaugh, 
the congress demonstrated that "there's an 
openness to the future here, rather than 
looking backwards." 

Palaver as synodality in action 

Synodality has long been a difficult word to 
define — and not just for Catholics. But in 
Africa, as congress participants repeatedly 
attested, another word for synodality might 
be palaver. 

Palaver, which takes its origins from the 
name of the tree under which traditional 
African communities would gather to 
discuss issues of importance, is the 
philosophical method that shaped both the 
first-ever Pan-African Catholic Congress 
(which took place in Enugu, Nigeria, in 
2019) and its latest iteration in Kenya. 

Historically, the palaver method has 
emphasized a sharing of ancient wisdom to 
find practical, peaceful solutions in 
confronting sometimes divisive issues of the 
day, in which everyone gets a chance to 
have their say. 

https://www.globalsistersreport.org/authors/mumbi-kigutha
https://www.ncronline.org/news/theology/news/news/be-messengers-mercy-pope-tells-african-theologians
https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/pope-francis-opens-synod-encouraging-church-master-art-encounter


 
A plenary session of the of the Pan-African 
Catholic Congress on Theology, Society and 
Pastoral Life on July 20 in Nairobi, Kenya (NCR 
photo/Christopher White) 
 
So, too, according to conference participants 
and organizers, is synodality at its best. 

Addressing the conference via video, 
Cardinal Mario Grech, secretary general of 
the synod, told participants, "The religious, 
cultural, philosophical traditions of Africa 
have such rich resources, examples and 
values and practices that really can correlate 
with the concept of synodality." 

"The synodal spirit is alive in Africa," he 
said, "rooted in the diverse and inculturated 
ways of being church in local contexts." 

Numerous conference attendees attested to 
this reality, saying that the synodal process 
was something felt and experienced not just 
at the levels of leadership in the church, but 
in the pews of churches and beyond. 

Nairobi Archbishop Philip Anyolo told NCR 
that in his archdiocese, the goal was to 
include in the synod process not just 
Catholics but other Christians and those 
outside of the church. He said that of the 5 
million people who live in Nairobi, more 
than 2 million had participated, mainly 
through listening sessions over the last year 
held throughout the Kenya capital. 

Because of synodality, 'I have the 
opportunity to explain to a clergyman, a 

priest, what it means to be a woman in the 
Catholic Church.' 
—Nora Nonterah 

 
Similarly, Kenyan St. Joseph Sr. Leonida 
Katunge, who is both a theologian and a 
civil lawyer, said that she was impressed 
that the official prayer for the synod was still 
being prayed regularly at local parishes 
throughout the city and that posters for the 
synod continue to fill the churches. 
She noted that part of the reason for the 
widespread enthusiasm among the laity is 
that "we have lived in a church of 
clericalism." 

"This is what we have been called to change 
and also appreciate the fact that we have 
been invited as protagonists," she told NCR. 

That spirit has rippled across the continent, 
said Ghanian theologian Nora K. Nonterah. 

"Synodality simply means all of us working 
together, walking together, doing things 
together by recognizing that we all, by virtue 
of our baptism, are called to the same 
responsibility," she said. "As a laywoman in 
the church and a theologian, synodality 
means everything to me." 

 
Outside the entrance of the Catholic University 
of Eastern Africa in Nairobi, Kenya (NCR 
photo/Christopher White) 

https://www.globalsistersreport.org/blog/ministry-qas/q-sr-leonida-katunge-becoming-civil-lawyer-help-kenyas-religious-55992
https://www.globalsistersreport.org/blog/ministry-qas/q-sr-leonida-katunge-becoming-civil-lawyer-help-kenyas-religious-55992


She believes the essence of synodality can 
be seen in the palaver approach, which was 
modeled at the congress, with Catholics 
from various backgrounds, titles and 
functions seated at the same table. 

"Because of this approach, I have the 
opportunity to explain to a clergyman, a 
priest, what it means to be a woman in the 
Catholic Church," she said.  

"That is what synodality actually means," 
Nonterah added. "The ability for all of us to 
come from wherever we are to meet each 
other at a point where we can have 
conversations about what's happening in the 
church and be able to say, 'In the spirit of 
synodality, may I say this.' " 

Combating 'sacerdotal megalomania' 

Yet if synodality has helped usher in a new 
way of being church, congress participants 
were not shy in naming the ecclesial 
problems they see needing a course 
correction. 

Nigerian theologian Ikenna Okafor 
identified clericalism as a root problem that 
posed a "danger to synodality." 

He went on to dub this a "sacerdotal 
megalomania," which he said is evident 
"when the priest is so much conscious of his 
power that he decides to use this power in a 
manner and way that does not actually lead 
to pastoral charity." 

Too often, he said, a priest believes that his 
power is unable to be challenged because he 
is the only one that performed a certain 
function in his community, and "then it 
becomes an abuse to use this power against 
the community."  

 

'No one is saved alone. In Africa, we are a 
family. Therefore, all of us should be 

engaged.' 
—Fr. Nicholaus Segeja 

 
Fr. Nicholaus Segeja of Tanzania, a member 
of the Vatican's Theological Commission for 
the synod, concurred, saying that there is 
often a mindset in Africa that theology only 
belongs to a select few — a problem he said 
was particularly acute in seminaries.  
A constant thread in the writings of Pope 
Francis, said Segeja, is one of 
"inclusiveness."  

"This has made us look at life differently," 
he added. "No one is saved alone. In Africa, 
we are a family. Therefore, all of us should 
be engaged." 

Sengalese Sr. Anne Béatrice Faye of the 
Congregation of Our Lady of the 
Immaculate Conception of Castres pointed 
to Francis' 2018 Episcopalis Communio, 
which outlines the structure of the synod. 

Faye observed that the constitution 
emphasizes the role of episcopal 
communion between the bishops and the 
pope, marked by mutual understanding and 
listening. 

This, she added, should "shape how a bishop 
relates to his own priests and laypeople, and 
then gradually from the top down, we are 
developing a synodal community." 

 

 

 

 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/listening-church-pope-gives-new-vision-synod-bishops


 
Mass is celebrated July 20 during the Pan-
African Catholic Congress on Theology, Society 
and Pastoral Life in Nairobi, Kenya. (NCR 
photo/Christopher White) 
 
Okafor offered a similar observation, noting 
that "synodality is grounded in fraternity." 

"To me, synodality is not actually about 
structure or doctrine, but the attitude that we 
bring to this common journey where the 
priest and people march together as equals 
but with different functions within the 
community," he said. 

If embraced, this could have dramatic 
repercussions, said Nigerian theologian 
SimonMary Asese Aihiokhai, who said that 
the hierarchical, vertical structure of the 
church continues to colonize — a fact that 
he lamented when specific reference of 
LGBT persons was not included in the 
congress' final statement.  

"That is a universal problem, but Africa is 
suffering because Africa has refused to let 
go of the colonizing theology and structures 
given to it by the missionaries," said 
Aihiokhai. 
 
'If we really want to embrace synodality, we 

have to see synodality as a decolonizing 
tool.' 

—SimonMary Asese Aihiokhai 

What is needed, he observed, is not just a 
reexamination of the priesthood, but more 
importantly, a reengagement of the theology 
of baptism, which he said emphasizes the 
role that all of the people of God, not just 
the priest, have to play in the church. 

"If we embrace the rich, dynamic 
understanding of baptism, we can correct the 
abuses of the church," he said. "If we really 
want to embrace synodality, we have to see 
synodality as a decolonizing tool." 

'Walking with our ancestors' 

Conversations about synodality can pivot to 
hot-button issues, such as women deacons or 
married clergy, but at the congress these 
were often seen as second- or third-tier 
topics. Attendees said if the pope opens the 
doors for such possibilities, they would 
happily go along with it, but they weren't at 
the top of their docket or among the most 
pressing needs.  

Instead, the most frequently discussed issues 
tended to be economic concerns, war and 
climate change. 

Bishop Eduardo Hiiboro Kussala of 
Tombura-Yambio, South Sudan, told NCR 
that "synodality has an element of unity" — 
something that he described as especially 
needed in a country ravaged by a 
decadelong civil war. 

"It's an invitation for our people to get 
together. In a country like mine, we use this 
as a method where we can bring together 
people that are broken apart by conflict to 
listen to one another," he said. "This can 
create a road map to bring a peaceful 
country." 

He also noted that confronting corruption 
and the economic imbalances within society 
were among the top issues raised in local 



diocesan listening sessions, especially 
among youth, who make up an 
overwhelming majority of the African 
church. 

"People would like to see their church active 
in social justice," he said. 

Emilce Cuda, co-secretary of the Vatican's 
Pontifical Commission for Latin America 
and the Holy See's official representative to 
the congress, encouraged participants to be 
just that.  

"Social justice is at the center of the social 
teaching of the church," she said. "That is 
not an accident." 

"For some people, to speak about social 
justice is to not speak about theology," she 
observed, but the "theology of the people" 
demands standing with workers, the 
economically oppressed and those involved 
in popular movements. 

"This is not communism," she said. "This is 
Christianity." 

 
Emilce Cuda speaks at the Pan-African Catholic 
Congress on Theology, Society and Pastoral Life 
on July 19 in Nairobi, Kenya. (NCR 
photo/Christopher White) 
 
Cuda was among theologians from other 
continents who were part of dialogue with 
African theologians and scholars at the 

congress. Also during the congress, the 
editorial board of the theological journal 
Concilium — which was founded in 1965 to 
promote the theology of the Second Vatican 
Council — met in Africa for the first time. 

In addition, the congress invited ecumenical 
partners, including Bishop Laurie Larson 
Caesar of the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in America. 

"We had to come from the Oregon Synod to 
Africa to be asked about what synodality 
looks like for Lutherans," she told NCR, 
describing her work in the Lutheran 
Church's Oregon Synod, which has gone 
ignored by the local Catholic hierarchy but 
piqued the interest of theologians in Africa. 
"That's a sad but true irony, but it's not a 
condemnation of the whole Catholic Church 
by any means. It's just a heartache." 

Juan Carlos La Puente, who serves as 
Caesar's associate for intercultural and 
interreligious mission, said that synodality 
demands that the church considers questions 
like "With whom do we want to walk? With 
whom do we feel called to walk?" 

But it also, he added, "means walking with 
our ancestors."  

In Kenya, another proverb of ancestral 
wisdom repeated throughout the congress 
was "If you want to walk fast, walk alone. 
But if you want to walk far, walk together." 
 
'Culture wars, at least not in the same way, 

are just not present here.' 
—William Cavanaugh 

 
"There seems to be a sense that that's real 
here," said DePaul's Cavanaugh, who 
observed that the congress focused on "a 
whole different set of issues than what the 
church in the U.S. is typically obsessed 
with." 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/people/meet-emilce-cuda-pope-francis-catholic-social-teaching-expert-vatican


"Culture wars, at least not in the same way, 
are just not present here," he told NCR. 

As the conference concluded, Ugandan Sr. 
Mary Justine Naluggya, a canon lawyer 
from the Sisters of the Institute of the 
Immaculate Heart of Mary Reparatrix, 
observed that many missionaries came to 
Africa to "bring us the faith." 

Now, she said, it was time to go out and 
allow those from Africa to offer an example 
to the rest of the church, one she said that 
was marked by "co-responsibility" of all of 
the church's members, "which drives us to 
synodality." 

There are those, observed, Sr. Katunge, who 
believe that the process of synodality is over 
now that local listening phases are complete. 
And the same could be said of the congress 
and the weeklong discussions that took place 
in Nairobi. 

But in the words of Katunge: "This is just 
the beginning."  

 
Christopher White 
Christopher White is the Vatican 
correspondent for NCR. His email address 
is cwhite@ncronline.org. Follow him on 
Twitter: @CWWhiteNCR. 
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Pope Francis chats with retired Pope Benedict 
XVI at the retired pope's home in the Mater 
Ecclesiae monastery at the Vatican 30 June 
2015. (CNS/L'Osservatore Romano) 
 
VATICAN CITY — Pope Francis' plans to 
visit the central Italian city of L'Aquila and 
its basilica Aug. 28 fueled speculation of a 
possible announcement of his resignation, 
which he has firmly denied. 

L'Aquila's basilica is the burial place of St. 
Celestine V, who issued a decree declaring 
the right of a pope to voluntarily resign, and 
then he did so in 1294. It was also where — 
on top of Pope Celestine's glass casket — 
then-Pope Benedict XVI left his woolen 
pallium he had worn during his installation 
Mass — a gesture many wondered had been 
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a sign of his resignation to come four years 
later. 

In the more than 700 years that have passed 
since St. Celestine established this legal 
precedent, the right of a pope to resign 
remains ensured in church law. 

The law is not very detailed, saying only 
that the decision must be made freely and 
"duly manifested," and no one needs to 
formally accept a pope's resignation for it to 
be valid. 

That means nothing in canon law covers the 
legal status of the bishop of Rome who 
resigns from his office: What is his title, 
name, place of residence and means of 
support? What is his relationship with his 
successor, his role, responsibilities and 
powers in the church? And how is his 
funeral and burial to be carried out? These 
are just some of the questions canon lawyers 
would like answers to as part of their task of 
avoiding confusion, promoting unity and 
protecting the dignity and rights of a retired 
pope in the wings. 

One canon lawyer and consultor of the 
Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts said 
the "obvious symbolism" of visiting 
L'Aquila would be the perfect opportunity 
for the pope to finally promulgate legislation 
needed to fill many gaps regarding a pope 
who resigns. 

The canonist, Geraldina Boni, told Catholic 
News Service, "It is no longer inconceivable 
for a pope to resign, with this door having 
been 'opened,' as Francis himself has said 
several times." 

However, "this situation must be regulated" 
along with what to do when a pope is unable 
to govern the universal church when he is 
completely, permanently and irreversibly 
impeded or impaired because of a 

debilitating illness or other conditions, she 
said in an email response to questions in 
early August. 

Boni is a professor of canon law at the 
University of Bologna's prestigious "Alma 
Mater Studiorum." She and other canonists 
launched a project in 2021 to draft 
legislative proposals that could be studied 
and discussed on an online platform with the 
aim of presenting the suggestions to "the 
supreme legislator," the pope, for his 
consideration. 

The proposed norms can be found 
at progettocanonicosederomana.com with a 
proposed "apostolic constitution" to regulate 
an entirely impeded Roman See and one on 
the legal status or "canonical condition of 
the bishop of Rome who resigned his 
office." 

 
Pope Benedict XVI reads his resignation in 
Latin during a meeting of cardinals at the 
Vatican in this Feb. 11, 2013, file photo. While 
papal resignation is provided for in canon law, 
it's not specifically regulated. Some canon 
lawyers have launched an effort to hash out 
proposals to regulate it. (CNS/L'Osservatore 
Romano) 
 
The church owes tremendous gratitude to 
the shepherd who, "moved by faith and love 
for Jesus Christ, decided to accept and carry 
out, maybe for many years, the hard and 
difficult burden of the Roman pontificate," 
the proposal on resignations says. 

https://www.progettocanonicosederomana.com/


Therefore, it says, "rather than binding 
prescriptions drawn out of the canonical 
legislation, these provisions mainly include 
some appropriate orientations that will have 
to be applied with caution," and they are 
intended to be "especially respectful of the 
personal dignity" of the retired pope. 

Many of the suggestions mirror the 
approaches most often taken by Benedict, 
who had to trailblaze a path forward when 
he stepped down. 

For example, the proposal says "the 
manifestation of the resignation must 
preferably be put into writing and ordinarily 
presented in a consistory of the College of 
Cardinals or in another way that makes it 
publicly knowable." 

Also, "the name of the one who resigned can 
be the same that he used during his office," 
he "may use the white cassock that Roman 
pontiffs usually wear" and he may reside 
where he chooses, including Vatican City. 
The papal "fisherman's ring" and the seal 
used to issue papal documents must also be 
destroyed, the proposal says. 

But the biggest departure in the proposal 
from what Pope Benedict has done regards 
the retired pope's title. 

Instead of "pope emeritus," the proposal 
says the retired pontiff "receives the title of 
bishop emeritus of Rome" and he "uses the 
ring that every bishop must wear." Some 
photos of the retired pope show him wearing 
his gold cardinal's ring. 
 
"Having two people with the title of 'pope,' 
even if one added 'emeritus,' it cannot be 

said that this might not generate confusion 
in public opinion." 

— Cardinal-designate Gianfranco 
Ghirlanda 

"The bishop emeritus of Rome does not 
assume or regain the dignity of cardinal nor 
the functions that are attached to it," the 
proposal says, adding, "however, in 
liturgical and canonical matters the bishop 
emeritus of Rome has the privileges and 
faculties attributed to cardinals." 

The title, "pope emeritus," has been a point 
of debate for some canonists, including 
Cardinal-designate Gianfranco Ghirlanda, a 
Jesuit theologian and canon lawyer who will 
be one of four new cardinals aged 80 or over 
Francis will elevate Aug. 27 as a symbolic 
honor to thank him for his service to the 
church. 

At a two-day congress on the historical and 
canonical aspects of a papal resignation, 
held in L'Aquila last December, Ghirlanda 
said, "Having two people with the title of 
'pope,' even if one added 'emeritus,' it cannot 
be said that this might not generate 
confusion in public opinion." 

The idea of more than one pope at one time 
"dangerously mixes up the precise meaning 
of the Petrine ministry, which is that of 
being a sign of unity of the church, 
therefore, one sign of unity of the church," 
he said in his talk. 

He said Benedict has a "deeply spiritual and 
mystical" understanding of his papal 
election in that one may resign from the 
office and continue to "carry out a function 
that is also part of the Petrine ministry," 
such as a dedication to prayer. 

Even though he believes the retired pope did 
not intend to be making some kind of 
"dogmatic or canonical" statement with his 
title, the cardinal-designate said a canon 
lawyer has to look at "the practical 
consequences of a theoretical statement: 
What does this imply? What really 
happens?" 



Theoretical assertions "cannot be valid," he 
said, if they contradict "the purpose for 
which one has an institution in the church, 
particularly institutions of divine right," he 
said. Such assertions "must be corrected or 
at least interpreted in such a way that they 
do not create misunderstandings and 
misinterpretations with serious 
repercussions for the life of the church." 

"The title 'former Roman pontiff' or 'former 
supreme pontiff' could also have been 
given" to indicate the person who resigned is 
no longer pope, he said. 

Boni told CNS, "We will see if the work 
done by us university professors has been 
considered — even in criticizing it or 
departing from it — by the eventual drafters 
of any papal legislation." 

"Certainly the wide debate that has built up 
on the issue has helped dismantle a taboo 
that had no reason to exist," she said. 
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