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Week Thirty-Six: The Quest for the Grail 
  

A Heroic Journey 
  

The main character is a hero or heroine who 
has found or done something beyond the 
normal range of achievement and 
experience. A hero is someone who has 
given his or her life to something bigger 
than oneself. —Joseph Campbell, The 
Power of Myth 
 
In this week’s meditations we turn to Quest 
for the Grail, based on Father Richard’s 
earlier work with men and spirituality. The 
power of myth and legend can help us grow 
in consciousness and maturity, and the Grail 
legends contain many such archetypal 
patterns. All are invited to embark upon a 
heroic journey: 
 
I am told that European quest legends 
emerged in various forms around 1180 to 
1350 CE. They originated from different 
levels of society, at precisely the time when 
the great gospel story was in eclipse and no 
longer reaching the ears or affecting the 
souls of Christians. It could be said that 
Grail stories were lay persons’ ways of 
charting and describing a necessary and 
good spiritual path. 

The myth expressed the deep wisdom of the 
Christian collective unconscious in a style 

that was neither churchy nor clerical. 
Instead, these stories moved confidently into 
a world of mystery and metaphor. They 
could do this because the quest was real and 
the myths were anchored in reality. 

I believe we live in a time when the quest 
is no longer real. People are unsure of the 
goal, insecure in their search for meaningful 
patterns, and even unconvinced of any 
divine origins. It is a major crisis of meaning 
for the West; at the deepest level, it is a loss 
of hope. The anxiety and solutions to this 
crisis cannot be addressed at a mere surface 
or problem-solving level. Only sacred 
psychology or mythology are deep and true 
enough to address questions of meaning and 
hope. 

What true religion has always done is open 
the door to this symbolic universe, to the 
world of the soul that is the primary access 
point for the spirit world. Healthy religion 
teaches us how to see, how to see more 
clearly, and how to see things all the way 
through. 

The quest for the Grail is a homespun story 
of a man named Parsifal growing up and 
learning the right questions through trial and 
temptation as he pushes on toward God. 
During the quest, God speaks and leads 
through family, failure, violence, visitors, 
betrayal, sexuality, nature, shadow, and 
vision. Every person and every event the 
man encounters is a necessary and grace-
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filled occasion. There are no dead ends, 
though there seem to be many. There is no 
wasted time, no useless characters, no 
random happenings. All has meaning. It is a 
wholly enchanted universe; God is in all 
things waiting to speak and even to bless. 

The Grail story can be told and retold, but 
finally it is a quest that must be walked. It is 
always a descent, always a terror, and for 
those who know the bigger story, always 
participation in a miracle. 

  
  

Adapted from Richard Rohr, Quest for the 
Grail (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 
1994), 9–13, 27. 

Image credit: Katrina Lillian 
Sorrentino, Entelechy 1, 2 & 3 (details), 
2022, photographs, Spain, used with 
permission. Jenna Keiper & Leslye Colvin, 
2022, triptych art, United States.  This 
week’s images by Katrina Lillian Sorrentino 
appear in a form inspired by early 
Christian/Catholic triptych art: a threefold 
form that tells a unified story.  

Image inspiration: Entelechy: the seeded, 
coded essence that contains both patterns 
and possibilities for your life. Ever since I 
left my Christian marriage, I wanted to do 
the Camino, a pilgrimage that people from 
all over the world make to St. James’ tomb 
in Santiago de Compostela, Spain. In May, I 
walked it as a ritual in order to shed a 
previous version of Self and embody a truer 
one. I walked a total of 333 miles in order to 

capture entelechy through the photograph. 
This series is a relic of a ritual that carried 
me further into being. —Katrina Lillian 
Sorrentino 

  
  
 Story From Our Community 
I grew up in an authoritative, spiritually 
abusive household. I spent my childhood 
terrified of God. I had low self-esteem and 
was completely disconnected from my 
emotions and ability to think critically. By 
reading the daily meditations and listening 
to podcasts, the CAC has brought 
Christianity back into my life. I saw the 
humanity of Jesus for the first time and the 
deep understanding that I’m not separate or 
alone. I can truly rest in knowing that God's 
Love is vast and unending. Thank you for 
reclaiming the Christian tradition for Love! 
—Kecia M. 
 

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-Six: The Quest for the Grail 
  

The Fisher King 
  

The most common version of the Grail myth 
takes place in a medieval kingdom. The King 
is tragically wounded, and the kingdom is in 
disrepair. Father Richard describes the 
situation: 
 
Most versions of the Grail legend begin with 
a wasteland kingdom, ruled over by one 
called the Fisher King. Crops are dying, 
monasteries are empty, and the people have 
no hope. All the king can do, because his 
wound refuses to heal, is fish all day—that 
is why he is called the Fisher King. This 
name has Christ connotations, since Jesus 
too was the “fisher of people.” 

Fishing is the appropriate symbol of dipping 
down into one’s own unconscious. The sea 
is the natural image of the vast unconscious. 
I think this is the reason we can sit by the 
ocean for hours and watch it with 
fascination—waiting for the gift from the 
sea, waiting for something to show itself. 

For author and depth psychologist Carol 
Pearson, the Fisher King is an archetype 
connected to inner places of suffering and 
longing: 

Many times in our lives, we find ourselves 
in the position of the Fisher King. 
Something is not right. We feel wounded, 
disconnected from ourselves, and our 
kingdoms reflect our inner state. Often, we 

do not initially notice our own wounding; 
we just find ourselves unhappy with our 
lives. Answers that previously worked for us 
no longer serve. . . . 

The part of us that is fragmented, split, and 
wounded—that knows of the splendor of the 
Soul, but cannot connect that splendor with 
our everyday lives—is the Fisher King. The 
young knight [Parsifal in the Germanic 
version] is the seeker in each of us, yearning 
for the Grail [DM team: the soul, our True 
Selves]. The Grail offers the capacity for 
renewal, forgiveness, and transformation. It 
also is within us. [1] 

Father Richard speaks of what is required 
when we find ourselves in such suffering:  

The aim here is to do soul work. Such soul 
work, if taken seriously, is no picnic. The 
pain of the hero or heroine is heart-rending. 
And, to make coping harder, it is 
mysterious, often even to heroes and 
heroines themselves. 

The journey to happiness involves finding 
the courage to go down into ourselves and to 
take responsibility for what’s there. All of it. 
This means looking at the self without 
flinching, owning up to whatever wreckage 
we find, while also acknowledging that there 
are some promises and some energy there. 
The aim is to experience the fact 
that everything belongs—the good, the bad, 
and the ugly. Often this is hard—especially 
coming to terms with the ugly—and may 
take living a while. When I was almost 
fifty, I began to realize that more clearly. I 
could see myself better. At twenty-five, I 
had no strong sense that everything 
belonged, but it did, and it does. [RR: Now, 
at seventy-nine, I guess I am ready to 
believe and even trust that “everything 
belongs.” It has become my motto and my 
mantra.] 
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Week Thirty-Six: The Quest for the Grail 
  

The Quest and Its Questions 
  

Bill Plotkin, depth psychologist and 
wilderness guide, identifies a crucial 
moment in the Grail story. He highlights the 
importance of asking ultimate questions of 
the soul: 
 
In the popular European myth of the Holy 
Grail, the young man, Parsifal, goes out into 
the world to seek life’s deeper meaning—his 
soul (which is what the Grail ultimately 
symbolizes). His travels take him to the 
castle of the sick Grail King (who, as in 
most myths, symbolizes the old story, the 
ego’s old and fortressed way of being in the 
world). The only cure for the king is for an 
unknown knight (a Wanderer) to come along 
and ask the king two specific questions. But 
Parsifal’s mother had taught him that 
questions were foolish or rude, and so 
Parsifal does not ask. Consequently the 
castle (and the vison of the Grail) vanishes, 
and Parsifal finds himself in a great 
wilderness through which he must wander 
for many years, until he has learned enough, 
through the trials and losses of life, to be 
ready to ask the right questions. 
[Father Richard: Thus, it was called a 
“quest”—seeking the right question, unlike 
today’s insistence on the right answer.] 

The first question is, “Lord, what ails thee?” 
By asking ourselves (our egos) that 
question—and living it—we, like Parsifal, 
develop understanding and empathy for how 
we cocreate many of our ailments and how 

those difficulties teach us what we need to 
learn. We begin to uncover our sacred 
wounds. We develop compassion for 
ourselves, learning to appreciate our 
mistakes, failures, and wounds as much as 
our talents and successes. 

The second question is, “Whom does the 
Grail serve?” By asking “Whom does my 
soul serve?” we learn to turn our attention to 
the deeper purposes of what we do. We 
enlarge our vision of what’s possible and 
gradually learn to root our actions in soul. 
Eventually we learn who and what to serve. 
The answer will have two parts to it, like 
two sides of a coin: we serve the specific 
purposes of our souls and we serve our 
people, and we do one by doing the other. . . 
. 

One of the key features of the Grail myth is 
that, in order to heal the king, and thereby 
the land, Parsifal need only ask the 
questions. He doesn’t need to answer them 
himself (nor does the king). [1] 

Richard writes that to go on a spiritual 
quest is inherently tied to asking life’s 
deeper questions: 

We cannot go on a quest until we know 
what the question is. Whom does the Grail 
serve? What am I doing this for? Why am I 
feeling what I am feeling? This anger, this 
pain? Unless we feel it, unless we go down 
into the grief, into the depths, into the great 
unconscious, we won’t usually know the 
deeper answers. We will have stayed on the 
level of life’s superficial questions, which is 
precisely not to go on the quest. 
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Week Thirty-Six: The Quest for the Grail 
  

The Grail Experience 
  

Richard tells of the maturity necessary for 
authentic spiritual experience to change us 
on a deeper level. He calls this the Grail 
experience: 
 
Zen masters traditionally did not allow a 
young man to come and study spirituality 
until he was at least thirty-five. Carl Jung 
imposed similar restrictions at his institute in 
Zurich. The Roman Catholic Church has had 
comparable guidelines in Canon Law; for 
example, one could not become a bishop 
before the age of thirty-five. 

We are not told Parsifal’s age, but we 
assume that as the story begins, he is no 
longer a youth. When we set out on the 
journey too quickly, we are not likely to 
know what the questions are, especially if 
we do not have a mentor to guide us. 

Thus, if we have an experience of God—
what I am calling a Grail experience—too 
early in our journey, we are likely to use it 
for our own ego inflation. If our egos attach 
us to the holy too quickly, we often do not 
know what to do with it except to say, 
“Aren’t I special?” 

That’s why, when the Grail enters a young 
person’s life, it often appears veiled. This 
became a relevant issue for me in the early 
years of the New Jerusalem Community in 
Ohio, where it was basically myself and a 

thousand younger people. There, I saw the 
danger of religious experience that is 
protected, hovered over, and talked about. 
We had a bunch of eighteen-year-old boys 
all eager to be holy and right. It doesn’t, of 
itself, lead to true wisdom. 

While heroic stories are always exciting to 
the young, the Grail myth probably makes 
more sense for people somewhere in the 
middle of life. We may recall that Jesus did 
not have a full Grail experience until he was 
thirty or so. At his baptism, he hears the 
voice from heaven say, “You are my 
beloved son” (Mark 1:11). He then 
immediately leaves the world of 
productivity and efficiency and success. He 
goes into the wilderness, where he fasts and 
faces suffering, testing, and uncertainty. 
Knowing he is God’s beloved child changes 
his life. 

The Grail experience is the first numinous 
experience that opens our eyes. It only needs 
to happen once. When, finally, we are able 
to be open and awake—and it takes work—
then we are on the true, heroic journey, also 
made by the ones we usually call saints. 

What evolves in us is less and less control. 
More and more we sense that Someone Else 
is for us, more than we are for ourselves. All 
we can do is get out of the way. We realize 
that this is a radically benevolent universe, 
and it is on our side despite the absurdity, 
sin, pain, and dead ends. It will be more like 
letting go than taking on. Maybe this is why 
it is hard to accept. 
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Week Thirty-Six: The Quest for the Grail 
  

Living with a Grail Experience 
  

A powerful spiritual experience challenges 
us, like Parsifal in his quest for the Grail, to 
find a way of holding the paradox of living 
in the everyday world while knowing there is 
something beyond it. Richard explains: 
 
Once the Grail experience is over for 
Parsifal, he finds himself back in the forest, 
back in the world as he knows it. He has 
been touched by God in such a way that 
only God will do for him from now on. He 
has experienced the Absolute, and the 
relative will never again totally satisfy him. 
He aches for God, and the aching now 
becomes the seeking. 

After our own Grail experience, our lives are 
characterized by some measure of perpetual 
dissatisfaction. Nothing lives up to our 
standards: not the church, not ourselves, not 
our country. There is a radical, aching 
longing: Ordinary life will never again be 
good enough, yet it is not meaningless 
either. 

After the Grail experience, the ordinary  
perfectly hidden and perfectly revealed in 
everything. Once a paper cup becomes a 
Grail, even if it looks like a paper cup to 
everyone else, we know it’s also a golden 
cup. What frustrates us is that we can’t tell 
anybody. They all think it’s just paper! 

A peak experience can be disconcerting. 
Sometimes we might even be ungrateful for 
it. We don’t fit in anymore. We live the rest 
of our lives at a tilt, wandering like Parsifal. 
We might feel a bit off-center. We can’t get 
excited about things most people get excited 
about. We just don’t believe they’re 
important anymore. 

Life’s not about being perfect. It’s about 
getting involved in this great wrestling 
match. We get wounded in the hip, like 
Jacob (Genesis 32:26), and we limp the rest 
of our lives, but we’re not worried about the 
wound. We’re utterly confused, but we’re 
not confused by our confusion. We can live 
with our confusion now because, behind it 
all, we know. 

Does that sound like double-talk? When one 
gets into Grail language, it’s all paradox. 
Everyone wants to pull us back to the first 
language of logic, law, and ego-tower 
building. But we can’t go anywhere with 
that. We have jumped off the ego tower. 
Once Parsifal has seen the Grail—even 
though he returns to the world—he is 
radically different ever after. 

Once we have experienced the Grail—our 
soul, our True Self, God-in-us—we still fall 
short. We betray others and ourselves. We 
fail to live our own truth. We act contrary to 
our values and beliefs. We are hypocritical, 
lazy, lustful, and all the rest. But we are also 
trapped in the truth. As Jeremiah says, it 
burns within us (20:9). We know it’s the 
truth, even though we can never live up to it. 
Henceforward the only sin would be to deny 
that it is the truth. Trying to live up to it is 
the rest of the Grail journey. 

Now the quest is real because the Grail is 
real. God is real. 
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Week Thirty-Six: The Quest for the Grail 
  

Whom Does the Grail Serve? 
  

What the spiritual journey teaches us is that 
in the end there is only love. And the 
foundation of everything . . . is finally love. 
That’s the Grail experience: We’re standing 
on love. —Richard Rohr, Quest for the 
Grail 
 
In a homily offered on the final day of the 
Men’s Rites of Passage (MROP) retreat that 
served as the material for his book Quest for 
the Grail, Richard shares these thoughts on 
the importance of this myth: 
 
Whom does the Grail serve? The Grail 
serves the Grail King. Our lives are to be 
given for the world. We are called to be 
people who live for others. Once we hear the 
gospel, once we have been into the Grail 
chamber, we are destined to live in two 
worlds: the world as it is, which we might 
call power, and the world as it should be, 
which we might call love. 

We have to take both worlds absolutely 
seriously. Love without power is only 
sentimentality, cheap and innocuous 
religion. However, power without love 
becomes brutality and that’s what every 
culture instinctively moves toward: self-
protection and self-aggrandizement. Once 
we have learned the truth of the Grail, of 
love, we cannot believe the world of power 
is adequate or a correct response to reality. 
The heroic journey unites power and love. 

We have chosen Jesus as our primary hero, 
and no one addresses issues of power and 
domination more directly. We could read the 
whole gospel as Jesus undercutting false 
power and standing insistently and 
constantly on the side of the powerless. He 
always takes the side of the victim, the poor, 
the oppressed, the little ones. 

No matter who we are, we, too, have been 
invited on the heroic path. We enter the 
Grail chamber and know it is a radically 
trustworthy world, despite all the tragedies 
with which we may have to live. In this 
basic trust we can lay down our spear and 
our shield. Now we can live the truly 
nonviolent life. 

Love is not given to us to help us solve our 
problems. Love, rather, leads us into our 
problems. It’s love that leads us on the quest 
and ultimately to a final, universal, and 
grounding love. It’s a love we can trust 
because we know it is not all up to us. We 
do not have to secure ourselves because we 
are radically secured—we are beloved 
children in a benevolent universe.  

When we truly and fully belong, it is natural 
to believe and to become. The tragedy of our 
time is that so very many do not belong—
people who have no parents, no family, no 
community, no tradition. It’s no wonder that 
survival has taken the place 
of becoming. One true love is all that is 
necessary. It tells us we do belong, we are 
connected, and we are at home. We are in, 
precisely because we have been led through. 

 

 

 

 

https://email.cac.org/t/d-l-fkuyuz-tlkrdikyp-r/


Catholic labor leaders 
urge church to 
practice what it 

preaches 
5 September 2022 

by Adrienne Alexander ,  
Clayton Sinyai 

  

 
Catholic hospital and nursing home employees 
have a right to organize under the National 
Labor Relations Act, but management routinely 
hires anti-union consultants to fight workers 
who try to form unions, the authors write. Here, 
a nurse practitioner pickets outside MultiCare 
Indigo Urgent Care Puyallup in Puyallup, 
Wash., Nov. 23, 2020. (CNS/Reuters/David 
Ryder) 
 
After receiving an invitation from the U.S. 
bishops' Department of Justice, Peace & 
Human Development, the Catholic Labor 
Network this spring held five synod 
listening sessions with our members and 
friends. And if there was one theme that 
stood out, emerging at each and every 
meeting, it was this: The church has a 
beautiful social teaching on labor and work 
issues. But too often, when the church is the 
employer, that teaching is not followed — 
and when it isn't, the church's witness is 
compromised. 

That is no small matter. If you add up all the 
people employed in Catholic churches, 
schools, colleges, universities, hospitals, 
nursing homes, social service agencies, 
media and other enterprises, we estimate 
that more than 1 million American workers 
are employed by the Catholic Church. And 
when we don't follow church teaching with 
our own employees, people notice. It's not a 
good look. 

 
This is the cover of the 2021 Gaudium et Spes 
Labor Report: Catholic Institutions with 
Employee Unions. (CNS screen grab/The 
Catholic Labor Network) 
 
One listening session brought together 
Catholic union members; another brought 
together priests who had worked closely 
with the labor movement. Others included 
many lay social ministry leaders, some who 
were volunteers and others who were 
employed by church institutions. All were to 
some degree knowledgeable regarding 
Catholic social teaching on worker justice. 
And eventually, every group came to this 
point: How does the church treat its own 
employees? 

Certain elements of Catholic social doctrine 
are abundantly clear. The right of workers to 
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organize and form trade unions has been 
part of church teaching since Pope Leo XIII 
issued his encyclical Rerum Novarum in 
1891. Leo similarly insisted that every 
worker had a right to a living wage — and 
Pope John Paul II in Laborem 
Exercens clarified that this meant a wage 
capable of supporting a family. These 
principles are fundamental, and no amount 
of muttering about "prudential judgment" 
can make them go away. 

Should anyone wonder whether these 
principles apply to those who work for the 
church, the U.S. bishops addressed this 
explicitly in their 1986 pastoral 
letter Economic Justice for All: 

On the parish and diocesan level, 
through its agencies and 
institutions, the Church employs 
many people; it has investments; 
it has extensive properties for 
worship and mission. All the 
moral principles that govern the 
just operation of any economic 
endeavor apply to the Church and 
its agencies and institutions; 
indeed the Church should be 
exemplary … We bishops 
commit ourselves to the principle 
that those who serve the 
Church—laity, clergy, and 
religious—should receive a 
sufficient livelihood and the 
social benefits provided by 
responsible employers in our 
nation…. All church institutions 
must also fully recognize the 
rights of employees to organize 
and bargain collectively with the 
institution through whatever 
association or organization they 
freely choose. (347, 351, 353) 

Thus the teaching. What is the practice? 

Let's look at schools. Most school teachers 
in our K-12 public schools enjoy union 
representation. If "all Church institutions 
must fully recognize the rights of employees 
to organize and bargain collectively," we 
should expect the same to be true for our 
Catholic schools, should we not? Yet the 
opposite is, in fact. the case. Unions in 
Catholic schools are few and far between. 

There is a simple explanation for this. Most 
states have laws protecting the rights of 
public school teachers to join unions and 
bargain collectively, and the teachers 
generally exercise this right. But as church 
institutions protected by the First 
Amendment, Catholic schools are exempt 
from civil laws that would protect their 
teachers' right to organize. Catholic school 
teachers' union rights are entirely dependent 
on whether school administrators choose to 
respect Catholic social teaching on the 
subject — and most of them do not. 

When we don't follow church teaching with 

our own employees, people notice. It's not a 

good look. 

There is nothing particularly special about 
the school administrators. Unlike Catholic 
school teachers, Catholic hospital and 
nursing home employees do have a right to 
organize under the National Labor Relations 
Act — but management routinely hires anti-
union consultants to fight workers who try 
to form unions. The dominant ethos in 
American business holds that preventing 
your employees from organizing in unions is 
just good management, and those running 
Catholic institutions have fallen into line 
with our secular culture instead of offering 
an alternative based on Gospel values and 
Catholic social teaching. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091981_laborem-exercens.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091981_laborem-exercens.html
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So much for the right to organize. What 
about the living wage?  

Many participants in our listening sessions 
were employed in some ministry in the 
church. If the testimony of these witnesses is 
representative, we aren't doing so well on 
that front either. No one enters ministry 
expecting to earn a salary comparable to that 
in a for-profit enterprise, but few people 
employed at the parish level reported 
earning even a family-supporting wage. 
More typically, they explained that their 
vocation was a luxury they could pursue 
only because a spouse with a more lucrative 
career was covering the household's 
expenses. 

The participants in our listening sessions 
clearly loved the Gospel and loved the 
church. But they were disturbed at its failure 
to practice the beautiful social teaching 
enunciated in its encyclicals and letters. This 
was anticipated by the Bishops in Economic 
Justice for All, as they cited the 1971 Synod 
of Bishops: "While the Church is bound to 
give witness to justice, she recognizes that 
anyone who ventures to speak to people 
about justice must first be just in their eyes. 
Hence, we must undertake an examination 
of the modes of acting and of the 
possessions and lifestyle found within the 
Church herself." 

Or as one of the listening session 
participants put it, "We willfully ignore our 
own teaching because it's easier or 
convenient. It's frustrating because that 
hypocrisy is what pushes people away from 
the Church." 
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social teaching on labor and work. 
 

 
Clayton Sinyai 
Clayton Sinyai is executive director The 
Catholic Labor Network, an association of 
the faithful bringing together Catholic labor 
union members, clergy, religious and lay 
social ministry leaders to promote Catholic 
social teaching on labor and work. 
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Pope Francis leads the beatification of Pope 
John Paul I in St. Peter's Square at the Vatican 
Sept. 4, 2022. (CNS photo/Paul Haring) 
 
VATICAN CITY (CNS) — Beatifying 
Blessed John Paul I, Pope Francis praised 
the late pope for showing the world God's 
goodness and for living the Gospel without 
compromise. 

"Our new blessed lived that way: in the joy 
of the Gospel, without compromises, loving 
to the very end," the pope said. 

"He embodied the poverty of the disciple, 
which is not only detachment from material 
goods, but also victory over the temptation 
to put oneself at the center, to seek one's 
own glory" as he followed the example of 
Jesus and was "a meek and humble pastor," 
he said. 

The pope spoke during a homily in St. 
Peter's Square at a Sept. 4 Mass attended by 
an estimated 25,000 people under dark skies 
and rain, with an occasional roll of thunder 
and clap of lightning. 

"With a smile, Pope John Paul managed to 
communicate the goodness of the Lord. 
How beautiful is a church with a happy, 
serene and smiling face, a church that never 
closes doors, never hardens hearts, never 
complains or harbors resentment, does not 
grow angry or impatient, does not look dour 

or suffer nostalgia for the past," the pope 
said. 

"Let us pray to him, our father and our 
brother, and ask him to obtain for us 'the 
smile of the soul'" that is "transparent, that 
does not deceive," Pope Francis said. "Let 
us pray, in his own words, 'Lord take me as I 
am, with my defects, with my shortcomings, 
but make me become what you want me to 
be.'" 

During the beatification ceremony, which 
took place at the beginning of the Mass, an 
image of the new blessed was unveiled on a 
huge tapestry affixed to the facade of the 
basilica. The image was a reproduction of an 
oil painting, "The Smiling Pope," created by 
Zhang Yan, a Chinese artist whose work 
combines Eastern and Western painting 
techniques. 

The relic, carried by Lina Petri, the niece of 
the late pope, was a piece of paper, yellowed 
with age, upon which the pope had written 
an outline for a spiritual reflection on the 
three theological virtues — faith, hope and 
charity — the themes of three of his only 
four audience talks. 

The materials for the reliquary, a sculpted 
wooden cross on top of a smooth stone, 
were taken from where Blessed John Paul 
was born and grew up in northern Italy. 

In his homily, Pope Francis connected the 
day's Gospel reading to the humble and 
Christ-centered way Blessed John Paul lived 
his life and to how Christians today are 
called to live their lives. 

The pope said Jesus attracted large crowds 
with his teachings, but he did not exploit this 
popularity the way some teachers or leaders 
do when they see people look to them as a 
source of hope for the future. 



"The same thing happens today, especially 
at times of personal or societal crisis, when 
we are especially prey to feelings of anger or 
we fear things that threaten our future. We 
become more susceptible and thus, on this 
wave of emotion, we look to those, who 
with skill and cunning, take advantage of the 
situation, profiting from society's fears and 
promising to be the 'savior' who can solve 
all its problems, whereas in reality they are 
looking for wider approval and for greater 
power," Pope Francis said. 

God, he said, "does not exploit our needs or 
use our vulnerability for his own 
aggrandizement. He does not want to seduce 
us with deceptive promises or to distribute 
cheap favors; he is not interested in huge 
crowds. He is not obsessed with numbers; he 
does not seek approval; he does not idolize 
personal success." 

Christians should examine the reasons they 
follow the Lord, he said, and make sure they 
are not seeking: the satisfaction of their own 
needs; personal prestige; social status or 
control; power and privilege; recognition 
and so on. 

Christians are called to love, "to be purified 
of our distorted ideas of God and of our self-
absorption, and to love God and others, in 
the church and society, including those who 
do not think the way we do, to love even our 
enemies," he said. 

Christians must "love even at the cost of 
sacrifice, silence, misunderstanding, 
solitude, resistance and persecution," he 
said. Because, as Blessed John Paul said, "if 
you want to kiss Jesus crucified, 'you cannot 
help bending over the cross and letting 
yourself be pricked by a few thorns of the 
crown on the Lord's head.'" 

Among the family members and devotees 
who carried candles to place before the relic 

was Sister Margherita Marin, a member of 
the Congregation of the Sisters of the Child 
Mary, who assisted in the papal apartments 
and was one of sisters who found the 
deceased pope Sept. 28, 1978. 

Candela Giarda, the young Argentine 
woman whose miracle cleared the path for 
Blessed John Paul's beatification, was 
unable to come to Rome because of a 
fractured foot from playing sports. She was 
11 years old when she developed a severe 
case of acute encephalitis, experienced 
uncontrollable and life-threatening brain 
seizures, and eventually entered septic 
shock. 

After doctors told family members her death 
was "imminent," Father Juan José Dabusti, 
who attended the beatification ceremony, 
encouraged the family, nurses and others to 
pray to the late pope for his intercession. In 
2011, a panel of experts studying the cause 
determined there was no scientific 
explanation for her complete recovery and 
that it could be attributed to the late pope's 
intercession. 

Blessed John Paul, an Italian who was born 
Albino Luciani, served only 33 days as 
pontiff; he died just three weeks shy of his 
66th birthday, shocking the world and a 
church that had just mourned the death of St. 
Paul VI. 

Although his was one of the shortest 
papacies in history, Blessed John Paul left a 
lasting impression on the church that fondly 
remembers him as "the smiling pope." 

In his Angelus address after the Mass, Pope 
Francis asked everyone to pray to Our Lady, 
"that she may obtain the gift of peace 
throughout the world, especially in the 
martyred Ukraine." 



"May she, the first and perfect disciple of 
the Lord, help us to follow the example and 
holiness of life of John Paul I," he said. 
 

Evangelical group 
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Nia Riningsih, one of few residents who stayed 
behind after most of her neighbors left due to the 
rising sea levels that inundated their 
neighborhood on the northern coast of Java 
Island, checks salted fish she dries as her 
daughter Safira plays at their house in 
Mondoliko village, Central Java, Indonesia, 
Nov. 7, 2021. (AP Photo/Dita Alangkara) 
 
WASHINGTON — The National 
Association of Evangelicals unveiled a 
sweeping report Monday (Aug. 29) on 
global climate change, laying out what its 
authors call the "biblical basis" for 
environmental activism to help spur fellow 
evangelicals to address the planetary 
environmental crisis. 

"Creation, although groaning under the fall, 
is still intended to bless us. However, for too 
many in this world, the beach isn't about 
sunscreen and bodysurfing but is a daily 
reminder of rising tides and failed fishing," 
reads the introduction of the report, penned 
by NAE President Walter Kim. 

"Instead of a gulp of fresh air from a lush 
forest, too many children take a deep breath 
only to gasp with the toxic air that has 
irritated their lungs." 

But the authors admit persuading 
evangelicals is no small task, considering 
the religious group has historically been one 
of the demographics most resistant to action 
on the issue. 

The nearly 50-page report, titled "Loving the 
Least of These: Addressing a Changing 
Environment," opens with a section that 
insists protecting the environment is a 
biblical mandate. 

 
“Loving the Least of These: Addressing a 
Changing Environment” (RNS photo/Courtesy 
of NAE) 
 
"The Bible does not tell us anything directly 
about how to evaluate scientific reports or 
how to respond to a changing environment, 
but it does give several helpful principles: 

https://www.ncronline.org/authors/jack-jenkins
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/religion-news-service


Care for creation, love our neighbors and 
witness to the world," the report reads. 

The authors go on to cite passages such as 
Genesis 2:15 ("God then took the man and 
settled him in the garden of Eden, to 
cultivate and care for it"), Matthew 22 
("Love your neighbor as yourself") and 
Deuteronomy 15 ("Give generously to them 
and do so without a grudging heart"). 

"We worship God by caring for creation," 
the report reads. 

Another section outlines the basic science 
behind climate change, but the report, 
produced in partnership with the NAE's 
humanitarian arm World Relief, returns 
often to the real-world impacts of climate 
change, such as how air pollution created by 
fossil fuels can have negative outcomes for 
children's health or disproportionately affect 
the poor. 

Kim suggested the emphasis on lived 
experiences, which are often tied to 
churches or evangelical organizations, is by 
design. 

"One of the things that you'll see in this 
document is not simply scientific 
information, though that is there, or biblical 
argumentation, although that is there, but 
you also hear stories of actual impact on 
communities," he told Religion News 
Service in an interview. 

Real-world examples help readers 
"understand the human dimension of the 
impact of climate change," he explained. 

"I think people of faith responded very 
deeply, because we're wired to follow in the 
footsteps of Jesus of loving God and loving 
our neighbor." 

 
Bruce McDougal watches embers fly over his 
property as the Bond Fire burns through the 
Silverado community in Orange County, 
California, on Dec. 3, 2020. (AP Photo/Noah 
Berger, File) 
 
Dorothy Boorse, a biology professor at 
Gordon College and the chief author of the 
report, agreed. 

"One of the things that can be true for 
evangelicals is they have a very deep desire 
to care for others, and they often have a deep 
spirit of hospitality," she said. 

Appealing to concerns about health and care 
for children, Boorse said, can "spark an 
imagination" in evangelicals that climate 
change is "not different from other problems 
in the world that we feel committed to care 
about, such as education, food availability or 
disaster relief." 

The focus on persuasion may be the result of 
necessity. The NAE has spoken out on 
environmental issues before (the new report 
functions as an update of a similar document 
published in 2011), but while mainline 
Protestant Christian groups and Pope 
Francis have repeatedly signaled the 
urgency of addressing climate change, many 
prominent evangelical leaders have 
suggested the opposite: Last year, Franklin 
Graham, son of famed evangelist Billy 
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Graham, dismissed climate change as 
"nothing new" in a Facebook post and 
compared it to biblical instances of extreme 
weather — such as the flood in Genesis or 
the years of famine and drought in Egypt — 
that are depicted as acts of God. 

The result has often been a religious 
community resistant to acknowledging the 
source of the issue, much less acting to 
prevent it. In a Pew Research 
survey conducted in January, white 
evangelicals were the religious group least 
likely to agree that human activity 
contributes to climate change, with only 
54% saying humanity contributed a great 
deal or some to the trend. By comparison, 
72% of white nonevangelicals, 73% of white 
Catholics, 81% of Black Protestants and 
86% of Hispanic Catholics said so. 

But as Boorse points out in the report, there 
has been some movement since the 2011 
report was published, particularly among 
young evangelicals: A year after that 
document was unveiled, Young 
Evangelicals for Climate Action was 
founded. 

"One huge pattern that I observed is that 
young evangelicals are very concerned 
about the environment," Boorse, who sits on 
YECA's advisory board, told RNS. "There's 
an entrenchment of certain ways of thinking 
that just takes a long time to change." 

Activists say the change can't come soon 
enough. In addition to ongoing droughts in 
various parts of the world, the NAE report 
was unveiled the same day as news 
broke that, given the current pace of climate 
change, 3.3% of the Greenland ice sheet — 
around 110 trillion tons of ice — is slated to 
melt into the sea, raising global sea levels 
nearly a foot between now and 2100. 

Asked if she was hopeful the report and 
similar efforts could urge evangelicals to 
muster their resources and help prevent 
further environmental calamities, Boorse 
acknowledged she is often frustrated by 
fellow faithful who espouse baseless 
conspiracy theories about climate change or 
express open hostility to science in general. 

"That has been very challenging for me in 
my professional life," she said. "But I feel 
God has privileged me with the task of 
speaking to a group of people that I know 
and love, and trying, consistently, to talk 
about this as a real phenomenon — and it 
needs our attention." 

For Boorse, the necessity of the work — and 
the tenets of her faith — sustain her for the 
fight ahead. 

"I've decided to be hopeful," she said. "I 
think everybody has to, or you’d never get 
anything done." 
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A marcher in Sacramento, Calif., stands in front 
of the state capitol building Aug. 26, 2022 (CNS 
photo/Melissa Cedillo) 
 
SACRAMENTO, CALIF. — Thousands of 
marchers lined up in a Sacramento park 
Aug. 26 to finish the last mile of a 23-day 
farmworker march. 

They marched 335 miles, from Delano to 
Sacramento, urging California Gov. Gavin 
Newsom to sign a bill to allow farmworkers 
the right to choose how they would vote in 
union elections. The march was organized 
by the United Farm Workers. 

Activists and officials from United Farm 
Workers addressed the crowd and called on 
the governor to pass the legislation. 

Those assembled on the 90-degree day 
included people of all ages joined by family 
members, faith groups and representatives of 
local unions. 

Most of the crowd was Latino, and many of 
the chants were in Spanish. The scene also 
included many Mexican flags and United 
Farm Worker flags. People joined alongside 
marchers by bikes, scooters and truck 
caravans. 

Speakers reminded the crowd that over a 
third of the country's vegetables and two-
thirds of its fruits and nuts are grown in 
California. They emphasized that the U.S. 
survives on the labor of California 
farmworkers and that as the country 
continues to see a rise in unions and labor 
justice, farmworkers must not be forgotten. 

They also stressed that farmworkers showed 
up to pick crops during the pandemic, amid 
wildfires and in record-setting heat. 

The speakers also touched on the 
significance of the marchers' route. 

In 1966, California farmworkers marched 
from Delano to Sacramento to demand 
better conditions in the fields in an era 
marked by grape boycotts. 

During the founding of the United Farm 
Worker, Catholic activists like Cesar Chavez 
and Dorothy Day were active in the labor 
movement, and today that Catholic presence 
remains. 

Front and center each day of the march was 
a large banner of Our Lady of Guadalupe. 
Fresno Bishop Joseph V. Brennan and 
retired Fresno Bishop Armando X. Ochoa 
blessed the marchers as they walked by. 

Before the march started on Aug. 26, 
marchers attended Mass at Our Lady of 
Guadalupe Church in Sacramento celebrated 
by Bishop Jaime Soto. 

The final day of the march, on California's 
farmworker appreciation day, Gov. Newsom 
said he would not support the farmworker 
bill as it currently stands. 

In response, the United Farm Workers set up 
vigils across California starting Aug. 29 
demanding support and solidarity for the 
legislation. 



 
Melissa Cedillo 
Melissa Cedillo is NCR's Latino Catholics 
Project fellow. Her email address 
is mcedillo@ncronline.org.  
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Immaculate Conception Church installed more 
than 400 rooftop solar panels on several 
buildings of its campus in Hampton, Va., in 
2019. The project was one of several the parish 
has undertaken in response to Pope Francis' 
encyclical "Laudato Si', on Care for our 
Common Home." (CNS photo/courtesy 
Immaculate Conception Church) 
 
WASHINGTON — As the pastor of 
Francis Xavier Church in Moundsville, West 
Virginia, Fr. That Son Nguyen has his ears 

tuned to hearing about the needs of the 
world all around. 

From a pregnant mother with young 
children — who is in want of a crib or a 
stroller — to threats to the environment — 
from a proposed cracker plant across the 
Ohio River — Nguyen believes as a priest 
he has a responsibility to protect all life from 
harm. 

"To be able to sit down and listen, that's 
very important," the Vietnam native told 
Catholic News Service. 

Nguyen said he takes every opportunity he 
can to bring awareness to his parishioners in 
the West Virginia panhandle town to tie 
together the needs of people with the needs 
of the earth. 

He can be found addressing the concept of 
integral ecology as expressed by Pope 
Francis in his encyclical "Laudato Si', on 
Care for Our Common Home." Such efforts 
are important, he said, because people must 
realize that all life on earth is connected and 
that humans are called to actively protect 
what God has created. 

To open this year's Season of Creation, St. 
Francis Xavier hosted a workshop Aug. 30 
on the encyclical. 

St. Joseph Sr. Theresa Metz and parish 
staffer Sr. Agatha Munyanyi, a member of 
the Sisters of the Child Jesus, discussed this 
year's theme, "Listening to the Voice of 
Creation" in the parish presentation. 

Nguyen is among priests across the country 
who are involved in myriad ways in 
promoting the encyclical and the ecumenical 
Season of Creation observed by Christians 
worldwide from Sept. 1-Oct. 4, ending on 
the feast of St. Francis. 
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Some clergy are leading efforts in parishes 
to create more awareness of the pope's 
message while others have willingly 
encouraged parishioner-led practical, 
educational and Scripture-based endeavors. 

Lonnie Ellis, executive director of In 
Solidarity, works with clergy and Catholic 
faith leaders seeking to reach beyond the 
church community to share Laudato 
Si' themes. He has initiated discussions of 
Catholic social teaching on the environment 
in several states including Iowa, Michigan, 
Pennsylvania and West Virginia. 

"The Catholic moral voice should be part of 
shaping (the country's) moral discourse," he 
said. "It should be a part of shaping policy. 
We have a lot of insights to share." 

 
As part of its effort to focus on creation care, 
St. Francis Xavier Church in Moundsville, 
W.Va., took parish youths to the town's Grand 
Vue Park, which overlooks the Ohio River. The 
children learned about life in Appalachia from 
storytellers and explored the park. (CNS 
photo/courtesy St. Francis Xavier Church) 
 
For Fr. John Grace, pastor of Immaculate 
Conception Parish in Hampton, Virginia, the 
call to protect the environment is a year-
round exercise that is rooted in Scripture and 
long-standing Catholic social teaching. He 
has worked beyond parish boundaries to 
help the wider community understand the 

importance of the actions any faith 
community can carry out. 

It's from the book of James, one of the 
shortest in the Bible, that Grace particularly 
draws inspiration — the understanding that 
the manifestation of faith is expressed in 
"the work of our beings." 

Caring for a creation is a moral duty, Grace 
told CNS. It's a point he stresses to 
parishioners, who have come to understand 
that their efforts today will have a lasting 
impact on the planet and its inhabitants. 

"The environmental stuff is important 
because it is a gift of God. So morally I am 
responsible to be a good guardian of the 
gift," he said. "I didn't create the universe. I 
didn't create my own existence. It begins as 
a gift to me. So the moral imperative is how 
well am I using the gift." 

Such understanding of Scripture has led the 
parish to install more than 400 solar panels 
on the church, classrooms, rectory and 
administrative offices beginning in 2019. It 
is the first Virginia parish to be 100% solar. 

Immaculate Conception parishioners also 
have contributed funds to provide 11,000 
trees for planting in Kenya through the 
International Small Group Tree Planting 
Program. In 2021, the parish raised $17,000 
to purchase water filters for 250 Navajo 
Nation families in Arizona who do not have 
access to clean water or electricity. 

"I call this over-the-horizon experiences. 
What I mean is the solar panels will last 35 
years. The trees are good for 50 years and 
the water filters are lifetime," Grace said. 
"This is attracting the attention of older 
people because this is sort of their legacy. 
We are leaving our camp site better than we 
found it." 
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At another Immaculate Conception Parish, 
this one in Durham, North Carolina, 
Franciscan Fr. Jacek Orzechowski, pastor, 
is guiding church members through the 
seven-year Laudato Si' Action Platform, an 
initiative introduced by the Vatican 
Dicastery for Integral Human Development 
last fall. 

The goal is to help the parish, of which 60% 
of members speak Spanish, to develop an 
"ecological spirituality," he said. 

The Polish-born priest regularly preaches at 
Mass about care for creation and ecological 
themes found in the Scriptures. A parish 
committee distributes resources and prayers 
related to ecological care as well. 

"For me, the Gospel compels me to respond 
to the cry of the poor, the cry of the earth," 
Orzechowski said. "The issue of climate 
justice and the issue of the biodiversity crisis 
are among the most urgent and significant 
moral issues facing us as a church and 
humanity. 

"They are not just political issues, economic 
issues, but they are profoundly spiritual," he 
added. "They are the core of our faith in a 
way." 

Prior to Orzechowski's arrival in 2020, 
parishioners already were spearheading 
green initiatives in response to the papal 
encyclical. The headliner project was the 
installation of solar panels that provide 
about 20% of electricity needs for the 
church and parish school. 

 
Holy Family Catholic Church and the 
neighboring parishes of St. Mary Church and 
St. Joseph Church in Birmingham, Ala., hosted a 
so-called "green" Mass in 2019 to celebrate the 
gifts of God's creation. Planning the Mass were 
parishioner John Meehan, left, Passionist 
Fr. Phil Paxton, pastor, and James Watts, 
director of the Office of Black Catholic Ministry 
for the Diocese of Birmingham. The three 
parishes are planning a similar liturgical 
celebration Oct. 4, the feast of St. Francis of 
Assisi. (CNS photo/courtesy Holy Family 
Catholic Church) 
 
Not all parishes and pastors have taken on 
such large-scale undertakings in response 
to Laudato Si'. 

At Holy Family Church in Birmingham, 
Alabama, Passionist Fr. Phil Paxton, pastor, 
has taken a low-key approach to introducing 
themes emanating from Laudato Si' to 
parishioners. 

Paxton said he draws from resources 
developed by the Passionist order that are 
being sent to their priests nationwide for use 
in parish life. 

"The Passionists as a congregation are trying 
to respond to Laudato Si' as an answer to 
Pope Francis' call for the whole church to 
get involved. So that's where I'm trying to 
begin," he said. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/earthbeat/earth-day-checkpoint-vaticans-bold-laudato-si-initiative-plants-seeds-sustainability
https://www.ncronline.org/news/earthbeat/official-launch-laudato-si-action-platform-offers-catholics-concrete-steps-toward


"Pope Francis just gives a straight-forward, 
faith-filled response to what's going on. I 
think it's this whole concept of integral 
ecology, where it's about how we treat each 
other as human beings. It's integral to how 
we treat everything else, all of creation," he 
explained. 

Parishioners at the three Passionist-staffed 
churches around Birmingham — Holy 
Family, nearby St. Joseph and St. Mary in 
Fairfield — are planning a special Mass Oct. 
4 to close the Season of Creation. 

John Meehan, a St. Mary parishioner, told 
CNS the Mass is meant to raise up Catholic 
teaching and encourage others to join the 
decades-long faith-based environmental 
work of the three parishes. 

Meanwhile, to help parishes celebrate the 
Season of Creation, Jesuit Fr. James Hug 
has developed a Catholic liturgical guide 
that can be used throughout the five-week 
period. 

It includes prayers based on the 
sacramentary, appropriate musical 
suggestions, Scripture reflections and 
general intercessions. 

Hug, who serves as sacramental minister for 
Adrian Dominican Sisters in Michigan, said 
he developed the guide to share "God's gift 
of creation through prayer and liturgy." 

After Francis' trip to 
Canada, reconciliation 
work still needed — 
and not by Native 

people 
6 September 2022 

by Kirby Hoberg 
  

 
A woman holds a rosary as people wait for the 
start of Pope Francis' celebration of Mass at 
Commonwealth Stadium July 26 in Edmonton, 
Alberta. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
I saw the headlines. Following the papal 
visit to Canada in July, most Catholic news 
outlets were running stories with headlines 
like "Pope's Apology Was a Start. Now the 
Real Work Begins." I sighed with heaviness, 
because we all know who will be 
shouldering this task: It will once again fall 
to survivors and their descendants to 
continue the work they have been doing for 
a long time. "Real work" has become the 
trump card that signals that white work here 
is done. 

As a mixed Native and white Catholic 
woman in the U.S., I watched Pope Francis' 
visit to Canada closely. I watched 
his apology to the First Nations, Inuit and 
Métis. I watched the various strong reactions 
many Native people expressed at seeing the 
pope wear a warbonnet and I watched the 
Twitter hot takes coming from all sides. I 
watched it all. My big takeaway? White 
Catholics still resent that Native people have 
any claim on the church. 

As if reconciliation could ever work when 
centered on the comfort and norms of 
whiteness. 

White Catholics still resent that Native 
people have any claim on the church. 
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During this reactionary time I observed that 
Native and Indigenous people who 
continued to insist on their own humanity — 
and the humanity of the children who died 
as a result of church-run residential and 
boarding schools — were ignored or told we 
were using the wrong words by people 
seeking to deny the horrors of the residential 
school system. If we took umbrage with the 
terminology argument, we were told we 
weren't being charitable. Or perhaps we 
didn't love the pope enough. Both assertions 
miss the very real concerns of Indigenous 
people regarding this important visit and 
apology. 

I will not link to the worst offenders here; 
they're easy enough to find online and I have 
no desire to give them more clicks and 
attention. But the overarching harmful 
reactions that predominated coverage of the 
intersection of Native life and Catholicism 
was disheartening. I want to expect more of 
my fellow Catholics. At the very least could 
their first instinct not be to diminish, 
dehumanize, contain or distance? 

I am Ponca of Oklahoma. I am descended 
from a grandmother and great-grandparents 
who all experienced the U.S. Indian 
boarding school system — specifically 
Carlisle, Haskell and Ponca. I am also of 
white descent and am white presenting. I am 
a cradle Catholic. I grew up a city girl in 
Dallas, Texas, and now live in Minnesota 
after spending almost a decade in the San 
Francisco Bay area. 

 
Pope Francis prays at the Ermineskin Cree 
Nation Cemetery before meeting with First 
Nations, Métis and Inuit communities July 25 at 
Maskwacis, Alberta. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
I say this because specificity matters if we 
want to have conversations in community. 
You as a reader need to know where I am 
coming from, both in terms of my people 
and my locations. My own personal history 
is also a history wrapped up in colonization. 
Such a multilayered history is a truer story 
than the prevailing desire to tie up a "dark 
page of history" with a bow. The dark page 
is not actually a page at all, but a thick and 
continuing book. 

The reality of being Native and Catholic is 
not as unusual as it may seem. We are a 
hugely diverse group and represent many 
hundreds of sovereign Nations. But most of 
us get the message in various ways that we 
are not Catholic enough, that our Native-
ness is a barrier to true faith in Jesus, that we 
have to prove our loyalty in ways never 
asked of white Catholics. In the lead-up to 
the papal visit, erroneous information calling 
common Indigenous cultural practices 
"pagan" popped up in Catholic news, yet the 
many traditions taken from secular and 
pagan Roman practices are never questioned 
for their validity in Catholicism. 

Much more concerning than non-
Eurocentric cultural practices is the fact that 
Catholic churches were deeply involved in 
both the Indian boarding school system and 
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other systems of family and national 
breakdown among Natives in the United 
States and Canada. The residential schools 
in Canada and the boarding schools in the 
U.S. are intertwined systems with a shared 
genesis. The Carlisle Indian Industrial 
School in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, became 
the model for the Indian schools in the 
U.S. and inspired the Canadian residential 
schools. The Catholic Church was deeply 
involved in both systems, as were other faith 
traditions. 

Catholics of the United States must realize 
that our church is also implicated, not just 
the church in Canada. The investigation into 
the horrors of the U.S. boarding school 
system has only just begun. Every Native 
person you meet is somehow connected to 
that experience. Survivors are still living. 
We can all hear you say you are tired of 
hearing about this. Healing is a slow 
process, but adding to the wounds will do 
nothing but slow it down and harm the Body 
of Christ. Healing might be a solo and 
varying endeavor, but reconciliation is a 
two-way street. 

This papal visit was not a glory trip. It was 
not meant to make us feel good about 
Catholicism. I do believe the pope meant it 
to be an act of contrition and reconciliation. 
But I mourn that the word "genocide" was 
not spoken until on the airplane back to 
Rome. The Doctrine of Discovery still 
stands in its blood-soaked legitimacy. 
Thousands of Indigenous items remain in 
Vatican museums and archives. The 
desperately needed records of the schools 
kept in the Vatican and by religious orders 
remain withheld. 

White Catholics cannot opt out of learning 
about the harms that have been inflicted 
against the Indigenous community, even and 
especially if it makes them uncomfortable. 
Reconciliation concerning something that 

has occurred over such a long period of 
time, with still undetermined cost and 
casualties, requires the involvement of every 
single one of us. 

 
Kirby Hoberg 
Kirby Hoberg is a theater artist and member 
of the Ponca of Oklahoma. She lives with 
her husband and four kids in Minnesota. 
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A Kentucky National Guard flight crew from 
2/147th Bravo Co. flies over a flooded area in 
response to a declared state of emergency in 
eastern Kentucky July 29, 2022. 
(CNS/Reuters/Sgt. Jesse Elbouab, U.S. Army 
National Guard) 
 
On April 2, 1977, a so-called 500-year flood 
raced through the Tug Valley in Mingo 
County, West Virginia. Five months after 

https://carlisleindian.dickinson.edu/
https://carlisleindian.dickinson.edu/
https://www.ou.edu/gaylord/exiled-to-indian-country/content/remembering-the-stories-of-indian-boarding-schools
https://www.ou.edu/gaylord/exiled-to-indian-country/content/remembering-the-stories-of-indian-boarding-schools
https://boardingschoolhealing.org/list/
https://www.doi.gov/pressreleases/department-interior-releases-investigative-report-outlines-next-steps-federal-indian
https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/pope-francis-says-catholic-church-committed-cultural-genocide-canadas-indigenous
https://www.ncronline.org/news/justice/raising-banner-protesters-raise-questions-about-doctrine-discovery
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/kirby-hoberg
https://www.globalsistersreport.org/authors/janet-m-peterworth
https://www.globalsistersreport.org/topics/ministry/all
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/kirby-hoberg


the event, when I went there in September as 
part of an ecumenical team of “disaster 
counselors,” houses were still spray-painted 
with red Xs and awaiting demolition. 

Federal Emergency Management Agency, or 
FEMA, trailers were still parked on the berm 
of the highway waiting for people to live in 
them, because there was no land outside the 
flood plain to place trailers. Whole families 
were still living in "temporary" campers. 
State roads still had large pockmarks of 
broken asphalt. Bridges across creeks — the 
only way in or out for residents — were still 
washed out. And coal companies who had 
strip mined acres and acres on the mountains 
above Tug Valley still sat scratching their 
corporate heads wondering how such 
devastation could have happened in that 
valley below. 

Now, 45 years later, in a neighboring state, 
you can see the same scenario: houses red-
Xed for demolition, FEMA trailers on their 
way (they come after the campers), potholes 
all over the roads and washed-out bridges 
still trapping people who cannot cross their 
creeks for necessities. 
 
Victims of disasters need to tell their stories. 

They need to express their feelings to 
someone who will listen. 

 
But now in 2022, it is strip mining on 
steroids — mountain top removal — that 
played a major role in the worst flood in 
Kentucky's history. But coal companies are 
not scratching their corporate heads this time 
because they have all gone, leaving behind 
abandoned mines, acres of un-reclaimed 
slopes and claims of bankruptcy. 
Jack Spadaro, a former top federal mine 
safety engineer told a reporter, "If you get an 
area that has been strip mined, and the soil 
has been stripped off, and the upper layers 
of the soil and rock have been dumped into a 
valley fill, you have a surface that is not 

fully vegetated and you get no water 
retention whatsoever, and that is what 
causes these flash floods.” 

Climate change has exacerbated floods in 
Eastern Kentucky. And when you mix 
climate change with 1,400 square miles of 
land that has been altered by mountain top 
removal, with heavier rain due to carbon 
emissions, you have a perfect storm. 

There is an African proverb: "When two 
elephants fight, it is the grass that suffers." 
What we have here are two elephants 
fighting: climate change and unregulated 
altering of the earth's surface. Who is the 
"grass" in this scenario? Just watch the news 
or listen to the radio: It is Appalachian 
people who live in poverty. 

Soon, the suffering of the people of the 
mountains will leave our corporate 
consciousness. But the suffering will not 
soon end. I wonder if the people of Eastern 
Kentucky will have the same experience that 
we had in West Virginia in 1977. 

I remember The Tug Valley Recovery 
Center trying to help people find land to put 
their FEMA trailers (FEMA would not 
provide a trailer unless it could be placed out 
of the flood plain). They looked for higher 
land for trailers to encourage people to build 
away from flash flooding. But it 
was impossible to find land because in 1977 
80% of the land mass of Mingo County was 
owned by four land-holding companies who 
would not release any of their land — even 
for purchase. 

Today's news reports that the people of 
Eastern Kentucky need water. I know that is 
true. Five months after the flood in the Tug 
Valley, if there were any wells left, their 
water was not useful. Fragile water systems 
in the small communities in the area had 
been swept away or they were clogged with 
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mud. Brown water commonly came out of 
spigots for many months after the actual 
flood. 

Television stations in Louisville report that 
what people need now is money for building 
supplies and medicines. There is enough 
food and more than enough used clothing. 
That was my experience too; I remember 
tractor trailers of food there even five 
months later. The item we had in large 
quantity was Moon Pies. We had enough 
Moon Pies for everyone in the county to eat 
their fill. But after a while even Moon Pies 
are not so good. 

And, oh, the used clothing! We were using a 
school classroom as a base for volunteers 
and for storage. Half the classroom, floor to 
ceiling, was filled with used clothing. We 
sorted through bridesmaid dresses, 
swimsuits, slacks with zippers removed, 
blouses with no buttons, torn or stained 
clothing, three-piece men’s dress suits and 
even tuxedos with cummerbunds. 

All well and good, I suppose. But in 1977 — 
five months after the flood — people were 
living in campers or with relatives and there 
was no place for people to put their 
belongings, especially off-season clothes. 
Most had taken what they could use at the 
moment. If Eastern Kentucky volunteers are 
having a similar experience, I do understand 
why they do not need more clothing. 

So, if the 2022 Kentucky flood victims have 
clothes, and food and water for now, what 
do they need most? From my experience 
with one flood in one moment in time, I 
suspect they need what our Mingo County 
ecumenical team brought to the Tug Valley 
in 1977. 

In response to that disaster, The West 
Virginia Council of Churches took up a 
statewide collection and determined that the 

money from churches would be best used to 
fund people from different denominations to 
work for one year in trailer courts and 
homes. Ursuline Sr. Jean Marie Hettinger 
and I were asked by West Virginia's Bishop 
Joseph Hodges to represent the Catholic 
diocese. 

Our role was simply to ask, "How are you 
doing today?" Then we waited for the story 
of the personal experience of the flood to 
come tumbling out in words and feelings. 
Victims of disasters need to tell their stories. 
They need to express their feelings to 
someone who will listen. They need a new 
person who will listen to them for as long as 
they need to talk. And that is what we did. 
We did not offer to do anything. If there 
were things they needed, we pointed them to 
others who could help. But our role was to 
listen and maybe hold a hand or offer a 
tissue. It was then, and I suspect it is today, 
an important part of disaster recovery. 

After five months, the debris in Kentucky 
will be gone, mud will be shoveled away, 
home repair will be underway, FEMA 
applications will be filed, and hopefully 
family support and Social Security benefits 
will be returning. But after five months and 
beyond, hearts will still be breaking, eyes 
will still be overflowing with tears, sleepless 
nights will still happen, and hands will still 
need to be held. In five months and into the 
coming year, I hope and pray there will be 
volunteers who will be in Eastern Kentucky 
doing what we did more than 40 years ago 
in the Tug Valley in West Virginia. I know 
the need will be there.  

 

https://moonpie.com/products


 
Janet M. Peterworth 
Janet M. Peterworth is a native of 
Louisville, Kentucky. In August 2020, she 
completed her six-year term as president of 
the Ursuline Sisters of Louisville, Kentucky. 
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Fra' John T. Dunlap, lieutenant of the grand 
master of the Sovereign Order of Malta and head 
of the provisional government of the order, is 
pictured at the Church of St. Mary in Rome in 
this June 14, 2022, file photo. (CNS photo/Order 
of Malta) 
 
VATICAN CITY — For the unity and 
greater good of the Knights of Malta, Pope 
Francis has promulgated a new constitution 
and code for the order, appointed a 
provisional sovereign council and called for 

an extraordinary general chapter to be held 
at the start of the new year. 

The Sovereign Order of Malta has been 
involved in a process to revise its 
constitution and to promote its spiritual 
renewal since 2017 with the help of the 
pope's special delegate, Cardinal Silvano 
Tomasi, who had been working closely with 
the order. 

After the pope held a private audience with a 
delegation of the order Sept. 3, the Vatican 
published the papal decree announcing 
changes to the order's leadership and the 
promulgation of the new constitutional 
charter and code, which all went into effect 
the same day. 

In the decree, the pope underlined that the 
Knights of Malta is a religious order, which 
means it "depends on the Holy See." 

He wrote that its sovereign nature is not 
separate from, but is "intimately connected" 
to, its religious nature, and such sovereignty 
is only meant to help facilitate its purpose 
and function, which includes providing 
humanitarian and charitable assistance 
around the world. 

Founded in Jerusalem in the 11th century, 
the Knights of Malta is a lay religious order 
recognized as a sovereign state by 
international law, which helps to facilitate 
its humanitarian missions around the world 
and maintain diplomatic relations with over 
100 countries. 

"Over these years, I have followed the 
progress of the order with paternal concern 
and care," the pope wrote in the decree. 

Appreciative of the work carried out in 
different parts of the world and "the 
generous contribution of members and 
volunteers," the pope said he saw "the need 
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to initiate a profound spiritual, moral and 
institutional renewal of the whole order, 
especially and not only of the members of 
the first class, but also of those of the second 
class." 

He appointed Cardinal Tomasi to help with 
this "important work of reform," including 
the preparation of an extraordinary general 
chapter to be held Jan. 25, the feast of the 
conversion of St. Paul. 

"Many steps have been taken" on this 
journey of reform, the pope wrote, "but just 
as many impediments and difficulties (were) 
encountered along the way." 

"After listening and dialoguing with various 
representatives of the order, the time has 
come to complete the renewal process that 
has been initiated, in fidelity to the original 
charism," the pope wrote. 

The pope issued the decree and promulgated 
the new constitution and code "to safeguard 
the unity and greater good" of the Sovereign 
Order of Malta. 

Canadian Fra' John T. Dunlap, the lieutenant 
of the grand master of the Sovereign Order 
of Malta and head of the provisional 
government of the order, said in a written 
statement, "The Order of Malta welcomes 
the paternal actions of His Holiness which 
demonstrate the great love the pontiff has 
for our order." 

"In his careful review of the various 
proposals put before him these last months, 
the pope has determined a path forward that 
promises to ensure the order's future, both as 
a religious institute and a sovereign entity," 
he wrote in a statement published on the 
order's website. 

The pope appointing a provisional 
government "is the first step in a clear 

blueprint for more efficient, streamlined 
governance for the order," he wrote, adding 
that the general chapter will allow for them 
to vote on "a regularized government in 
conformity with its new constitution." 

One of the changes in the new constitution is 
that the grand master, who traditionally 
served for life, is now elected to a 10-year 
term with the possibility of one renewal; the 
term automatically ends when the person 
reaches the age of 85. 

Non-diocesan 
Catholic groups 
submit their own 

synod reports to the 
US bishops 

7 September 2022 
by Brian Fraga 

  
Vatican 

 

 
A lay-led initiative in the Archdiocese of 
Chicago consulted dozens of LGBTQ Catholics 
who attend the ministry's sponsored Masses and 
people from the greater LGBTQ community 
during the grassroots consultation ahead of the 
2023 Synod of Bishops in Rome. Pictured is a 
man cooling off in a fountain in Washington 
Square Park June 26 in New York City. 
(CNS/Reuters/Jeenah Moon) 
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Inmates, college students, climate activists, 
LGBTQ people, clergy sex abuse survivors, 
health care professionals, church reform 
advocates and older Catholics are among 
those who have participated in their own 
listening sessions for the grassroots 
consultation that has been held ahead of the 
2023 Synod of Bishops in Rome. 

In all, 110 non-diocesan Catholic groups—
universities, advocacy nonprofits, religious 
congregations, ministries and private 
associations of individuals, among others — 
submitted their own synodal "synthesis" 
reports this year to the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, said Julia McStravog, a 
consultant helping to coordinate the bishops' 
synodal work. Those groups' reports were to 
be synthesized along with those of 178 Latin 
Rite dioceses in the United States into a 10-
page document that the bishops' conference 
was scheduled to submit to the Vatican's 
General Secretariat of the Synod of Bishops 
in late August. 

A previous NCR review of more than a 
dozen diocesan synod reports across the 
country found that majorities of Catholics 
who participated in listening sessions over 
the past year want a welcoming church that 
reaches out to the marginalized, especially 
the LGBTQ community, and that allows 
women to serve in leadership positions, 
including ordained ministry. 

 
Pope Francis leads a meeting with 
representatives of bishops' conferences from 
around the world at the Vatican Oct. 9, 2021. 
Also pictured is Maltese Cardinal Mario Grech, 
secretary-general of the Synod of Bishops. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Some of the non-diocesan synod reports that 
NCR reviewed for this story emphasized 
similar themes, but also highlighted other 
issues, such as climate change, the plight of 
the incarcerated, the concerns of college 
students, the lingering sense of betrayal 
experienced by clergy sex abuse survivors, 
and the various obstacles to accessing 
quality health care that remain for millions 
of Americans. 

The bishops' conference organized the non-
diocesan groups into their own special 
"region" — "Region 16" — to accompany 
the 14 geographical regions for dioceses and 
one region for Eastern-rite eparchies. 
McStravog told NCR that "Region 16" gave 
people the opportunity to engage in the 
synod, especially those who felt that they 
lacked the same chance to be heard in their 
own parishes or dioceses. 

"Region 16 provided an opportunity for a 
wide representation of voices to be heard," 
Richard Coll, executive director of the U.S. 
bishops' Department of Justice, Peace and 

https://www.ncronline.org/node/213196
https://www.ncronline.org/node/213196


Human Development, told NCR in a recent 
interview. 

Described by some observers as "the biggest 
consultation exercise in human history," the 
2021-23 Synod of Bishops' two-year process 
of global listening and dialogue is set to 
culminate in an October 2023 gathering of 
bishops and synod delegates in Rome. Pope 
Francis and other church leaders have 
framed synodality as a decisive step in the 
church's renewal that the Second Vatican 
Council proposed more than a half century 
ago. 

What follows are brief summaries of eight 
such groups' synodal reports: 

Archdiocesan Gay and Lesbian Outreach 

Archdiocesan Gay and Lesbian Outreach, or 
AGLO — a lay-lead initiative that enjoys a 
quasi-official status with the Archdiocese of 
Chicago — consulted the dozens of 
LGBTQ+ Catholics who attend the 
ministry's sponsored Masses as well as 
people from the greater LGBTQ+ 
community. 

What the ministry heard was that many 
LGBTQ+ Catholics experience a deep 
internal struggle in trying to reconcile their 
sexual orientation and gender identity with 
their identity as Catholic. Many expressed 
difficulty in coming out as Catholic and 
LGBTQ+, as many of their peers often 
wonder, "How can you be both?" 

"There is a heartfelt need for love and 
support, accompaniment, and help with 
discernment for the LGBTQ+ community," 
the AGLO synodal synthesis report says. 

The AGLO report also indicates that 
LGBTQ+ Catholics desire to grow 
spiritually and to remain connected to God 
through prayer, community, liturgy and 

social justice. The LGBTQ+ Catholic 
community does not want to be separated 
from other baptized Catholics but desires to 
be accepted as beloved children of God who 
are made in the divine image. 

The group's synod report reads, "We believe 
the Church gives us grounding, a home, a 
means to discern, and a connection to the 
Body of Christ and the Holy Spirit. What we 
believe is missing from today's Church is the 
Spirit and actions of Jesus Christ." 

 
Pictured in this Oct. 8, 2019, file photo are 
LGBT activists block the street outside the U.S. 
Supreme Court in Washington. 
(CNS/Reuters/Jonathan Ernst) 
 
Awake Milwaukee 

Forty-six self-identified sex abuse survivors 
participated in two virtual listening sessions 
hosted by Awake Milwaukee, a lay-led 
advocacy group that supports clergy sex 
abuse survivors. What they and their allies 
made clear in those sessions is that the crisis 
is not in the past; sexual abuse is still 
happening in the Catholic Church. 

"My abuse began in 2018. I just don't 
understand why they don't tell the truth. It's 
now. I need them to acknowledge that it's 
now," said one survivor who was quoted 
anonymously in the report. 

The survivors described feeling pain, anger, 
sadness, shame and post-traumatic stress 

https://www.archbalt.org/experts-see-synod-as-biggest-consultation-exercise-in-human-history/
https://www.archbalt.org/experts-see-synod-as-biggest-consultation-exercise-in-human-history/
https://discerningdeacons.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/AGLOChicagoSynod-Report.pdf
https://awakemilwaukee.org/synod/


long after the initial abuse. They said they 
are often ignored, dismissed and shunned by 
their church communities. They spoke of a 
profound loss of trust in the church. 

"I went from being a devoted Catholic to 
one feeling betrayed and disillusioned by the 
abuse and cover-up," one survivor said, 
according to the report. 

Still, several survivors spoke of a longing 
for the Catholic Church to return to its roots, 
for transparency and accountability among 
church leaders, and for the wider Catholic 
community to be aware of survivors' trauma 
to make the church a safe place for all 
people. 

Said one survivor, "I am separated from the 
Church but not from my God." 

Call to Action Metro New York 

In June, Call to Action's chapter in New 
York City organized listening sessions for 
men and women who had recently been 
released from prison. The organization also 
sent more than 100 questionnaires to men 
and women who are currently incarcerated. 

The participants said they desired accepting 
communities in local churches and that they 
wanted to be treated equally regardless of 
their race — they were mostly people of 
color — or experience in the criminal justice 
system. 

"Be supportive and accept my shortcomings 
and not judge me for my past," said one 
participant who was quoted in the report. 

Participants said they were looking for 
"healing homilies" after prison that deal with 
"real world problems from their day-to-day 
life." They believed that prison chaplains 
should be given more responsibility to 
support the incarcerated as they transition 
from prison to the community. Many hope 

for more advocacy from the church on their 
behalf regarding criminal justice reform, 
especially on matters related to ending 
solitary confinement. 

"I would like to see the church create its 
own innocence project to help exonerate 
innocent Catholics," one participant said, 
according to the report. 

 
Pictured is Chicago Deacon Pablo Perez of 
Kolbe House dropping off donations at a 
halfway house for men recently released from 
jail May 4, 2020. (CNS/Chicago Catholic/Karen 
Callaway) 
 
Catholic Climate Covenant 

In six small virtual group conversations 
hosted by the Catholic Climate Covenant 
this year, people from more than 25 states 
shared how they had implemented Laudato 
Si' action plans. 

But efforts to carry out Pope Francis' 
ecological vision were often the results of 
dedicated groups of parishioners and clergy 
rather than a unified diocesan response. In 
many cases, participants said they had little 
to no support from the hierarchy and church 
institutions on issues of creation care. 

"We heard more often, expressions of 
sorrow and disappointment in the lack of 
dedicated or consistent support from 
bishops, priests and other Church leaders to 
live out the call to care for creation," the 
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Catholic Climate Covenant wrote in its 
synodal synthesis report. 

 
Young people gather for a climate change rally 
Sept. 20, 2019, in New York City. 
(CNS/Gregory A. Shemitz) 
 
In an online survey, respondents said 
activities inspired by "Laudato Si', on Care 
for Our Common Home" are happening in 
parishes but not without difficulties because 
of a lack of leadership support. In several of 
the virtual meetings, participants described 
the feeling of an "uphill battle" in trying to 
work with priests on issues pertaining to 
creation care. 

The Catholic Climate Covenant also 
consulted students from Creighton 
University in Omaha, Nebraska. The 
students expressed frustration, fear and 
uncertainty regarding climate change, which 
they said is not talked about or recognized as 
an important aspect of the Catholic faith in 
their home dioceses. 

"All the students hoped that the Catholic 
Church would offer a unified response to 
climate change and spread those teachings to 
every diocese and parish," the report says. 
"The students recognized the power and 
influence that the Catholic Church has on 
the Church's constituency and secular 
society." 

Catholic Health Association of the United 
States 

The Catholic Health Association of the 
United States, or CHA, used its synodal 
synthesis report to highlight how the health 
of vulnerable populations is compromised 
due to racial injustice, the climate crisis, 
immigration status and lack of health 
insurance. 

The CHA synod report also underscores 
how gender and sexual orientation 
discrimination impacts health care 
outcomes, noting that Catholic health care 
providers are seeing an increase in LGBTQ 
adults and minors seeking care. 

"Catholic health care must follow the 
science. Reluctancy to honor widely 
accepted standards of care jeopardizes 
medical credibility overall," says the CHA 
report, which adds that Catholic health care 
"must listen carefully and develop plans to 
accompany" LGBTQ patients and their 
families "through a journey of diagnosis and 
treatment as fully as possible." 

The synod report says that the Catholic 
Health Association of the United States has 
committed to breaking through health care 
barriers that still exist because of systemic 
racism and social prejudices. The report also 
says that climate change represents "one of 
the most significant threats to human health 
in the 21st century" and that CHA is 
working with the Vatican's Dicastery for 
Promoting Human Development to raise 
awareness of and enrollment in the Laudato 
Si' Action Platform. 

The Catholic Health Association also said it 
is working with its member organizations to 
create "a uniform set of core elements and 
benchmarking measures" to help ensure the 
unique identity of Catholic health care 
providers. 
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A doctor at Beaumont Hospital in Royal Oak, 
Michigan, prepares medical supplies Feb. 1. 
(CNS/Reuters/Emily Elconin) 
 
Catholic University of America 

About 140 students and staff of the Catholic 
University of America participated in three 
small group listening sessions to reflect on 
questions pertaining to life on campus, the 
university's mission and Catholic values. 

According to the university's synodal report, 
a major theme that emerged was that the 
need for healing and reconciliation is 
universal: "Our sense of being hurt, and 
wanting to be forgiven for having hurt 
others, was 'common ground' and a powerful 
starting point for dialogue." 

The report said the discussions underscored 
the importance of community, both as a 
source and fruit of reconciliation. 
Participants emphasized the importance of 
communication. They also appreciated the 
opportunity to discuss campus matters in 
synodal listening sessions. "This was true 
even for participants who were initially 
skeptical of the synodal process," the report 
says. 

Participants said the Catholic University of 
America ought to be a place where genuine 
dialogue "takes place on a more regular 
basis," and that they had come to understand 

synodality as a way of being church in the 
world today. 

The university's synod report said, "Perhaps 
the greatest testament to the synod was the 
number of participants who expressed a 
hope that something like the synod listening 
sessions would continue in the future." 

 
People in Washington walk near the campus of 
the Catholic University of America Nov. 24, 
2020. (CNS/Tyler Orsburn) 
 
Montana group 

A group of about 70 lay Catholics, most of 
them older adults, organized two listening 
sessions in Missoula, Montana, in March 
and April. They reflected on why Catholics 
in their local diocese have been leaving the 
church and what specific steps or changes 
they would like church leaders to 
implement. 

They accused the institutional church of 
pushing people away and retreating from the 
reforms of the Second Vatican Council 
while focusing on doctrine and dogma at the 
expense of God's love and mercy. 

"We have permitted canonical/liturgical 
rules to petrify our relationship with God 
and our neighbors," one anonymous 
participant said, according to the report. 

The participants — including homemakers, 
scientists, university professors, clerical 
workers and medical professionals — 
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recommended changing canon law to make 
parish councils mandatory in every parish, 
proposed reforming priestly formation, 
called for women to have leadership roles 
and be ordained deacons, said laity should 
be permitted to preach at Mass, and added 
that the church needs to become less 
judgmental and more welcoming. 

Both listening sessions were conducted with 
no clergy present, which helped participants 
feel free to express their thoughts, the report 
said. 

"The group also found a sense of hope in the 
synodal process, something they have not 
felt in quite some time," the group's report 
said. 

Voice of the Faithful 

Many of the themes in Voice of the 
Faithful's synodal synthesis report echo 
those found in dioceses across the country. 
Participants in Voice of the Faithful's 
listening sessions said they yearn for 
inclusive, Christ-centered local faith 
communities offering fellowship, 
spirituality, safety and moral values, joined 
in unity with the universal church. 

However, the report filed by Voice of the 
Faithful, a reform group founded in 2002 to 
in response to the clergy sex abuse crisis, 
identified several gaps that the group said 
still exist between that hopeful vision of a 
welcoming church and the day-to-day lived 
reality of parish life. 

"Stories of how a new pastor, and 
sometimes a new bishop, eliminated all the 
existing programs in a parish or fired all the 
staff far outnumbered those describing good 
parishes," the report says. 

 
Voice of the Faithful's synodal synthesis report 
said that incarcerated people are among groups 
the church marginalizes. In this 2008 file photo, 
a priest prays with a death-row inmate at Indiana 
State Prison in Michigan City, Indiana. 
(CNS/Northwest Indiana Catholic/Tim Hunt) 
 
Those who are often marginalized by the 
church today, the report said, runs the gamut 
from women, people of color, and LGBTQ+ 
Catholics to migrants, refugees, the 
incarcerated, those with disabilities and 
unmarried couples who seek to baptize their 
children. 

Participants said the laity need to be 
included in church governance, including in 
the selection of new bishops and pastors. 
They called for women to be given positions 
of authority in the church and for priestly 
training and formation to be overhauled. 

A Christ-centered church of the 21st 
century, the Voice of the Faithful report 
said, must return to basic principles, to a 
synodal discernment and to remain faithful 
to the path that Jesus reveals to Christians. 
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Pope Francis greets the crowd as he arrives for 
his general audience in St. Peter's Square at the 
Vatican Sept. 7. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Pope Francis' synod on synodality, which 
will take place in October 2023, is the 
greatest gamble of this papacy. It may 
succeed in bringing greater unity to the 
church, or it could result in greater conflict 
and division. 

Synods under Popes John Paul II and 
Benedict XVI were stage-managed affairs, 
where the agenda and debate were carefully 

controlled. Curial cardinals instructed the 
gathered bishops what topics could not be 
brought up or discussed. 

Although the purpose of the synod was to 
advise the pope, speakers spent most of their 
time quoting the pope to himself: "As you so 
wonderfully said ..." 

Rather than advising the pope, the synod 
was an opportunity for the bishops to show 
their loyalty to the pope and his teaching. 

Francis broke this tradition in his first synod 
in 2014, the synod on the family, where he 
encouraged the members to "speak boldly" 
and not worry about how people reacted to 
their words. It is hard to overestimate how 
extraordinary this was. Francis may have 
gotten more than he bargained for, as 
bishops not only disagreed with one another 
but also criticized the pope, something no 
bishop would have dared do under earlier 
papacies. 

The heavy-handed censorship of earlier, 
more conservative papacies resulted in pent-
up frustrations among those who wanted to 
continue the reforms begun at the Second 
Vatican Council. Conservatives, meanwhile, 
felt a sense of entitlement, confident that the 
Vatican supported their views. This allowed 
conservatives to criticize progressives as 
being unorthodox and disloyal to the pope. 

All this changed under Francis. Suddenly, 
conservatives saw a papacy doing things 
they did not like, saying things that they 
considered unorthodox. Those who had 
prided themselves on loyalty to the papacy 
suddenly began attacking it. They proved 
loyal only when the papacy agreed with 
them. In this, they were no different from 
the progressives under John Paul or 
Benedict. 
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Progressives greeted Francis with joy as he 
encouraged open discussion and stressed 
compassion and concern for the 
marginalized. But while Francis has 
criticized clericalism, he has not embraced 
the progressive push for married priests and 
women priests. While he has shown 
openness to LGBTQ people, he has not 
changed the church's teaching on sexual 
ethics. Nor has he reversed the 
condemnation of artificial contraception. 

Progressives are getting impatient. 

As the synodal process has progressed, 
conservatives have openly expressed fear 
while progressives loudly voice their 
desires. Both sides have used the synodal 
process to push their agendas. 

Francis has pushed back on what he terms 
"politicizing" the synodal process. He 
stresses that the synodal process beginning 
in parishes and dioceses should be a time of 
prayer, listening and discernment, not a time 
for pushing agendas. It is about consensus-
building and finding God's will, not 
mobilizing supporters to get a majority vote 
for your agenda. 

For Francis, you might say that the synodal 
process is more important than the results. 
For Americans, who are result-oriented, this 
is unintelligible. Francis sees the experience 
of prayer, listening and discernment as a 
way of healing divisions and building the 
Christian community. If we are not true to 
the process, the results are meaningless. 

Conservatives are too fearful and 
progressives are too impatient for such a 
process. St. Ignatius Loyola would say that 
they lack "indifference," meaning that they 
are too attached to their own views to be 
open to God's will. 

Will the synodal process work? Will it help 
heal divisions in the church and foster a 
community that can spread the Gospel, care 
for the marginalized and heal the Earth? Or 
will it blow up and show the world how 
divided we Catholics are? 

As a social scientist, I am pessimistic, but I 
hope and pray that Francis once again 
surprises us. 

 
Thomas Reese 
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Catholic Reporter. 
 

Threatening all 
creation, nuclear 

weapons are a climate 
justice issue, too 

8 September 2022 
by Daniel P. Horan 

  
Opinion 
Justice 

https://www.ncronline.org/authors/thomas-reese
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/daniel-p-horan
https://www.ncronline.org/channel/opinion
https://www.ncronline.org/channel/justice
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/thomas-reese


 
The Trinity nuclear test, July 16, 1945, in the 
Jornada del Muerto desert, New Mexico 
(Wikimedia Commons/U.S. Department of 
Energy/Jack Aeby) 
 
Last week marked the beginning of the 
2022 Season of Creation, the ecumenical 
period of prayer, reflection and action that 
begins on Sept. 1 and continues until the 
feast of St. Francis of Assisi on Oct. 4. 

There is certainly much to consider, 
including what Pope Francis expressed in 
his Aug. 31 general audience: "May this 
year's theme, 'Listen to the Voice of 
Creation,' foster in everyone a concrete 
commitment to care for our common home. 
At the mercy of our consumerist excesses, 
our sister Mother Earth groans and begs us 
to stop our abuse and her destruction. 
During this Season of Creation, let us pray 
that the UN COP27 and COP15 summits 
may unite the human family in decisively 
addressing the twin crises of climate and 
biodiversity loss." 

In addition to the pope's suggestions, as I 
reflect on what to focus my attention, prayer 
and action toward during this year's Season 
of Creation, I find myself returning to 
the publication earlier this year of an 
important pastoral letter by Archbishop John 
Wester of Sante Fe, New Mexico. In "Living 
in the Light of Christ's Peace: A 
Conversation Toward Nuclear 

Disarmament," Wester reminds Christians of 
the still-present and ever-threatening reality 
of nuclear weapons in the United States and 
abroad. 

 
Archbishop John Wester of Santa Fe, New 
Mexico, holds a virtual press conference Jan. 11 
to discuss his pastoral letter on nuclear 
disarmament. (CNS screenshot/ 
YouTube/Archdiocese of Santa Fe) 
 
Feeling a particular pastoral responsibility to 
highlight the issue as the archbishop of 
Santa Fe, which includes several nuclear 
facilities where the weapons dropped at 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan, had been 
developed and tested, Wester writes: 

Historically, the Archdiocese of Santa Fe 
has been part of a peace initiative, especially 
given our role in the creation and 
manufacture of nuclear weapons. I believe 
that it is time to rejuvenate that peace work. 
I think we need to sustain a serious 
conversation in New Mexico and across the 
nation about nuclear disarmament. We can 
no longer deny or ignore the dangerous 
predicament we have created for ourselves. 
We need to start talking about it with one 
another, all of us, and figure out concrete 
steps toward abolishing nuclear weapons 
and ending the nuclear threat. If we care 
about humanity, if we care about our planet, 
if we care about the God of peace and 
human conscience, then we must start a 
public conversation on these urgent 
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questions and find a new path toward 
nuclear disarmament. 

While Wester's pastoral letter focuses on the 
persistent threat to humankind resulting 
from nuclear war, he also acknowledged that 
nuclear weapons pose an unparalleled threat 
to the entirety of creation, to our whole 
planet and all who share "our common 
home." 

He writes: "It seemed blasphemous to me 
that we could create a weapon with the 
potential to destroy our entire planet, our 
common home, given to us by a loving God 
to be cared for and nurtured so that all might 
live in God's peace." 

Earlier this summer, I had the opportunity to 
attend a workshop with Wester, sponsored 
by the Association of United States Catholic 
Priests. In the standing-room-only gathering, 
the archbishop offered background on the 
development of the letter, elaborating on the 
personal reflections contained early in the 
text, and then facilitated a conversation 
about the issue of nuclear disarmament. 

The conversation, like Wester's pastoral 
letter, was both inspiring and challenging. It 
occurred to me that I — and many others 
gathered there — had not been thinking 
about the continued threat to all creation that 
nuclear weapons still pose. 
 
If global climate change is the slow-motion 
destruction of habitable conditions on this 

planet, then nuclear war is just that 
accelerated to an incomprehensible speed. 

 
Like many other children of the Cold War, 
after the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, I let 
myself unwittingly go about living without 
much of a thought that the same material 
conditions that used to understandably 
frighten the human population are still in 
play. In fact, the number and destructive 

force of nuclear weapons have only 
increased over the decades. 
I also realized that the need to work toward 
nuclear disarmament was a lot like the need 
to address global climate change. If global 
climate change is the slow-motion 
destruction of habitable conditions on this 
planet, then nuclear war is just that 
accelerated to an incomprehensible speed. 
They are also both the responsibility of 
humanity, for it has been our 
anthropocentrism and hubris, our greed for 
wealth and power, our obsession with 
control and domination that have led to 
these twin catastrophes. They are two 
species of the same destructive genus. 

I am not the only one to make this 
connection between nuclear war and global 
climate change. Earlier this year in The 
Atlantic magazine, journalist Robinson 
Meyer wrote a short piece with the sobering 
headline: "On Top of Everything Else, 
Nuclear War Would Be a Climate Problem." 

Occasioned by the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine and the subsequent protracted war, 
Meyer's article shines a spotlight on the 
intersection between a potential nuclear 
attack (in this case by Russia) and global 
climate change. 

He writes, "If you are worried about rapid, 
catastrophic changes to the planet's climate, 
then you must be worried about nuclear war. 
That is because, on top of killing tens of 
millions of people, even a relatively 'minor' 
exchange of nuclear weapons would wreck 
the planet's climate in enormous and long-
lasting ways." 

Using the example of a one-megaton nuclear 
bomb and bracketing the admittedly horrific 
effects of those in the immediate blast zones 
and those, for miles, who would suffer 
instant irradiation (not to mention the long-
term radioactive effects at greater distances), 
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Meyer talks about the way that the global 
climate would be affected in dramatic ways. 

The climate nightmare begins with "the hot, 
dry, hurricane-force winds" that would 
trigger wildfires across the globe. The 
megatons of ash pushed high into the 
atmosphere would affect the planet's 
temperature by partially shielding the Earth 
from the sun, which would further 
destabilize weather patterns, including the 
reduction of "global precipitation by about 
10%, inducing global drought conditions. In 
parts of North America and Europe, the 
growing season would shorten by 10 to 20 
days." 
 
In addition to the thousands if not millions 
of humans destroyed by even the launch of 
one nuclear weapon, the short- and long-

term climate consequences are also very real 
and frightening. 

 
This, of course, would result in the 
heightened likelihood of a global food crisis, 
which is not at all surprising when one 
considers the market destabilization and 
consequences of Ukrainian grain not being 
allowed to ship out due to Russian 
occupation of ports. 
More dominoes in this nuclear-war-induced 
cascading climate catastrophe could be 
named, but you get the point. In addition to 
the thousands if not millions of humans 
destroyed by even the launch of one nuclear 
weapon, the short- and long-term climate 
consequences are also very real and 
frightening. 

During the coming weeks of this Season of 
Creation, I invite all people of goodwill to 
read Wester's pastoral letter and heed his 
closing lines: "But it is not enough that we 
become instruments of peace, as important 
as that is. No, we must take up the cause of 
worldwide nuclear disarmament with an 
urgency that befits the seriousness of this 

cause and the dangerous threat that looms 
over all of humanity and the planet." 

In addition to reflection and prayer, we are 
also called to action during this time. We 
can educate others and ourselves about the 
persistent threats of nuclear weapons, and 
then advocate for their abolition. This is 
needed not just to remove the nuclear threat 
to human life, but so we can continue to 
work for a more sustainable future in 
response to climate change. 

As the journalist Meyer notes at the end of 
his article, "Renewables, wind turbines, and 
other decarbonization technology, 
meanwhile, require secure factories, highly 
educated engineers, and complicated global 
networks of trade and exchange. They 
depend, in other words, on everything that 
peace provides. Solving climate change is a 
luxury of a planet at peace with itself." 

 
Daniel P. Horan 
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Pope Francis arrives to vest in the historic 
Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe, left, in 
Mexico City Feb. 13, 2016. (CNS photo/Paul 
Haring) 
 
Lisa Amman is a cradle Catholic who 
attended parish schools through 12th grade 
and then worked at her St. Paul, Minnesota, 
church for 15 years. 

She would likely never have learned about 
St. Phoebe, however, had her then-6-year-
old daughter, Evelyn, not begun asking 
questions at Mass one Sunday three years 
ago. 

At one point in the service, Evelyn turned to 
her and asked, "Why are we here?" Amman 
recalled. 

"I said, 'We're here to learn about Jesus and 
pray to God.' And she said, 'No, why are we 
here? This is for boys,'" Amman said. 

On Sept. 3, Amman and 55 other pilgrims 
from four countries gathered in Mexico City 
at the Shrine of Our Lady of Guadalupe to 
celebrate St. Phoebe's feast day. In the 
presence of an archbishop, several priests 
and nuns and a host of Catholic lay women, 
the pilgrims honored the little-known saint 
who makes a solitary appearance in the New 
Testament's Letter to the Romans as an 
associate of St. Paul and a female deacon of 
the early church. 

Deacons in today's Catholic Church are 
ordained clergy who preach and minister in 
the community but can't celebrate Mass. 
Like priests and bishops, they are always 
men. But Amman, a stay-at-home mother of 
Evelyn and her sister and now the deputy 
director of engagement for a group 
called Discerning Deacons, planned to pray 
for Phoebe's intercession to restore Catholic 
women to the diaconate. 

"Phoebe represents hope and evidence that 
women have been in service to the church 
since the beginning," said Amman. "This 
isn't new. It makes me feel that it can 
happen in the future." 

The prayer service, which was streamed 
live, opened what Discerning Deacons calls 
the "Year of St. Phoebe," part of a 
churchwide consultation process known as 
the Synod on Synodality. The three-year 
synod process began last fall as dioceses 
around the world collected responses from 
their individual congregations on how to 
better structure church life. The bishops of 
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each country are now reporting back to 
Rome on what they are hearing. 

Discerning Deacons are hoping the synod, 
which concludes with a summit of bishops 
in 2023, might lead to reforms that will 
welcome women as deacons. 

A groundbreaking study by Georgetown 
University's Center for Applied Research in 
the Apostolate, or CARA, confirms that 
more than 70% of young women in the 
United States were drifting away from the 
Catholic Church, a much higher rate than 
men. 

Seeing her daughter's crisis of faith, Amman 
at first considered leaving the Catholic 
Church. Then she learned about Synod on 
Synodality and saw in it hope that the 
church might discern a way forward for 
women who feel called to leadership 
positions in the church. 

Canon law defines deacons as clergy who 
minister to the people of God in "word, 
liturgy and charity." To some extent, women 
fulfill those roles already but without the 
ability to minister to people in places, such 
as immigrant detention centers, hospitals 
and prisons, that don't allow unordained 
people to serve. Joining the diaconate would 
also allow women to proclaim the Gospel 
and preach during Mass. 

As Amman recently learned, until the 12th 
century, the Catholic Church ordained 
women deacons. In his Letter to the 
Romans, Paul introduces Phoebe as a 
"deacon of the church" and entrusts her to 
deliver his letter to the Romans. 

"I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a 
deacon of the church in Cenchreae," Paul 
writes in Romans, chapter 16. "I ask you to 
receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of 
his people and to give her any help she may 

need from you, for she has been the 
benefactor of many people, including me." 

She is the only woman in the New 
Testament with that title. 

While the Catholic Church has not ordained 
women in 800 years, it has made exceptions 
where male priests are in short supply. In the 
Amazon region of northwestern Brazil, 
Dorismeire Almeida de Vasconcelos, who 
lives in Altamira, has been the mainstay of 
the church's social outreach, working with 
indigenous peoples to help them fight 
against the deforestation and destructive 
mining of the Amazon. 

"To me, women are already doing the work 
of deacons," she said. "Can the church 
recognize the work they are already doing?" 

Many of the Pan-Amazonian bishops agree. 
In 2019, they asked the Vatican for a 
permanent diaconate for women. One of 
them, Archbishop Roque Paloschi of Porto 
Velho, Brazil, was to be among the seven-
member Brazilian delegation to Mexico City 
for the St. Phoebe prayer service. 

The five-day pilgrimage sponsored by 
Discerning Deacons included Mass at the 
Shrine of Our Lady of Guadalupe and visits 
to the birthplace of Juan Diego and the 
Mayan pyramids at Teotihuacan. 

The pilgrimage also carved out time for 
testimonies and conversations about how the 
group might continue to engage with 
bishops, priests and laity as the synod 
process unfolds. 

"The first step is listening well," said Casey 
Stanton of Durham, North Carolina, the 
group's co-director. "It's a new discipline for 
us — the art of listening well to another and 
setting aside agendas." 

https://cara.georgetown.edu/catholicwomenstudy.pdf


Discerning Deacons formed on Feast of St. 
Phoebe two years ago. It has since attracted 
a cadre of Catholic women who have served 
as Hispanic ministry leaders, youth and 
young adult ministers, religious sisters, 
diocesan pastoral staff and community 
organizers. 

Last October, several in the group traveled 
to Rome for the opening Mass of the Synod 
on Synodality. 

Since then, the group held listening sessions 
as part of the synodal process, drawing some 
9,000 Catholics. In June, it issued a 38-
page report reflecting on what it heard — a 
desire for a female diaconate that works 
with people on the margins. 

Whether that recommendation gains traction 
is in question. In the U.S., Catholic bishops 
are more focused on a three-year Eucharistic 
revival, trying to reignite Catholics' interest 
in the rite following the failed effort among 
some of their number to deny President 
Biden Communion over his support of 
abortion rights. 

Ellie Hidalgo, who is the co-director of 
Discerning Deacons and was in Mexico City 
as a pilgrim, said she was realistic about the 
prospects that the church would change its 
position on women deacons. 

"We realize the restoration of the diaconate 
is an uphill climb," Hidalgo said. "It's not an 
easy thing." 

But if nothing else, the group wants to lift up 
the example of St. Phoebe. 

"I see elements of myself in her," said Anne 
Attea, a pastoral associate at Church of the 
Ascension in North Minneapolis who 
traveled to Mexico City. "I see her in some 
of my colleagues. I see her in every mother 

and grandmother who has helped to pass on 
the faith." 

Queen Elizabeth 
helped make UK 

more tolerant of all 
Christian 

denominations 
8 September 2022 

by Catherine Pepinster 
  

 
Britain's Queen Elizabeth II smiles as she leaves 
St. Paul's Cathedral in London with the Revs. 
David Ison and Michael Colclough following a 
thanksgiving service to mark her diamond 
jubilee in London June 5, 2012. 
(CNS/Reuters/Andrew Winning) 
 
Queen Elizabeth II, who died Sept. 8 at the 
age of 96, was the longest-serving monarch 
of the United Kingdom. As a constitutional 
queen, she had no political power, though a 
significant role in the political framework of 
the nation, and she also had a major 
constitutional role regarding religion, given 
that Britain — or at least part of it — has an 
established church. 

That religious role was one that other 
monarchs have had since the time of the 
English Reformation, when England broke 
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away from the Roman Catholic Church. But 
what Elizabeth also had, and for which she 
was deeply respected, was a profound 
personal Christian faith — a faith she 
publicly articulated more frequently as she 
got older. 

In 2022, to mark her Platinum Jubilee — she 
succeeded her father, King George VI, in 
February 1952 — she was awarded the 
Canterbury Cross, a special award of the 
Church of England, for those who have 
given it exceptional service. Her role as 
monarch and as supreme governor of the 
Church of England made it somewhat 
inevitable that she gave exceptional service 
— nobody else but the monarch could have 
given it. 

But it was clear from the citation, written by 
the archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, 
that he and fellow Anglicans were 
celebrating not only 70 years of her 
constitutional role regarding the church, but 
they were recognizing the importance of her 
personal faith. 

He wrote: "Throughout her reign, Her 
Majesty has duly upheld both the Christian 
religion and the Church of England in her 
roles as Defender of the Faith and Supreme 
Governor of the Church of England. 
Whether in the formality of opening sessions 
of General Synod or the more intimate 
context of her personal addresses to the 
nation and Commonwealth at Christmas, 
Her Majesty has made manifest her own 
deep faith and its relevance to all that she 
undertakes." 

 
On June 2, 1953, Britain's Queen Elizabeth II, 
seated on the throne, receives the fealty of the 
Church of England's archbishop of Canterbury, 
center with back to camera, the bishop of 
Durham, left and the bishop of Bath and Wells, 
during her coronation in Westminster Abbey in 
London. (AP/File) 
 
Both Elizabeth's titles — supreme governor 
of the Church of England and defender of 
the faith — have their origins in the 15th 
century. Defender of the faith was first 
bestowed on Henry VIII by a grateful pope 
when he defended the Catholic Church 
against Martin Luther. When Henry founded 
the Church of England and rejected the 
pope's power, he held on to the title, and all 
monarchs have used it since. 

Henry's founding of the Church of England 
also led him to use the title supreme head, 
later amended to supreme governor by his 
daughter, Queen Elizabeth I. All monarchs 
have since been called supreme governor, a 
role that does not mean that they manage the 
church but engage with it, address its 
meetings called the General Synod, and 
listen to, warn, and guide its leader, the 
archbishop of Canterbury. 

But Elizabeth II, more than any other 
monarch, has embodied the title defender of 
the faith. Each year of her reign, she has 
made a broadcast at Christmas, shown on 
television and broadcast on radio — a 

https://www.archbishopofcanterbury.org/news/news-and-statements/archbishop-presents-queen-canterbury-cross-unstinting-service-church


tradition started by her grandfather George 
V when the wireless first became popular, 
and continued by her father, George VI. 
Since the turn of the century, she made her 
message increasingly personal and explicit 
about her own faith. 

The early Christmas Day broadcasts of 
Elizabeth II were more platitudinous but in 
2000 came a marked change when she 
spoke of the millennium being the moment 
that marked the 2,000th anniversary of the 
birth of Jesus Christ, "who was destined to 
change the course of our history." 

She went on to speak very personally and 
frankly about her own faith: "For me, the 
teachings of Christ and my own personal 
accountability before God provide a 
framework in which I try to lead my life. I, 
like so many of you, have drawn great 
comfort in difficult times from Christ's 
words and example." 

Elizabeth II was born in 1926, the daughter 
of the Duke and Duchess of York and the 
granddaughter of the reigning monarch, 
George V. His eldest son, David, succeeded 
to the throne on George V's death in 1936. 
But his reign as Edward VIII lasted just 10 
months when he abdicated over the refusal 
of the government and the Church of 
England to countenance the monarch 
marrying the American divorcée Wallis 
Simpson, thus going against church teaching 
regarding the indissolubility of marriage. 

Divorce was to remain a neuralgic issue for 
the royal family, however, because of the 
monarch's links with the Church of England, 
and causing Queen Elizabeth II difficulties 
regarding her sister Margaret's desire to 
marry a divorcé in 1952 — which was 
thwarted — and later her son and heir Prince 
Charles' divorce and remarriage. 

After the abdication, Edward VIII was 
succeeded by his brother, George VI, and in 
1947, to mark her 21st birthday, his 
daughter, the then Princess Elizabeth, made 
a public commitment, saying: "I declare 
before you all that my whole life whether it 
be long or short shall be devoted to your 
service. ... God help me to make good my 
vow." 

Later that year she married a distant cousin, 
Prince Philip of Greece, who converted from 
the Greek Orthodox Church in which he had 
been raised to the Church of England in 
order to marry her. The prince, who had a 
deeply inquisitive mind, was fascinated by 
religion and as the years went by became a 
staunch supporter of his wife's increasingly 
explicit remarks about her own personal 
faith. 

 
Britain's Prince Philip offers a gift to Pope 
Francis during a meeting with Queen Elizabeth 
II at the Vatican April 3, 2014. (CNS/Maria 
Grazia Picciarella, pool) 
 
Elizabeth succeeded her father in 1952 and a 
year later was crowned in Westminster 
Abbey in an ancient coronation ceremony 
that can be traced back more than 1,000 
years. It involves the anointing of the 
monarch who commits himself or herself to 
a life of service to God and the people 
through sacred promises. One of those, to 
uphold the Protestant religion, is also a 
reminder of Britain's past religious 
divisions. 
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Throughout her reign, Elizabeth led the 
nation at regular services, to honor the war 
dead, or for thanksgiving for her jubilees. 
Each year at the traditional Maundy 
Thursday service, she distributed gifts to 
elderly people at an ancient royal ceremony 
established to imitate Christ serving his 
disciples by washing their feet and turn the 
spotlight on the monarch's role of service. 

Elizabeth was a regular Anglican church 
attender throughout her life and a keen Bible 
reader. She was said to have been on 
friendly terms with the American evangelist 
Billy Graham, whom she invited to preach 
for her on several occasions, although the 
close friendship the Netflix series "The 
Crown" suggested between them seems far-
fetched. 

Her husband, the late Duke of Edinburgh 
and her son, the now-King Charles, always 
displayed a more intellectual curiosity about 
religion than Elizabeth did. This led to great 
interest in both other Christian 
denominations and other faiths, something 
that Elizabeth grew to appreciate as Britain 
became increasingly diverse. She 
encouraged other faiths to be involved in the 
annual Commonwealth Day service held at 
Westminster Abbey and regularly met 
different faith leaders. 

 
Queen Elizabeth II and Pope Benedict XVI walk 
through the gardens at the Royal Palace of 
Holyroodhouse in Edinburgh, Scotland, 
Sept. 16, 2010. (CNS/Reuters/Dylan Martinez) 
 
In his citation for the queen's Canterbury 
Cross, Welby commented on how "her 
subtle understanding of the changing 
position of the Established Church in 
England has sustained and encouraged laity 
and clergy alike." 

This understanding was most apparent in 
2012, the year of her Diamond Jubilee, 
when she told faith leaders at an event in 
Lambeth Palace that the Church of 
England's role "is not to defend Anglicanism 
to the exclusion of other religions" but that it 
"has a duty to protect the free practice of all 
faiths in this country." At the time, it seemed 
to go mostly unnoticed, but it was a quiet 
rewriting about what the Church of England 
stood for. 

Her Christian faith, one of her spiritual 
advisers told me, was the scaffolding of her 
life. Though she was supreme governor of 

https://www.royal.uk/queens-speech-lambeth-palace-15-february-2012


the Church of England, it was Christianity, 
he said, rather than the Church of England, 
that was most important to her and she 
endeavored to lead the nation in being more 
tolerant of other denominations. 

Elizabeth II was instrumental in improving 
relations between the Church of England 
and the Roman Catholic Church, making 
many visits to the Vatican to visit different 
popes and hosting both John Paul II in 1982 
and Benedict XVI in 2010 on visits to 
Britain. No other British monarch, even 
before the Reformation, had ever done so 
and the papal visits to Britain and her 
personal welcome were a remarkable 
turnaround for a monarchy that once broke 
so spectacularly from Rome. 

The regard for the queen was not just a 
question of respect for a head of state or for 
the titular head of a church; it was for her 
own personal faith. Mindful, though, of her 
coronation vow to uphold the Protestant 
religion, she never attended a Roman 
Catholic Mass, bar the 1993 requiem for her 
friend King Baudouin of the Belgians. 

Just how much her Christian faith meant to 
Elizabeth II was revealed in a small book 
published to mark her 90th birthday in 2016. 
In a highly unusual move, she wrote the 
forward to the Bible Society 
publication, The Servant Queen and the 
King she serves, about her faith. She 
described how she remained "very grateful" 
to God "for his steadfast love," and she 
wrote: "I have indeed seen His faithfulness." 

Catherine Pepinster 
Catherine Pepinster is the author 
of Defenders of the Faith: The British 
Monarchy, Religion and the Next 
Coronation, published by Hodder and 
Stoughton. 

New NYC Catholic-
Anglican community 
hopes to draw youth 

back to religion 
9 September 2022 

by Aleja Hertzler-McCain 
 

 
The Episcopal Cathedral of St. John the Divine 
in New York's Morningside Heights 
neighborhood will house Community at the 
Crossing, a yearlong program for 20- to 30-year-
old U.S. Christians focused on ecumenical 
community, prayer and service. The program 
draws inspiration from the Community of 
St. Anselm, a similar community at Lambeth 
Palace, the official residence of the Archbishop 
of Canterbury. (Dreamstime) 
 
Pope Francis and Archbishop of Canterbury 
Justin Welby, the head of the Anglican 
Communion, delivered speeches via video 
message at a launch event and service for a 
new ecumenical residential program for 
young adults in New York City on Sept. 8. 

"Dear young people who will spend a year 
here of community life, Christian formation 
and discernment, prayer, service to the youth 
and the poor: you will be a witness to God's 
love and tenderness," the pope said. 

The service also included a video message 
from Michael Curry, presiding bishop of the 
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Episcopal Church, and a message from 
Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, 
considered the spiritual leader of Eastern 
Orthodox Christians worldwide. 

Community at the Crossing, a yearlong 
program for 20- to 30-year-old U.S. 
Christians focused on ecumenical 
community, prayer and service, will find a 
home at the Episcopal Cathedral of St. John 
the Divine in New York's Morningside 
Heights neighborhood. 

The program draws inspiration from the 
Community of St. Anselm, a similar 
community at Lambeth Palace, the official 
residence of the Archbishop of Canterbury. 
 

'Maybe theoretically it's difficult to work 
across denominational lines. That's not what 

we've found.' 
— Rev. Patrick Malloy 

 
Members of Chemin Neuf, a Catholic 
community with ecumenical membership, 
arrived from France before the Sept. 8 
service and will spend the next year working 
with the leadership at the Cathedral of St. 
John the Divine to prepare to welcome the 
first Community at the Crossing cohort in 
fall 2023. 
Community at the Crossing leaders hope 12 
young American adults from diverse 
Christian traditions will live at the cathedral 
in a residential segment of the program and 
another 20 or more members will continue 
to live and work outside the community in 
New York City. These "working life" 
members will join the residential community 
for prayer and events. 

"Weekdays will be an intense shared 
community life, but on Sundays we will 
encourage each member to celebrate in his 
or her own church," Fr. Jean-Sébastien 
Laurent, a Catholic member of Chemin Neuf 
who will take a leadership role with 

Community at the Crossing in 2023, told 
NCR in an email. 

Community at the Crossing will draw on a 
long focus on Christian unity at the 
Cathedral of St. John the Divine, one of the 
largest church buildings in the world. 
According to Rev. Patrick Malloy, the 
cathedral's acting dean, "the building itself 
was built as a statement about Christian 
unity." 

 
Rev. Michael Curry, presiding bishop of the 
Episcopal Church, speaks in a Sept. 8 video 
message for the new Community at the Crossing 
ecumenical residential program at the Episcopal 
Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York. 
(NCR screenshot) 
 
Surrounding the altar, chapels represent 
different immigrant groups of the 19th 
century. "The dream of this place is that in 
this great city full of immigrants of all 
different kinds that we could provide a place 
where Christians, all sorts, can come 
together, find one another and find a way to 
live together in unity," Malloy said in an 
interview. 

Malloy initially dreamed of a community 
like Community at the Crossing when he 
arrived at the Cathedral of St. John the 
Divine and has been working with members 
of Chemin Neuf to make that dream a reality 
for the past four years. 

While he hopes the community can 
eventually include Christians from outside 



the U.S., Malloy said that the difficulties of 
the current visa system led organizers to 
begin with a focus on U.S. Christians. 

Francis and Chemin Neuf members echoed 
the importance of Christian unity. 

 
Pope Francis speaks in a Sept. 8 video message 
for the new Community at the Crossing 
ecumenical residential program at the Episcopal 
Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York. 
(NCR screenshot) 
 
"My hope is this community will offer an 
opportunity to revive the desire for unity of 
Christians and of society in New York and 
even in the United States. The future of faith 
in our world passes through Christian unity," 
said the pope. 

Malloy and Laurent cited grace and the Holy 
Spirit as moving them to work together. 
"Maybe theoretically it's difficult to work 
across denominational lines. That's not what 
we've found," said Malloy. 

The leaders of Community at the Crossing 
are hopeful that the program will be a space 
of Christian renewal for young adults in a 
country where young people are 
increasingly exiting religious spaces. 

"If church has ceased to be a place where 
people feel like it's the place you can go if 
you have questions or if you have doubts or 
if you're seeking out unity or peace, then 
we've done something terribly wrong," said 
Sr. Hannah Spiers, a British Anglican 

Chemin Neuf member, emphasizing the 
importance of listening to young people. 

 
Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby speaks 
in a Sept. 8 video message for the new 
Community at the Crossing ecumenical 
residential program at the Episcopal Cathedral 
of St. John the Divine in New York. (NCR 
screenshot) 
 
Laurent said: "When you look at the history 
of the church, the first disciples of Jesus 
were all less than 30 years old. All the 
companions of Ignatius of Loyola were less 
than 30 years old," adding that the revival of 
the Franciscan and Dominican orders and 
the charismatic renewal of the 1960s were 
led by young people. "Energy, creativity 
comes from the youth," he said. 

Spiers, an alumna of the Community of St. 
Anselm, will take charge in developing the 
project and recruiting the first cohort. 

Based on her experiences living in 
ecumenical community, Spiers said that, in 
the church, "Jesus brings radically different 
people together and then it's with the Holy 
Spirit that we figure out how to be family 
and how to do unity. But I don't believe in a 
cheap unity. I think it's costly." 

Chemin Neuf provides time for 
reconciliation built into the "weekly rhythm 
of life." That is a time, Spiers said, "to go 
and speak with the other person who I might 
have a grievance against, who might have 
done me wrong or who I've done wrong or 



time to go and ask God for forgiveness as 
well." 

"Love has to be concrete," said Laurent, 
who joined Chemin Neuf 18 years ago at 
age 20. "Because when you live in a 
community, you need to change the way you 
live." 

"I've never felt so human or so alive as I 
have since encountering people who are 
radically different, and I think it's the only 
hope for the future, for the world actually, is 
to learn how to do that and learn how to do 
that well," said Spiers. 

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