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Week Thirty-Seven: Forgiveness 
  

We All Need Forgiveness 
  

In this homily, Father Richard Rohr reminds 
us of the radical and transformational 
power of forgiveness:   
 
When all is said and done, the gospel comes 
down to forgiveness. I’d say it’s the whole 
gospel. It’s the beginning, the middle, and 
the end. People who know how to forgive 
have known how good it feels to be 
forgiven, not when they deserved it, but 
precisely when they didn’t deserve it.  

If we’re Christian, we’ve probably said the 
“Our Father” ten thousand times. The words 
just slip off our tongues: “Forgive us our 
trespasses as we forgive those who trespass 
against us.” By saying this prayer, we’ve 
asked and prayed for forgiveness. Notice the 
full correlation between how we give and 
how we receive: “Forgive us as we 
forgive.” They’re the same movement. We 
need to know that we need mercy, we need 
understanding, and then we also need to 
know how to give it. Each flows with the 
energy of the other.  

I have often found people in 12-step 
programs or in jail who were quite forgiving 
of other people’s faults because they’d hit 
the bottom. They knew how much it hurt to 

hurt. They knew how terrible it is to hate 
yourself and to accuse yourself. When 
someone with a generous heart and a loving 
spirit entered their lives and forgave them, it 
was like being reborn. Someone else loves a 
part of me that I can’t love myself! They just 
taught me how to do it!  

I remember when I was jail chaplain in 
Albuquerque, I would read in the newspaper 
the stories of criminals in our city and I 
would form an opinion about how terrible 
they were. Years ago, a young woman 
committed murder to steal a baby. 
Everybody in the city hated her, I think. I 
went to the jail the very next day, and they 
told me that she wanted to see a priest.   

I didn’t want to go in the cell because I 
knew I wouldn’t like her. I knew I would 
judge her because I’d already judged her. I 
can’t tell the whole story, but I will share 
this much: when I left that cell, I had 
nothing but tears and sympathy for the 
suffering of that young woman.   

You see, the One who knows all can forgive 
all. But all we know is a little piece—the 
part that has offended us. Only God knows 
all, and so God is the One who can forgive 
all.  

If we’re honest, none of us have lived the 
gospel. None of us have loved as we could 
love, or as we have been loved by God. I 
talk about it from the pulpit much better than 
I live it. And yet that very recognition—that 
I have not yet lived love—allows me to 
stand under the waterfall of infinite mercy. 
It’s only then that I know how to let mercy 
flow through me freely. That I receive it 
undeservedly allows me to give it 
undeservedly.   
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Adapted from Richard Rohr, “Make Sure 
You Are in Need of Forgiveness,” homily, 
September 16, 2017.  

Image credit: Katrina Lillian 
Sorrentino, Entelechy 4, (detail), 2022, 
photograph, Spain, used with permission. 
Belinda Rain, Meadow (detail), 
1972, photograph, California, public 
domain. Katrina Lillian 
Sorrentino, Entelechy 11, (detail), 2022, 
photograph, Spain, used with permission. 
Jenna Keiper & Leslye Colvin, 2022, 
triptych art, United States. Click here to 
enlarge image.   

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

Image inspiration: Seeing what is. 
Acknowledging. Clearing the air. After the 
vines are ripped from the wall, allowing new 
growth.   

 Story From Our Community 
When I was 12, I attended a Christian 
Brothers’ Catholic School in which the 
brothers and priest used faith as a means of 
control. They beat us regularly. I am 46 and 
no longer a boy, and yet their words still 
control me. When I read the Daily 
Meditations, I feel stuck. I identify with the 
ideas of universal love but I still associate 
Christ with violence against children. How 
do I find peace? How do I come to terms 
with the flawed nature of humanity and find 
compassion for myself and fellow humans? I 
am looking for a way to unburden myself 
from grief. 
—Hami 

  
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. 
 
Monday, 12 September  2022 
  

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

  

 

  

Week Thirty-Seven: Forgiveness 
  

Essential Humility 
  

Archbishop Desmond Tutu (1931–2021) and 
his daughter Mpho Tutu van Furth focus on 
our fragile humanity, the good and bad that 
we are all capable of, as the entry point for 
forgiveness: 
 
We are able to forgive because we are able 
to recognize our shared humanity. We are 
able to recognize that we are all fragile, 
vulnerable, flawed human beings capable of 
thoughtlessness and cruelty. We also 
recognize that no one is born evil and that 
we are all more than the worst thing we have 
done in our lives. A human life is a great 
mixture of goodness, beauty, cruelty, 
heartbreak, indifference, love, and so much 
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more. We want to divide the good from the 
bad, the saints from the sinners, but we 
cannot. All of us share the core qualities of 
our human nature, and so sometimes we are 
generous and sometimes selfish. Sometimes 
we are thoughtful and other times 
thoughtless, sometimes we are kind and 
sometimes cruel. This is not a belief. This is 
a fact. 

If we look at any hurt, we can see a larger 
context in which the hurt happened. If we 
look at any perpetrator, we can discover a 
story that tells us something about what led 
up to that person causing harm. It doesn’t 
justify the person’s actions; it does provide 
some context. . . . 

No one is born a liar or a rapist or a terrorist. 
No one is born full of hatred. No one is born 
full of violence. No one is born in any less 
glory or goodness than you or I. But on any 
given day, in any given situation, in any 
painful life experience, this glory and 
goodness can be forgotten, obscured, or lost. 
We can easily be hurt and broken, and it is 
good to remember that we can just as easily 
be the ones who have done the hurting and 
the breaking. 

We are all members of the same human 
family. . . . 

In seeing the many ways we are similar and 
how our lives are inextricably linked, we can 
find empathy and compassion. In finding 
empathy and compassion, we are able to 
move in the direction of forgiving.  

Ultimately, it is humble awareness of our 
own humanity that allows us to forgive: 

We are, every one of us, so very flawed and 
so very fragile. I know that, were I born a 
member of the white ruling class at that time 
in South Africa’s past, I might easily have 

treated someone with the same dismissive 
disdain with which I was treated. I know, 
given the same pressures and circumstances, 
I am capable of the same monstrous acts as 
any other human on this achingly beautiful 
planet. It is this knowledge of my own 
frailty that helps me find my compassion, 
my empathy, my similarity, and my 
forgiveness for the frailty and cruelty of 
others. 
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Week Thirty-Seven: Forgiveness 
  

A Change of Consciousness 
  

Father Richard believes that true 
forgiveness is only possible through a larger 
transformation of consciousness within us:   
 
We cannot sincerely love another or forgive 
another’s offenses inside of dualistic 
consciousness. In our habitual, dualistic way 
of thinking, we view ourselves as separate 
from God and from each other. We have 
done the people of God a great disservice by 
preaching the gospel to them but not giving 
them the tools whereby they can obey that 
gospel. As Jesus put it, “cut off from the 
vine, you can do nothing” (John 15:5). The 
“vine and the branches” is one of the 
greatest Christian mystical images of the 
nonduality between God and the soul. In and 
with God, we can love and forgive 
everything and everyone—even our 
enemies. Alone and by ourselves, we will 
seldom be able to love in difficult situations 
over time through our own willpower and 
intellect. 

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


Nondual consciousness is a new way of 
seeing. Jesus said, “The lamp of the body is 
the eye” (Luke 11:34). Spiritual maturity is 
largely growth in seeing. Full seeing seems 
to take most of our lifetime. There is a 
cumulative and exponential growth in 
perception for those who do their inner 
work. There is also a cumulative closing 
down in people who have denied all shadow 
work and humiliating self-knowledge. This 
is the classic closed mind and heart that we 
see in some older people. The longer we 
persist in not asking for forgiveness, the 
harder it becomes because we have more 
and more years of illusion to justify. Allow 
conversion as soon as possible! It gets 
harder with time. 

All physical shadows are created by a 
mixture of darkness and light, and this is the 
only spectrum of human vision. We cannot 
see inside of total light or total 
darkness. Think about that. As the shadows 
of things gradually show themselves as 
understandable and real, we lose interest in 
idealizing or idolizing persons or events, 
especially ourselves. As Jesus says to the 
rich young man, “Only God is good” (Mark 
10:18). All created things are a mixture of 
good and not so good. 

This does not mean we stop loving other 
people; in fact, it means we actually begin to 
truly love people and creatures. It does not 
mean self-hatred or self-doubt, but finally 
accepting and fully owning both our gifts 
and our weaknesses; they no longer cancel 
one another out. We can eventually do the 
same for others too, and we do not let 
another’s faults destroy our larger 
relationship with them. This is why 
contemplative, nondual thinking is 
absolutely necessary for human flourishing. 
It is the change that changes everything else. 
It makes love, forgiveness, and patience 

possible. Without it, we are forever trapped 
inside of our judgments. 
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Week Thirty-Seven: Forgiveness 
  

I Ask for Peace 
  

Mpho Tutu van Furth describes a painful 
miscommunication that took place during 
South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation 
process: 
 
‘I am sorry. Forgive me’ were the words the 
perpetrators said. I am taking responsibility 
for what I did and what was done at my 
command or in my name. But what the 
victims heard was not the same. They didn’t 
hear the words the perpetrators said. They 
heard the words of the translators instead. 
‘Ndicela uxolo.’ But that’s not the same. 

The English ‘I am sorry’ wraps the plea in 
the logic of individuality and the English 
‘Forgive me’ underlines the same. What I 
have done was done only by me and thus is 
only my responsibility. This ‘I am sorry. 
Forgive me’ is all about me. 

But the old ones heard a different word. 
‘Ndicela uxolo’ means ‘I ask for peace.’ It is 
an ubuntu apology and it is about we. ‘I ask 
for peace’ sees our interconnectivity. 

‘I am sorry. Forgive me’ means set me free 
of the guilt and the shame that has burdened 
me. Decide to wipe the debt slate clean for 
me. 
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The old ones heard ‘I ask for peace’ and 
they offered forgiveness as peace based on 
ubuntu reciprocity. They gave their 
forgiveness as space to plant the seeds of a 
better future for the whole community. . . . 

Ubuntu peace is peace between us and peace 
within each of us. Ubuntu forgiveness is 
peace that heals. . . . When the old ones 
heard Ndicela uxulo . . . they heard 
perpetrators asking for hope for a better 
‘we’. They heard an appeal for healing for 
all of us and the space between us that is 
community. They heard an appeal for a 
healing of the fabric of life. 

Tutu van Furth explains how ubuntu peace 
moves beyond verbal apologies to sincere 
action and reparations for past harm:   

Without reparations ‘I am sorry. Forgive 
me’ asks victims to pick up an eraser and 
walk through the past eradicating the 
injuries that perpetrators inflicted so that 
those who wielded the scythe of destruction 
can be released from the guilt for their 
cruelty and their greed, their prejudice and 
violence, while preserving the benefits that 
their behaviour has bestowed on them and 
their children. Without reparations 
forgiveness has no ubuntu, and it heals 
nothing. . . . 

The ubuntu understanding of forgiveness is 
that forgiveness cultivates justice and 
bestows peace. . . . 

The forgiveness we once offered you would 
build justice where cruelty had lived. Our 
forgiveness was born and bred in ubuntu. 
Later we came to understand and see that 
forgiveness for you had its home in 
individuality and could not understand the 
logic of community. So forgiveness for you 
was what set you free of all responsibility 
for us. 

But reparations have made a new place for 
us to gather. Reparations have started to 
reveal what it takes for all of us to heal and 
to step into God’s new creation. 
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Week Thirty-Seven: Forgiveness 
  

God’s Love Made Manifest 
  

CAC teacher emerita Cynthia Bourgeault 
suggests that the Divine attributes of love, 
mercy, and forgiveness are most clearly 
called forth in our earthly existence. She 
begins with the Sufi phrase “I was a hidden 
treasure and I loved to be known,” a 
mystical description of why God created the 
universe. 
 
Notice that there is a subtle double meaning 
at work in this phrase. At one level “I loved 
to be known” is a synonym for “I longed to 
be known” (and the phrase is often 
translated that way). But you can read the 
words in another way—“I loved in order 
to be known”—and when you do, they 
reveal a deeper spiritual truth. In order to 
become known to another, we must take the 
risk of loving that person, and this includes 
the real possibility of rejection and the even 
more painful prospect of heartbreak if the 
beloved is lost to us. . . . 

Could it be like this for God as well? 

Could it be that this earthly realm, not in 
spite of but because of its very density and 
jagged edges, offers precisely the conditions 
for the expression of certain aspects of 
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divine love that could become real in no 
other way? This world does indeed show 
forth what love is like in a particularly 
intense and costly way. But when we look at 
this process more deeply, we can see that 
those sharp edges we experience as 
constriction at the same time call forth some 
of the most exquisite dimensions of love . . . 
qualities such as steadfastness, tenderness, 
commitment, forbearance, fidelity, and 
forgiveness. These mature and subtle flavors 
of love have no real context in a realm 
where there are no edges and boundaries, 
where all just flows. But when you run up 
against the hard edge and have to stand true 
to love anyway, what emerges is a most 
precious taste of pure divine love. God has 
spoken [God’s] most intimate name. 

Let me be very clear here. I am not saying 
that suffering exists in order for God to 
reveal himself. I am only saying 
that where suffering exists and is 
consciously accepted, there divine love 
shines forth brightly. 

Bourgeault invites readers to examine this 
phenomenon in their own lives: 

The principle can be tested. Pay attention to 
the quality of human character that emerges 
from constriction accepted with conscious 
forgiveness as compared to what emerges 
from rage and violence and draw your own 
conclusions. 

At any rate, I have often suspected that the 
most profound product of this world is tears. 
. . . Tears express that vulnerability in which 
we can endure having our heart broken and 
go right on loving. In the tears flows a 
sweetness not of our own making, which has 
been known in our tradition as the Divine 
Mercy. Our jagged and hard-edged earth 
plane is the realm in which this mercy is the 
most deeply, excruciatingly, and beautifully 

released. That’s our business down here. 
That’s what we’re here for. 
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Week Thirty-Seven: Forgiveness 
  

The Power of Forgiveness 
  

Father Richard Rohr writes of the power of 
Jesus’ teachings and lived example of 
forgiveness: 
 
Among the most powerful of human 
experiences is to give or to receive 
forgiveness. I am told that two-thirds of the 
teaching of Jesus is directly or indirectly 
about this mystery of forgiveness: God’s 
breaking of God’s own rules. That’s not 
surprising, because forgiveness is probably 
the only human action that reveals three 
goodnesses simultaneously! When we 
forgive, we choose the goodness of the other 
over their faults, we experience God’s 
goodness flowing through ourselves, and we 
also experience our own goodness in a way 
that surprises us. That is an awesome 
coming together of power, both human and 
divine. 

Eventually, I believe, we will all forgive one 
another because we have been forgiven, but 
let’s do it now and not wait until later. Let’s 
ask for the grace to let go of those grudges 
and hurts to which we cling. How else will 
we ever be free? 

If we don’t “get” forgiveness, we’re missing 
the whole mystery. We are still living in a 
world of meritocracy, of quid-pro-quo 
thinking, of performance and behavior that 
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earns an award. Forgiveness is the great 
thawing of all logic, reason, and worthiness. 
It is a melting into the mystery of God as 
unearned love, unmerited grace, the humility 
and powerlessness of a Divine Lover. 

Without radical and rule-breaking 
forgiveness—received and given—there will 
be no reconstruction of anything. It alone 
breaks down our worldview of trying to buy 
and sell grace. Grace is certainly the one gift 
that must always be free, perfectly free, in 
order for it to work. Without forgiveness, 
there will be no future. We have hurt one 
another in too many historically documented 
and remembered ways. The only way out of 
the present justified hatreds of the world is 
grace. 

An eagerness and readiness to love is the 
ultimate freedom and future. When we’ve 
been included in the spaciousness of divine 
love, there is just no room for human 
punishment, vengeance, rash judgment, or 
calls for retribution. We certainly see none 
of this small-mindedness in the Risen Christ 
after his own rejection, betrayal, and cruel 
death; we don’t see it even from his inner 
circle, or in the whole New Testament. I 
really cannot imagine a larger and more 
spacious way to live. Jesus’ death and 
resurrection event was a game changer for 
history. 

The Crucified and Risen Christ uses the 
mistakes of the past to create a positive 
future, a future of redemption instead of 
retribution. He does not eliminate or punish 
mistakes. He uses them for transformative 
purposes. 

People formed by such love are 
indestructible. 
Forgiveness might just be the very best 
description of what God’s goodness 
engenders in humanity. 
 

 

Synodal process 
cultivates a sense of 
spirituality and 
wonder 

12 September 2022 
by Michael Sean Winters 

  

 
Cardinal Mario Grech, secretary-general of the 
Synod of Bishops, speaks during a news 
conference to present an update on the synod 
process at the Vatican Aug. 26. Also pictured 
are Cardinal Jean-Claude Hollerich of 
Luxembourg, relator general of the synod, left, 
and Bishop Luis Marín de San Martín, 
undersecretary of the synod. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
As we read the reports about the synodal 
process, such as my colleague Brian Fraga's 
fascinating look at the synodal reports from 
non-diocesan organizations in the United 
States, it is clear that the practicality of the 
American character is shining through. The 
reports tend to get right to the issues: a more 
inclusive church, increased lay involvement 
in decision-making, increased opportunities 
for women in leadership roles, etc. 

That said, it is also clear that the process 
itself is appealing to people, and it is almost 
impossible to stress this too much. If 
participants are overly focused on achieving 
a particular outcome, the synodal process 
will fail. I was heartened to read in Fraga's 
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report that the synodal participants from the 
students and staff at my alma mater, the 
Catholic University of America, "had come 
to understand synodality as a way of being 
church in the world today." 

Today, I would like to consider two aspects 
of this synodal process "as a way of being 
church in the world today" that warrant our 
focus as we study these reports: the 
centrality of spirituality to the process, and 
its relationship to Vatican II. 

 
"Our Holy Father invited the Church into a 
process of 'synodality,' a way of being a Church 
that includes all the baptized in a humble search 
to understand what the Spirit is saying to us 
today," Cardinal Joseph Tobin wrote in releasing 
the synodal report from the Archdiocese of 
Newark. (CNS/Archdiocese of Newark) 
 
The first is that the most important part of 
the process is not the conclusions the groups 
reach, but the disposition with which they 
start. "In October 2021, Pope Francis issued 
an invitation to the whole Church to gather 
and listen to the Holy Spirit in prayer, 
sharing, and discernment in preparation for 
the Synod of Bishops in October 
2023," wrote Cardinal Joseph Tobin in 
releasing the synodal report from the 
Archdiocese of Newark. "While a synod is a 
meeting, our Holy Father invited the Church 
into a process of 'synodality,' a way of being 
a Church that includes all the baptized in a 
humble search to understand what the Spirit 

is saying to us today. One of the goals of 
synodality is to find ways to connect the 
Gospel, the good news of Jesus Christ, to 
people's everyday lives." 

The idea that we listen to the Holy Spirit by 
listening to one another is new to most 
Americans, but it has always been central to 
"a way of being church." In the Act of the 
Apostles, Chapter 15, we read of the 
Council of Jerusalem, the first council in the 
life of the church: "So we are sending Judas 
and Silas who will also convey this same 
message by word of mouth: 'It is the 
decision of the holy Spirit and of us not to 
place on you any burden beyond these 
necessities.' " 

St. Pope John XXIII referred to the role of 
the Holy Spirit in his magnificent 1962 
address, Gaudet Mater Ecclesia, opening the 
Second Vatican Council: "The saints of 
heaven are here to protect our work; the 
faithful are here to continue to pour out their 
prayers to God; all of you are here so that, 
readily obeying the heavenly inspirations of 
the Holy Spirit, you may eagerly set to work 
so that your efforts will appropriately 
respond to the desires and needs of the 
various peoples." 

We should be careful when we ask for the 
Spirit's guidance. The Spirit will call us to 
follow Christ, which always means carrying 
our crosses. The distinguishing 
characteristic of Christ's ministry on this 
earth was his radical obedience to the will of 
his Father. I hope that as the synodal process 
unfolds, we will see that word "obedience," 
more often in these reports. 

The relation of the synodal process to 
Vatican II looms ever larger as we collect 
and collate the reports from around the 
world. I would like to call attention to 
the homily Pope Francis gave at the Mass 
with the new cardinals last month because 
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he touched a theme I have not seen touched 
so clearly before: wonder. 

That Mass, a votive Mass for the church, 
featured readings that invited a focus on 
wonder: The hymn that opens St. Paul's 
Letter to the Ephesians (1:3-14), which 
marvels at God's plan of salvation, and the 
Gospel passage from Matthew (28:16-20). in 
which the risen Lord commissions the 
Apostles. 

"In the Pauline hymn, that expression — 'in 
Christ' or 'in him' — is the foundation 
supporting every stage of salvation history," 
the Holy Father noted. "In Christ we were 
blessed even before the world was created; 
in him we were called and redeemed; in him 
all creation is restored to unity, and all, near 
and far, first and last, are destined, by the 
working of the Holy Spirit, to the praise of 
God’s glory." 
 
The most important part of the process is not 

the conclusions the groups reach, but the 
disposition with which they start. 

 
In describing Vatican II, the first word must 
always be "Christocentric." 
 
Considering the Gospel, the pope said, "If 
we enter into the brief but profound account 
found in the Gospel, if together with the 
disciples, we answer the Lord's call and go 
to Galilee — and we all have our own 
Galilee within our particular histories, that 
Galilee where we sensed the Lord's call, the 
gaze of the Lord who called us; go back to 
that Galilee — if we go back to that Galilee 
on the mountain that he pointed out we will 
experience a new wonder. This time, we will 
marvel not at the plan of salvation itself, but 
at the even more amazing fact that God calls 
us to share in this plan." 
A missionary, evangelizing, church is surely 
the second word to be said about Vatican II. 

A third word — actually, two words — in 
getting to the heart of Vatican II are 
"ressourcement" and "renewal." The two go 
together, hand-in-hand, the church returning 
to its sources in the Scripture and the early 
church as a means of renewing itself for the 
challenges of our time. And reading the 
Scriptural accounts — not just these two! — 
and the early church fathers, it is the sense 
of wonder that is most striking. The 
outrageous claims our faith makes — the 
crucified lives, all creation is created in 
Christ, he is with his church until the end of 
the age, etc. — these claims were still fresh 
and still provocative. They could get you 
killed! 

Pope Francis commended this sense of 
wonder to the assembled cardinals, but also 
to the rest of us as we engage in this synodal 
process. He said: 

Brothers and sisters, this kind of wonder is a 
way to salvation! May God keep it ever alive 
in our hearts, for it sets us free from the 
temptation of thinking that we can "manage 
things", that we are “most eminent”. Or 
from the false security of thinking that today 
is somehow different, no longer like the 
origins; today the Church is big, solid, and 
we occupy eminent positions in its hierarchy 
— indeed they address us as “Your 
Eminence”… There is some truth in this, but 
there is also much deception, whereby the 
Father of Lies always seeks to make Christ's 
followers first worldly, then innocuous. This 
can lead you to the temptation of 
worldliness, which step by step takes away 
your strength, takes away your hope; it 
prevents you from seeing the gaze of Jesus 
who calls us by name and sends us out. 
Those are the seeds of spiritual worldliness. 

The "temptation of thinking that we can 
'manage things' " is the most American of 
temptations, no? The "business of America 
is business," after all. MBA programs are 
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filled to the brim. Our American 
contribution to Western philosophy is 
pragmatism. In the post-conciliar era, we 
have applied the lens of the social sciences 
to our theology and we have benefited from 
the insights gained, but I wonder if we have 
calculated the cost, a cost measured in lost 
wonderment. 

We are at an interesting stage in the synodal 
process, with the participating groups 
issuing reports. Reports! The word does not 
excite. Yet, it is clear from the reports that 
people appreciated this process, that it was 
not just, as the critics derided it, a series of 
meetings about meetings, but an ecclesial 
gathering about what it means to be the 
church in our time. We did not go to Galilee, 
or, as the pope indicated, we went to our 
own Galilees. Who can gainsay that the 
Lord summoned this synodal process? And 
that, my friends, should be a source of 
precisely the wonder that the pope 
recognizes will keep this synodal process 
one in which it is the Spirit of Christ who 
acts as the protagonist, and not our poor 
selves. 

 
Michael Sean Winters 
Michael Sean Winters covers the nexus of 
religion and politics for NCR. 
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Dominican Sr. Patricia Wormann (in white 
jacket), delegate for religious for the 
Archdiocese of Newark, New Jersey facilitates a 
synod listening session with the Felician Sisters 
of Lodi, New Jersey. (Courtesy of Donna 
Ciangio) 
 
Over the centuries, men and women 
religious have practiced synodality through 
chapters, community meetings, and 
conversation groups to prepare for chapters 
of elections and affairs, house meetings and 
more. Decisions are made through prayer, 
dialogue (sometimes intense), and 
contemplative discernment to come to a 
decision or a way forward. 

The synod handbook, or vademecum, states 
that "Synodal listening is oriented towards 
discernment. It requires us to learn and 
exercise the art of personal and communal 
discernment." As religious, we know that 
synodality and discernment is a way of life. 
The congregation engaged in synodal 
processes plan for the common good. That 
may mean exploration of new ministries, 
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letting go of current ministries, redefining 
formation, planning for retirement of elders, 
and responding to the needs of the church 
now and in the future. The charism and rule 
of each institute creates the environment for 
both synodality and discernment to take 
place. 

The experience of religious can be a great 
help to parishes and ministry groups holding 
listening sessions. The synod on 
synodality documents suggested 
that religious also participate with parishes 
and groups and that both are enhanced when 
religious are a part of the process. Building a 
sense of mutual respect and communal spirit 
in small groups can be a huge benefit. 
Taking a quiet prayer break to listen to the 
Holy Spirit in the middle of discussion 
enhances the seriousness of the synodal 
process. 

My congregation, along with our associates, 
held a listening session for the entire 
community. The session was on Zoom and 
worked very well. We prayed together, used 
breakout rooms for the dialogue and took 
quiet time for prayer and synthesis of the 
discussions. It was a more disciplined 
process on Zoom than in person, but it went 
smoothly and there was excellent feedback. 
Many of the sisters and associates also 
participated in parish and other group 
listening sessions. 

Religious in my area were informed early on 
about the synod through their annual 
meeting of major superiors and bishops of 
the state. Many held regional listening 
sessions in their congregations as well as 
regional meetings with various 
congregations coming together to get to 
know each other, pray and dialogue, and 
find commonalities in life, ministry and 
desires for our Church. Many participated in 
their local parishes, and again, their 

experience and wisdom enhanced the 
conversations. 

When we began preparing for the synod 
process in my archdiocese, the song by 
Carey Landry, "The Spirit Is A-Movin' " 
kept coming to me. Pope Francis asked: 
"What is the Spirit asking of the Church of 
the 21st Century?" He went on to say: "It is 
precisely this path of synodality which God 
expects of the Church of the third 
millennium." His experience as a Jesuit 
certainly influenced him to take on this 
global consultation. He wants to hear the 
lived experience of the faithful from far and 
wide and their discernment of what the Holy 
Spirit is calling for. It is a remarkable 
undertaking for the Vatican Synod office 
and the dioceses of the world, as well as 
many other organizations in the church. 

The contributions of religious to this process 
are invaluable. The three synod concepts of 
communion, participation and mission are 
the common elements of religious life. They 
are constantly in process in each 
congregation and "house" where religious 
live. They are both conscious and 
unconscious realities of religious life, almost 
like breathing. 

We all pray that this global consultation will 
bear fruit on the universal level of the 
church as well as the local level. This is the 
time, like no other, to continue 
contemplative listening. Religious can be the 
key to this as they call the faithful to 
dialogue with them in community as well as 
in parishes and particular ministries. As 
the vademecum expresses, "synodality 
represents the path by which the Church can 
be renewed by the action of the Holy Spirit, 
listening together to what God has to say to 
his people." 

A lot of work by many people went into 
producing materials to be used by all the 
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different types of groups in the diocese. Our 
desire was to reach every parish and train 
them to do listening sessions organized by 
the parish pastoral councils. In total, we held 
about 24 information sessions in parishes, 
deaneries, ministry or at organization 
meetings to familiarize people with the 
process. 

In addition to parish events, we gathered our 
diocesan pastoral ministries to develop 
resources that would fit their constituents: 
catechetics, schools, evangelization, youth, 
young adults, people with disabilities (which 
was featured in the Vatican Media 
newsletter) and more. We reached out to 
organizations working with people on the 
peripheries, like Catholic Charities, Mercy 
House, religious communities, food pantries, 
nursing homes, homeless, and LGBTQ 
communities. In a large diocese, we also 
made sure that we had resources in 
languages such as Polish, Portuguese, 
Korean, some Chinese and French. Our 
Hispanic Ministry Office prepared five 
sessions Encuentro style to engage people in 
the process. 

Having worked for many years in a parish 
and as a consultant to parishes and dioceses, 
I have found that many of those on the 
margins are right in our own parishes. They 
are disenfranchised Catholics as well as 
parents of kids in religious education, youth, 
young adults, those in college or already 
working in the marketplace. You don't have 
to go far to find Catholics who are no longer 
engaged or do not want to be part of the 
church. 

Parish leadership reached out to parishioners 
to join synod listening sessions. Many 
parishes hosted six-plus sessions, inviting all 
to come. What I heard is that parishes were 
concerned about people not participating, 
including young adults and youth and those 
who have not returned because of the 

pandemic, a need for strong faith formation 
for children as well as adults, and ways to 
create the environment for an encounter with 
Christ. All of these issues are contributing to 
anxiety at the parish level. On the other 
hand, there was great excitement about 
being asked by Pope Francis to gather 
together to pray, dialogue and discern what 
the Holy Spirit is asking of the church of the 
21st century. It took some explanation and 
examples for people to think on that global 
level. Catholics are not used to being asked 
such questions, so we helped them to move 
from local concerns to the universal level. 
 
Early feedback indicates that people are 
eager to see more women in key leadership 
roles in parishes and ordained liturgical 
ministries, better outreach to youth, and 
reinvesting in Catholic schools and faith 
formation for youth and adults. They also 
want to change negative perceptions of the 
church as insular and out of touch. Other 
concerns include facing the sex abuse crisis, 
the need to welcome all people (including a 
focus on LGBTQ people), optional celibacy 
for priests, and enhancing the roles of 
religious brothers, sisters and permanent 
deacons in spiritual and sacramental 
ministries. 
 
This all makes for a rich mosaic of the 
myriad of groups that we are blessed with 
throughout the Archdiocese of Newark, New 
Jersey. Our synod report is here: you can see 
the Spirit IS a-movin' in our archdiocese 
and, indeed, throughout the land! We need 
to listen and move forward. 

 
Donna L. Ciangio 
Donna L. Ciangio is a Sister of St. Dominic 
of Caldwell, New Jersey. 
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Agricultural workers operate tractors in a field in 
the Almaty region of Kazakhstan April 6. Pope 
Francis is scheduled to visit Kazakhstan Sept. 
13-15 to attend the Congress of World and 
Traditional Religions. (CNS/Reuters/Pavel 
Mikheyev) 
 
ROME — When Pope John Paul II visited 
Kazakhstan in 2001, less than two weeks 
after the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks on the 
United States, the pope made peace the 
central theme of his trip.  

"I wish to make an earnest call to everyone, 
Christians and followers of other religions, 
that we work together to build a world 
without violence, a world that loves life and 
grows in justice and solidarity," 
he said during a Mass on that trip, which 

came just weeks before the U.S. and 
coalition allies invaded nearby Afghanistan.  

When Pope Francis becomes the second 
pontiff to visit Kazakhstan Sept. 13-15, 
history will in some ways repeat itself as 
war continues to rage in Ukraine. That 
conflict may loom large over Francis' visit to 
the country, which sits in Central Asia about 
1,500 miles east of Ukraine and about 1,000 
miles north of Afghanistan. 

"The motivation of Pope Francis to come to 
Kazakhstan to make this trip is due to the 
current, delicate, tragic situation in 
Ukraine," said Bishop Athanasius 
Schneider, auxiliary bishop of Astana, 
Kazakhstan. 

 
Auxiliary Bishop Athanasius Schneider of 
Astana, Kazakhstan. (CNS/Courtesy of Dominic 
Cassella, Thomas More College) 
 
"Historically, we have Ukrainian people 
living here, Russian people living here," 
Schneider told NCR via email, adding that 
"Kazakhstan is a bridge, geographically 
between Europe and Asia."   

"The message of Pope Francis will be about 
peace," he said.  

Yet one of the primary figures whom 
Francis likely wanted to hear that message 
will not be there.  
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When the Vatican confirmed last month that 
the pope would make the three-day trip to 
Kazakhstan — the 38th international trip of 
his papacy — for the central purpose of 
participating in the country's Congress of 
Leaders of World and Traditional Religions, 
Russia's Orthodox Patriarch Kirill was 
also set to be in attendance.  

The two have met in person once before, in 
Havana, Cuba, in 2016. In recent months, 
Kirill has emerged as a key backer of 
Russian President Vladimir Putin's war 
against Ukraine. Since the start of the war in 
late February, Francis — who spoke with 
the patriarch via video conference in March 
— has warned that Kirill should not become 
Putin's "altar boy."  

Earlier this summer, Francis called off a 
planned encounter with Kirill in June in 
Jerusalem because of the diplomatic 
fallout it would have created. And then late 
last month, Kirill pulled the plug on the 
much-anticipated tête-à-tête in Kazakhstan.  

But the 85-year-old pope, who continues to 
deal with mobility issues due to knee pain, 
will make the journey anyhow.  

"He wants to continue what was started by 
John Paul II," said Fr. Guido Trezzani, 
director of Caritas Kazakhstan, who noted 
that the late Polish pope was also suffering 
from a number of health issues when he 
visited the country in 2001, at age 81.  

Still, despite poor health and the threat of 
war at the time, Trezzani recalled in an 
interview that John Paul insisted on making 
the trip so that he could offer a message of 
peace.  

The primary venue for Francis to offer that 
message will be at the Congress of religious 
leaders, hosted in the Kazakh capital of Nur-

Sultan, which has taken place in the country 
every three years since 2003. 

This year's theme will focus on "the role of 
leaders of world and traditional religions in 
the spiritual and social development of 
mankind in the post-pandemic period" and is 
expected to also be attended by Islamic, 
Jewish, Buddhist, Orthodox Christian, 
Protestant and traditional religious 
representatives. 

According to Suzanne Owen, a lecturer in 
religious studies at Leeds Trinity University 
in the United Kingdom, when it comes to 
large gatherings of religious leaders, "it's 
likely more to do with who will be there" 
than the actual event.  

Despite the physical burden of travel for 
Francis, "he must think there is some work 
to be done that he can achieve there," she 
told NCR. "It's more about the behind the 
scene contacts and conversations than the 
forum itself."   

For Francis, who has prioritized interfaith 
outreach and whose most recent papal 
encyclical, 2020's Fratelli Tutti, is on 
"fraternity and social friendship," a trip to 
the ethnically and religious diverse nation of 
Kazakhstan seems right on cue, according to 
Trezzani. 

"This is a country where we are in mission," 
he told NCR. "It's important to hear from 
him a word about the meaning of our 
presence here in a country where we are a 
really tiny minority." 
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Pope John Paul II blesses a singer following a 
performance in Astana, Kazakstan, in September 
2001. The late pope was on a six-day visit to 
Kazakstan and Armenia. (CNS/Reuters) 
 
While Kazakhstan ranks as the ninth largest 
country in the world, its population of less 
than 19 million people is made up of some 
70% Muslims; roughly 1% are Catholic. On 
the second day of the trip, Sept. 14, the pope 
will celebrate a Mass for an estimated crowd 
of 3,000.  

Trezzani said the trip should help the 
Kazakh people "to have a more realistic idea 
of what the church is, who is the pope and 
the meaning and role the Catholic Church is 
playing in the world." 

Schneider, who spoke with NCR via email, 
noted that Kazakhstan is home to residents 
from over 130 nations and ethnic groups and 
that the pope's presence and message will 
help the country "strive for peace and to 
promote a coexistence among many 
people."  

(In recent years, Schneider has been 
an outspoken critic of Francis, often allying 
himself with former Vatican nuncio to the 
United States, Archbishop Carlo Maria 
Viganò, who has called on the pope to 
resign. Schneider declined to respond to 

questions regarding his personal thoughts on 
the pope's visit.) 

The bishop noted that under Soviet rule in 
Kazakhstan, the Communists actively 
persecuted religious believers, including 
Catholics, and "people living today still 
remember this."  

By 1937, not a single Catholic priest 
remained in Kazakhstan, but today, the 
country is home to Catholics from a range of 
nationalities, including Poles, Germans, 
Lithuanians and Ukrainians, among others. 
As Francis visits the vast nation, he is 
expected to bolster their efforts toward 
coexistence and encourage the country to 
offer a witness of peace to a world at war.  

"Now we are able to give an example of 
how people of so many different religions 
and nations can live together and respect one 
another," said Schneider.  

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

Jesuit Fr. John 
O'Malley: In gratitude 

to a historian who 
always asked, 'So 

what?' 
 

https://kz.usembassy.gov/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom-kazakhstan/
https://astanatimes.com/2022/08/thousands-of-pilgrims-to-attend-pope-francis-holy-mass-in-nur-sultan/
https://www.ncronline.org/news/opinion/distinctly-catholic/who-still-stands-vigan
https://astanatimes.com/2022/08/catholic-community-in-kazakhstan-becomes-more-ethnically-diverse-says-head-of-kazakhstans-catholic-church/
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/christopher-white
mailto:cwhite@ncronline.org
https://twitter.com/cwwhite212
https://twitter.com/cwwhiteNCR
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/christopher-white


13 September 2022 
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Jesuit Fr. John W. O'Malley, a church historian 
and former professor at Georgetown University, 
died Sept. 11 at the age of 95 at the Colombiere 
Jesuit Community in Baltimore. (CNS/Tyler 
Orsburn) 
 
Whenever the church puts itself in situations 
that compromise its integrity and 
authenticity in proclaiming the Gospel, the 
historian places matters in perspective. 
Jesuit Fr. John W. O'Malley, who passed 
away Sept. 11 at the age of 95, had long put 
church history at the service of the church, 
as he described his task in a 1982 America 
magazine article. He was also kind, modest 
and, above all, generous. John was fun, even 
impish, as when he ended a talk on Erasmus 
with one of the humanist's own taglines: "St. 
Socrates, pray for us." 

Obituaries and bibliographies will tell the 
extent of his work and impact, having taught 
generations of laity and clergy at Weston 
Jesuit School of Theology from 1979 until 
he moved to Georgetown University in 
2006. But a larger point that must not be 
missed is how his scholarship was admired 
and embraced by scholars of all faiths or 
none at all. John was as welcome at the 
annual conference of the Renaissance 
Society of America as he was at the 
American Catholic Historical Association. 
Multiple learned societies honored him with 

lifetime achievement awards: ACHA, RSA, 
and the Society for Italian Historical 
Studies. Harvard, where he received his 
doctorate in 1965, granted John its 
prestigious Centennial Medal in 2016. 

 
The cover of 'Trent: What Happened at the 
Council' by John W. O'Malley (CNS) 
 
John's work served the church, to be sure: 
his The First Jesuits is a transformative 
standard, as is his trinity of books 
on Trent, Vatican I and Vatican II. He edited 
several volumes that gave a voice to 
younger scholars, for whom he always had 
time and serious advice. In addition, his 
focus on rhetoric and humanism along with 
the twinned topics of style and substance — 
two subjects often opposed that John 
married — have impacted scholars' methods 
in a variety of fields. 

John also wrote with verve, style and humor 
— at turns dry, wry and sweet. In an 
autobiographical talk for the Sixteenth 
Century Studies Conference that 
was published in 2007 in The Catholic 
Historical Review, he began his tale of 
growing up in a small Ohio town near the 
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West Virginia and Pennsylvania borders 
with these delicious lines: "Aunt Annie, 
Uncle, and their grown son Paul lived next 
door to us. They were Easthoms, my 
mother's family on her mother's side. The 
Easthoms were supposedly Methodists, but 
they smoked, drank, carried on, and never 
were known to darken a church door. I liked 
them a lot." 

His personal story is captivating: his mother 
loved French, he attended public schools 
during the Depression and World War II, 
and he fell in love with Latin thanks to his 
high school freshman year teacher Miss 
Funari: "Her course was certainly one of the 
most important intellectual experiences of 
my life." He entered the Jesuit novitiate in 
1946, having never met a Jesuit before 
applying. 

John went through life with eyes wide open, 
not afraid to admit he was lonely and bored 
during a dreary final year of Jesuit formation 
in Austria in 1960-1961. As he recounted in 
2007, he drew a lesson for the historian he'd 
soon become: "I realized in a depth no book 
could ever teach me how difficult it is to 
empathize with and understand a culture not 
one's own." 

But then came Italy. He delighted in 
recounting how, strolling with a gelato cone 
on his first trip to Florence, he stopped and 
realized, "This is a good country." He 
recounted his terror in confronting late 
medieval manuscripts with not a moment of 
paleographic training. John witnessed 
history and appreciated the power of being 
in Rome during Vatican II while he was 
researching late medieval reform efforts in 
the moments before Luther for his 
dissertation. 

John saw Jesuit values in action while a 
delegate at the 1983 general congregation 
that elected Peter-Hans Kolvenbach to 

succeed Pedro Arrupe as superior general 
after Pope John Paul II’s intervention 
following Arrupe's stroke two years before. 
He happened to be in Rome when the first 
Jesuit pope was elected and took the name 
Francis in 2013. Ever the good friend, John 
related how with a few drinks he helped a 
fellow Jesuit work through the latter's worry 
that Bergoglio — somewhat estranged from 
the Jesuits — might institute a new 
suppression. "He’s done beautifully," John 
noted at a conference a few months later 
with evident pride. "Francis has done 
beautifully." 

Apart from his achievements in many areas 
of historical scholarship, John embraced the 
importance of studying history itself. One of 
his favorite phrases was, "So what?" which 
he described as a trait picked up from his 
father. Gaudium et Spes (Paragraph 43) 
teaches that we must be aware of our 
failings in order to learn from them: 

Although by the power of the Holy Spirit the 
Church will remain the faithful spouse of 
her Lord and will never cease to be the sign 
of salvation on earth, still she is very well 
aware that among her members, both 
clerical and lay, some have been unfaithful 
to the Spirit of God during the course of 
many centuries; in the present age, too, it 
does not escape the Church how great a 
distance lies between the message she offers 
and the human failings of those to whom the 
Gospel is entrusted. Whatever be the 
judgement of history on these defects, we 
ought to be conscious of them, and struggle 
against them energetically, lest they inflict 
harm on spread of the Gospel. The Church 
also realizes that in working out her 
relationship with the world she always has 
great need of the ripening which comes with 
the experience of the centuries. 

John taught that history matters and we must 
constantly harvest the ripe fruit of 
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experience and make it understandable and 
accessible — although he constantly (and 
sometimes wearily) reminded his audiences 
that, no, history cannot repeat itself because 
each moment of any era is contingent on its 
place, time and circumstance. In fact, he 
thought the designation church historian not 
quite right and a bit limiting, preferring to 
label himself a historian of religious and 
Renaissance culture. 

His hardcore scholarship built his deserved 
reputation as a master, but his career also 
demonstrated that teachers should be 
speaking to a wider audience all the time, as 
did the Scripture scholar Raymond Brown, 
who followed every thunk of a book with 
short articles on the same topic in popular 
Catholic magazines. When the church 
argued yet again about celibacy, there was 
an America piece giving the history and 
drawing the lessons. Some bishops 
announced they would not give the 
Eucharist to pro-choice politicians, and there 
was another O'Malley historical 
analysis warning about excommunication. 

John reached many through his outreach 
essays and later in his career via audio 
programs for Now You Know 
Media/Learn25, which turned into short 
trade books on the papacy and Jesuit history. 
He often noted that, yes, he wrote many 
academic books, but as he said in an 
interview in 2020, "I feel responsible not 
just to talk to other historians. We often 
need a big picture and the answer to the 
question: 'So what?' 'So what?': That's really 
my question." 

The church is grateful for his answers. 

 
Christopher M. Bellitto 
Christopher M. Bellitto is professor of 
history at Kean University in Union, New 
Jersey. His new book is a history of humility 
as the lost virtue, to be published by 
Georgetown University Press in Spring 
2023. 
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Clergymen carry a large cross during a Good 
Friday procession in Durban, South Africa, 
April 15. (CNS/Reuters/Rogan Ward) 
 
Widen the preaching circle to women and 
other laypeople, change the leadership style 
from autocratic and bureaucratic, move 
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away from clericalism, and build more 
inclusive and welcoming communities, say 
Southern African Catholics. 

These were some of the major themes that 
emerged in the synthesis document for 
the synod on synodality released by 
the Southern African Catholic Bishops' 
Conference at the end of August. The 
conference represents the Catholic bishops 
of South Africa, Botswana and Eswatini. 

The secretary general of the bishops' 
conference, Fr. Hugh O'Connor, said that the 
synthesis aimed to reflect the wide range of 
opinions mentioned in the diocesan reports. 
"No attempt was made to weigh anything as 
no votes were taken," he said. 

The synthesis, from 29 dioceses in the 
conference area, begins by acknowledging 
that there were a "variety of engagements 
with the synodal process ranging from 
enthusiastic involvement to opposition to the 
process." 

Jesuit Fr. Bruce Botha, the vicar for 
evangelization in the Johannesburg 
Archdiocese who led the diocesan process, 
thinks the "synthesis did reflect what was 
being said about women, youth and the 
LGBTQ+ community in the diocese." 

He said that things may have been said more 
forcefully in the diocesan report but that the 
synthesis had captured the fruit of the 
dialogue of the diocesan process. 

The conference acknowledges the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on the process. 
"Many parishes, communities and groupings 
were, at the same time as the synodal 
process, trying to rebuild and regroup. They 
thus faced the challenge of smaller numbers, 
the inability to gather freely, continued 
government restrictions and sense of apathy 
that the pandemic seemed to cause while at 

the same time trying to re-establish regular 
parish life." 

 
People in Laudium, South Africa, stand in line 
to receive food aid May 20, 2020, amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic. (CNS/Reuters/Siphiwe 
Sibeko) 
 
Although there were differing views, the 
synthesis document reports that across both 
rural and urban dioceses, questions about 
"the Church's teaching on abortion, 
contraception, ordination of women, married 
clergy, celibacy, divorce and remarriage, 
Holy Communion, homosexuality" were 
raised. 

While it says that many were happy with the 
ministry of priests, the synthesis points out 
several issues surrounding the lives and 
ministry of priests. The concerns expressed 
range from ineffective work to low moral 
standards and financial abuse. "Lack of 
liturgical and preaching preparation, 
apparent poor education and the lack of 
basic pastoral skills" are also cited. 

"There also needs to be a movement away 
from clericalism and a clergy centered 
community to greater involvement of all in 
the life and running of the Church," it says. 

The synthesis goes on to name several 
concerns with clergy, including a "variety of 
attitudes taken towards women, youth, 
LGBTQIA+ community, difficulty with 
relating to other men, lay involvement and 
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priests not being able to minister in 
communities [where] they are assigned." 

People expressed concerns about the impact 
of the poor example and behavior of clergy 
on vocations and the happiness of the laity. 
"The average Catholic wants a good, holy 
priest pastoring and ministering to them and 
an alive and active community." 

The synthesis says that the kind of 
participation Catholics in Southern Africa 
want is one in which "the gifts of all 
members are used e.g. opening preaching to 
lay people including women, widening 
involvement in ministries and 
responsibility." There is a call for the 
ordination of women to the diaconate and 
married men to the priesthood. 

"A great deal of comment was offered on 
the state of the youth and their presence in 
the Church," the document says. It points 
out that the youth are not the future but the 
present of the church. The participation of 
young people in the synodal process ranges 
from active to total absence, it states. 

"There is a general concern that many young 
people leave the Church after Confirmation 
if they even get there," it says. The reasons 
given are "hostility towards youth, 
intergenerational conflict, [the] role of 
parents, teenage pregnancy, Church's moral 
teaching, temptations in the wider world, 
lifestyle choices and the lack of 
attractiveness of the Church." 

The synthesis lamented the lack of 
involvement of religious — especially 
women — in diocesan structures. Religious 
women want "to be taken more seriously 
and acknowledged for their contribution to 
the life of the Church and not to be treated 
like second class members." 

A lack of funds often restrains the mission 
of the church, but this is not an 
insurmountable problem, the report said. 
The lack of ongoing formation, from clergy 
to lay ministries, hampers the mission of the 
church. 

The report identifies the shortage of priests 
as a challenge, along with priests "who 
make their own rules and push their own 
agendas, moral decay amongst the clergy, 
the lack of respect and participation, 
ministry to families, the failure to use 
resources properly." 

In some places, the report says that 
structures, like diocesan pastoral councils, 
parish pastoral councils and finance 
committees, are not appropriately utilized 
for full participation. "It is perceived that the 
priest, certain families or individuals 
dominate these structures, keeping others 
out," the document said. 

The report also flags issues around the 
[refusal] of baptism to children of unmarried 
mothers and the treatment of divorced 
people. It says that people who suffer 
marriage breakdown "appear to be 
stigmatized." 
 

'There are new realities and it is within 
these changed realities that we live our 

faith.' 
 

There were requests for the church to relook 
at issues like divorce, remarriage and 
contraception. The synthesis says, "There is 
a strong need to look beyond the idea of 
heterosexual marriage to other forms of 
being family — single parent, LGBTQIA+, 
multigenerational and blended families and 
adoption." 
It also calls for more space to discuss issues 
affecting families and marriage "without 
being shut down by the law or morals of the 
Church." 



While there is an appreciation of church 
leadership, some expressed the desire for a 
change in leadership style from "the 
tendency to be autocratic and bureaucratic to 
being more listening, open and 
consultative." Both laypeople and clergy 
expressed this desire. 

People were critical of the bishops for their 
"lack of transparency about [the] sexual and 
financial crises" and their "lack of leadership 
in terms of international and national 
events." There was also criticism for how 
they handled the abuse crisis and the 
resulting poor public image of the church. 

"There is the constant request for better 
catechesis and ongoing faith formation for 
all," the document said. The synthesis says 
that all the responses "indicated the definite 
vision of a Vatican II Church" and that there 
is "the desire to grow this vision." It says 
that people desire good liturgies that bring 
communities together. 

The synthesis acknowledges that some 
responses "were harking back to a past that 
has largely disappeared" but that there was 
"no concerted effort to impose such a vision 
on others." It was more a "remembering of 
the good old days" and realizing that the 
world, church, circumstances and awareness 
have changed. 

It says: "There are new realities and it is 
within these changed realities that we live 
our faith." 

 
People play soccer on a dusty pitch in Soweto, 
South Africa, Sept. 15, 2021. 
(CNS/Reuters/Siphiwe Sibeko) 
 
"The Synod offered the Church a wonderful 
opportunity to reconnect and to discover 
anew a way of being community," the 
document said. This was important in a post-
COVID setting. The synod process drew 
people back and showed a real hunger to 
"once again come together to pray together 
whether that be in the Eucharist or in more 
informal settings." 

In addition, it served to "rebuild a sense and 
appreciation of the importance of the local 
Church community." 

The synthesis concludes that the process 
cannot be evaluated by the number of people 
involved or "the answers given, whether 
agreed with or not." Instead, the "quality of 
listening, dialogue and desire to relate in 
new ways" is most important. "To achieve 
this, there needs to be a change in style, 
formation at all levels for new ways to 
emerge." 

"This synodal process has been invaluable in 
helping reflection on the implementation of 
the Pastoral Plan," the report said. It 
encourages the local church to enter a phase 
of studying the diocesan reports so that, 
where possible, they can implement 
practical ideas and suggestions. "This will 



give people the confidence that there is 
action." 

Pretoria, South Africa, Archbishop Dabula 
Mpako — who is responsible for the 
synodal process in the conference — said 
the outcomes of the process "are and will 
still be of great help to different dioceses." 
He said that a lot of work needs to be done 
to continue the listening and dialogue that 
has begun. 

O'Connor, the secretary general, believes 
that the reports and synthesis document can 
only be brought to life by a continued 
renewal of the church, "not in structures but 
relationships." 

The synthesis ends by acknowledging that 
the most significant and most challenging 
task is "to change the culture in the Church 
where necessary to create an atmosphere and 
a practice that includes more listening and 
dialogue in the search for greater 
communion, participation, and mission in 
the Church." 

 
Russell Pollitt 
Russell Pollitt is a Jesuit priest working in 
Johannesburg, South Africa. He is currently 
the director of the Jesuit Institute South 
Africa. He writes and comments on South 
African politics and church affairs. Follow 
him on Twitter @rpollittsj. 
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Irme Stetter-Karp, president of the Central 
Committee of German Catholics and the lay co-
president of the Synodal Path, Bishop Georg 
Bätzing, president of the German bishops' 
conference, and Beate Gilles, general secretary 
of the German bishops' conference, attend the 
fourth synodal assembly in Frankfurt Sept. 9, 
2022. (CNS photo/Julia Steinbrecht, KNA) 
 
FRANKFURT, GERMANY — The fourth 
plenary assembly of the Synodal Path in 
Frankfurt ended Sept. 10 with a series of far-
reaching reform resolutions. 

They concern, for example, the position of 
women and trans people in the church, 
sexual morality, gay priests and the future 
national leadership structure of the Catholic 
Church, reported the German Catholic news 
agency KNA. It said all texts involving 
changes to church doctrine were formulated 
as proposals for consideration by the pope 
and not as independent dogmatic changes by 
the German church. 
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KNA reported that several proposals could 
not be discussed because some debates, 
which got emotional, took more time than 
planned. Nevertheless, Irme Stetter-Karp, 
president of the lay Central Committee of 
German Catholics, said: "We have achieved 
a lot, and we are not going to stop here." 

Participants discussed the position of 
intersex and transgender people in the 
Catholic Church. An emotional debate 
centered on a paper calling for more 
acceptance, with 94.5% voting in favor of it 
on first reading. 

The paper calls for changes, including 
making it possible in the future to omit the 
gender in the baptismal register or to use the 
term "diverse" when baptizing children with 
an unclear gender identity, KNA reported. 
Transgender Catholics should be given the 
opportunity to have their civil status and 
first names easily changed in the baptismal 
register, the paper said. 

"If believers who are transgender or intersex 
are denied the sacrament of marriage, they 
should be able to have their partnership 
blessed," stated the text, which a working 
group will now revise. 

Only once did the Frankfurt assembly come 
to a standstill. At the very beginning, when a 
fundamental text on the renewal of Catholic 
sexual morality came up for a vote, a 
blocking minority of bishops prevented its 
adoption, KNA reported. Only 33 out of 60 
bishops present voted yes -- not enough to 
achieve the required episcopal two-thirds 
majority. There was great disappointment 
among the majority; tears flowed and 
members of sexual minorities left the 
gathering in protest. 

The conference presidium drew lessons 
from the upset. The speaking time was 
doubled to two minutes. The representatives 

of the conservative minority, including a 
number of bishops, were able to present 
their concerns in a more nuanced manner, 
and a serious debate ensued, in the course of 
which some opinions apparently changed, 
KNA reported. 

In addition, a measure was introduced by 
Bishop Georg Bätzing, president of the 
bishops' conference. Before each sensitive 
vote, he called the bishops together for a 
separate 20-minute consultation behind 
closed doors. After this break in 
proceedings, the bishops returned to the 
plenary -- and the bishops did not block any 
more votes. 

KNA reported that in this way, and through 
important speeches in the assembly, 
Bätzing, co-president of the Synodal Path, 
was able to influence the course of the 
assembly. He succeeded in lessening the 
animosity that had erupted after the upset of 
the first day and also shielded conservative 
brethren from polemical criticism. 

There were several debates about whether to 
vote by name or anonymously. Despite 
protests, the plenary made voting by roll call 
compulsory and enforced it several times. 

In the debates, speakers from the reform-
oriented majority often referred to Pope 
Francis. Cardinal Reinhard Marx, one of the 
founding fathers of the Synodal Path, 
stressed that the pope wanted a "synodal 
church" and that the church in Germany was 
progressing along this path.  

Several speakers said the reform proposals, 
which are far-reaching by the standards of 
the worldwide Catholic Church, were an 
important impetus for the church in other 
cultures and countries. 

Numerous delegates referred to the large 
number of people leaving the church in 



Germany and said the exodus could only be 
stopped with decisive reforms. Another 
often-cited argument was sexual abuse by 
clerics. The church owed it to the victims to 
change its doctrine and structure in such a 
way that these crimes could no longer 
happen, said Gregor Podschun, chairman of 
the Federation of German Catholic Youth. 

The meeting's outcome met with praise and 
criticism. 

The pro-reform group We Are Church, 
which has been demanding change for 
decades, called the three-day meeting a 
"reflection of the dramatic situation within 
the church." 

"What was frightening was the at-times 
simple argumentation and the obvious 
polarization within the German bishops' 
conference as well as the refusal of many 
bishops and auxiliary bishops to participate 
in the substance of the debate ahead of the 
Synodal Assembly as well as here in 
Frankfurt." 

By contrast, Dorothea Schmidt of the 
conservative Catholic group Maria 1.0 wrote 
in the newspaper Die Tagespost that she had 
"witnessed the hostile takeover of the 
Catholic Church." In her mind's eye, she 
saw tanks drawing up "to make room for the 
German-nationalist-permissive-feminist-
gender church." The majority "pushes 
through what they want to push through ... 
without regard for the minority and church 
teaching." 

The Synodal Path is due to end with a fifth 
plenary assembly in Frankfurt in March. 
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Empty pews are seen at St. Gabriel Catholic 
Church in Washington July 11, 2020. (CNS 
photo/Tyler Orsburn) 
 
WASHINGTON — If trends of the past 30 
years continue for the next 50, Christianity 
will lose its majority status in the United 
States by 2070, according to a new 
demographic study by the Pew Research 
Center. 

If those trends, first identified in 1990, 
accelerate over the next half-century, 
Christianity will have fewer adherents than 
Americans who are not affiliated with any 
church, according to the study, "Modeling 
the Future of Religion in America," released 
Sept. 13. 
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Even with the demographic modeling used 
by Pew, the numbers vary widely. 
Christians, put by Pew currently at 64% of 
the U.S. population, could slide to 54% -- or 
plunge to 35% -- by 2070. 

By the same token, the religiously 
unaffiliated -- called "nones" in some circles 
-- currently at 29%, could rise to 34% of the 
population in the next half-century, or soar 
to 52%. 

Pew used four different scenarios in making 
its projections. One was "no switching," 
meaning that Americans would not switch 
from religious affiliation to disaffiliation, or 
vice versa. It counterpart was "steady 
switching," in which 31% of Christians 
become unaffiliated, while 21% of the 
unaffiliated become Christian. 

The other two models are "rising 
disaffiliation." One model put limits on the 
share of Christians who leave the faith at 
50%. The other model set no limits on 
disaffiliation. Under the "rising 
disaffiliation" scenarios, nones outpace 
Christians sometime between 2050 and 
2060. 

Only the no-switching model, which Pew 
called "counterfactual," allowed Christianity 
to retain its U.S. majority. The steady-
switching scenario gave Christians a 46%-
41% plurality. Under the rising-disaffiliation 
models, Christianity was relegated to 
minority status, with less than 40% of all 
Americans. 

Pew did four alternative scenarios, in which 
every mother transmitted their faith to each 
of her children; if religious groups had equal 
birthrates; if immigration stopped after 
2030; and if older Christians stopped 
switching from belief to unaffiliated status. 
Christianity would lose its majority status 

but retain plurality status through 2070 
under all four scenarios. 

"It is possible that events outside the study's 
model -- such as war, economic depression, 
climate crisis, changing immigration 
patterns or religious innovations -- could 
reverse current religious switching trends, 
leading to a revival of Christianity in the 
United States," the report said. 

Pew said that the U.S. experience could 
model what's happened in Europe. "In Great 
Britain, for example, nones surpassed 
Christians to become the largest group in 
2009, according to the British Social 
Attitudes Survey," it noted. "In the 
Netherlands, disaffiliation accelerated in the 
1970s, and 47% of adults now say they are 
Christian." The study noted that most 
disaffiliation ends by the age of 30. 

The report focused on sociological trends 
that played into its projections. 

"In this study, transmission rates are 
calculated based on the share of children 
who inherit their mother's religion -- or their 
mother's unaffiliated identity -- because 
mothers tend to successfully transmit their 
religious identities more often than fathers 
do. Also, roughly a quarter of children under 
18 live in single-parent households, which 
are overwhelmingly headed by mothers," 
Pew said. 

"The four main scenarios presented here 
vary primarily in their assumptions about the 
future of religious switching among 
Americans between the ages of 15 and 29 -- 
which are the years when most religious 
change happens," it added. "Only a modest 
amount of switching is modeled among 
older adults." 



Pew suggested at reasons behind the 
growing move over the past generation to 
disaffiliate from Christian denominations. 

"In the U.S., an association of Christianity 
with conservative politics has driven many 
liberals away from the faith. Still other 
theories involve declining trust in religious 
institutions, clergy scandals, rising rates of 
religious intermarriage, smaller families, and 
so on. When asked, Americans give a wide 
range of reasons for leaving religion 
behind." 

Men bear some responsibility for the 
shrinking numbers of Christians, according 
to the report. 

"Americans who have moved away from 
Christianity are more likely to be men, while 
women are more likely to retain their 
Christian identity," Pew said. "A slight 
majority of U.S. adults who were raised 
Christian and are now unaffiliated (54%) are 
male. Among people who have remained 
Christian, 57% are women." 

Immigration was once seen as adding more 
Christians to the U.S. population. "In the 
1990s and early 2000s, the largest number of 
recent arrivals to the U.S. were from Mexico 
and other Christian-majority countries in 
Central and South America," the report said. 

"Today, new arrivals are more likely to 
come from Asia. In 2018, the top country of 
origin for new immigrants was China (which 
is majority unaffiliated), followed by India 
(which is majority Hindu)." 

The study issued a conjecture that 
Christianity could rebound if it falls into 
minority status if adherents focus on 
retaining Christian identity, although nones 
currently show little tendency to join a 
religion. "While this bottoming out and 
regrowth of Christianity is theoretically 

possible," Pew said, "it would require a 
reversal of the current trends in switching." 
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Archbishop John C. Wester of Santa Fe, N.M., 
offers a reflection on the urgent need for nuclear 
disarmament during a prayer service for United 
Nations diplomats at the Church of the Holy 
Family in New York City Sept. 12, 2022. The 
service, hosted by the Vatican's permanent 
observer mission to the U.N., was held on the 
eve of the opening of the 77th session of the 
U.N. General Assembly. (CNS photo/Gregory 
A. Shemitz) 
 
NEW YORK — Archbishop John C. 
Wester of Santa Fe, New Mexico, brought 
his summons to begin meaningful 
conversations to achieve full nuclear 
disarmament to the annual United Nations 
prayer service. 

Addressing U.N. delegates and staff as well 
as representatives of nongovernmental 
organizations at the Church of the Holy 
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Family Sept. 12, Wester reiterated his urgent 
invitation first made in a pastoral letter he 
issued in January. 

The event, coordinated by the Vatican's 
permanent observer mission to the U.N., 
was held on the eve of the opening of the 
77th session of the U.N. General Assembly. 

As he did in the letter, "Living in the Light 
of Christ's Peace: A Conversation Toward 
Nuclear Disarmament," the archbishop 
called for dialogue about the threat nuclear 
weapons pose to the planet and outlined 
necessary steps to dismantle the world's 
nuclear arsenal in order to uphold the 
biblical "ideal of right relationships." 

Illustrating his point, Wester recalled the 
mosaic "Golden Rule" at the U.N. 
headquarters located blocks from the church. 
He said the artwork describes the U.N. 
mission to bring together people of various 
races, creeds, nationalities and ethnic 
backgrounds for "peaceful and productive 
dialogue." 

Developing right relationships with God, 
other people and the planet, the archbishop 
said, is the central theme of his pastoral 
letter. 

"It highlights the urgent need to begin, 
rejuvenate and sustain a conversation that 
leads to right relationships and to peace in 
our world," he said, because nuclear 
weapons "pose the ultimate, and indeed, 
permanent destruction of any kind of 
relationships at all, not to mention right 
relationships." 

Wester recalled his 2017 visit to the 
Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
where the only use of nuclear weapons in 
war occurred in August 1945. Returning to 
New Mexico, he toured the New Mexico 
History Museum with friends and saw "a 

different exhibit with a different story" 
about the development of nuclear bombs. 

That's when he said he came to realize that 
billions of people could be killed instantly if 
nuclear weapons were ever used again. 

"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 
questions and find a new path toward 
nuclear disarmament," Wester told the 
congregation. 

He identified the U.N. as "a model for all 
countries, organizations, communities and 
individuals who seek to live in harmony and 
in right relationship with each other." 

"The U.N. demonstrates that the first step to 
productive conversation is to listen," he 
continued, explaining how Pope Francis has 
repeatedly told bishops that while they are 
teachers, "a good teacher listens first." 

He urged the U.N. and NGO representatives 
to listen to the voices of people suffering 
through poverty, famine, drought, war and 
persecution as they work to build a better 
world. 

"When we genuinely listen to these voices, 
to the cry of the poor, the destitute and 
persecuted, we are taking the first steps in a 
constructive conversation that will find 
answers and create true change in our 
world," the archbishop said. 

He said Jesus offers the light of peace to the 
world over "the darkness of violence and in 
the shadow of the threat or nuclear war." 

"In this light, we can see a new future for the 
world, where everyone can live in peace 
without the threat of nuclear war. In this 
new world, we spend our resources ending 
hunger and poverty, improving our schools 



and health care, securing life-giving 
employment and teaching everyone the life 
of peace and nonviolence." 

Wester also cited Francis' repeated 
statements regarding the immorality of 
possessing nuclear weapons and stressed 
that the pope has invited people to converse 
with each other and with God to build a 
world based on respect and peace rather than 
weapons of war. 

"I am convinced that this dialogue that Pope 
Francis speaks of is what is needed in our 
world today," he said. "The solution to our 
divisions and controversies is not violence 
and war but the honest and sincere efforts of 
human beings to encounter one another in 
fruitful conversations that lead to peace. 

"And a dialogue about nuclear 
disarmament," he added, "is an essential part 
of this conversation." 
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Pope Francis is welcomed by Kazakh President 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev as he arrives at the 
international airport in Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan, 
Sept. 13, 2022. (CNS photo/Paul Haring) 
 
NUR-SULTAN, KAZAKHSTAN — Pope 
Francis on Sept. 13 kicked off a three-day 
trip to a country that shares a 4,700-mile-
long border with Russia by condemning the 
"senseless and tragic war" in Ukraine and 
pleading with world leaders to listen to those 
who "cry out for peace."  

On a trip that was originally meant to 
facilitate a face-to-face meeting with a key 
backer of the war, Russian Orthodox 
Patriarch Kirill — who just last 
month canceled plans to also travel to the 
Central Asian country — the pope touted the 
virtue of personal encounters with those of 
different backgrounds, religions and 
political traditions.  

"I have come here as a pilgrim of peace, 
seeking dialogue and unity," Francis said 
during a meeting with Kazakhstan's civil 
authorities, in his first event in the former 
Soviet nation. "I have come to echo the plea 
of all those who cry out for peace, which is 
the essential path to development for our 
globalized world."  
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Pope Francis and President Kassym-Jomart 
Tokayev attend a welcoming ceremony at the 
presidential palace in Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan, 
Sept. 13, 2022. (CNS photo/Paul Haring) 
 
Francis is visiting Kazakhstan, which shares 
its entire northern border with the Russian 
Federation, as a participant in the 7th 
Congress of Leaders of World and 
Traditional Religions, where over 100 faith 
leaders will gather for a two-day Sept. 14-15 
summit in the Kazakh capital. 

The conference, which began in the 
aftermath of the Sept. 11, 2001 terrorist 
attacks on the United States and takes place 
every three years, is meant to aid in resisting 
extremism and fostering harmony among 
religious traditions. 

While this year's theme is focused on the 
role of religion in recovering from the global 
COVID-19 pandemic, Russia's war against 
Ukraine has largely overshadowed the 
gathering.  

"Now is the time to stop intensifying 
rivalries and reinforcing opposing blocs," 
Francis said.  "We need leaders who, on the 
international level, can enable peoples to 
grow in mutual understanding and 
dialogue." 

In his first public remarks since arriving in a 
country that serves a geographic bridge 

between Europe and Asia – Kazakhstan is 
located about 1,500 miles east of Ukraine 
and about 1,000 miles north of Afghanistan -
- Francis made a strong appeal for political 
leaders to strengthen their commitments to 
multilateralism and to act in the interests of 
future generations.  

At a time when international agencies are on 
a high alert over the danger posed by the 
ongoing fighting around the Zaporizhzhia 
nuclear power plant in Ukraine, the pope 
also offered his "deep appreciation" for 
Kazakhstan's decision following the fall of 
the Soviet Union to get rid of its nuclear 
weapons. 

Francis' remarks were delivered in the 
Qazaq Concert Hall, one of scores of ultra-
modern buildings that dot the futuristic 
skyline of this capital city.  

In a country with some 550 ethnic groups 
and over 80 languages, the pope praised 
Kazakhstan as a "country of encounter," 
offering an example of diversity and 
coexistence.  

Francis went on to encourage the 70% 
Muslim-majority country, which is officially 
secular in its constitution, to double-down in 
its commitment to the equal treatment of all 
citizens and the freedom of self-expression.  

"Religious freedom represents the best 
channel for civil coexistence," he said.  

During his second day in the country, on 
Sept. 14, Francis will celebrate Mass for an 
expected 3,000 pilgrims.  

With only one percent of the country 
identifying as Catholic, Francis noted that 
from ancient times to today, Catholic 
believers "continue to testify to the spirit of 
openness and respectful dialogue that 
distinguishes this land." 
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During the six-hour flight from Rome, the 
85-year-old Francis — who now regularly 
uses a cane and a wheelchair due to mobility 
issues — spent just over 20 minutes greeting 
reporters. Francis was asked if he might also 
meet during the trip with Chinese President 
Xi Jinping, who is also expected to visit 
Kazakhstan on Sept. 14.  

While there has never been a meeting 
between a pope and Chinese president — 
and Francis said there was no news to report 
of one on this trip — the pope said he was 
always willing to go to China to make such 
a meeting possible. 

Once on the ground, he offered a similar 
version of that message saying "the need to 
expand the efforts of diplomacy to promote 
dialogue and encounter thus becomes all the 
more pressing, since nowadays the problem 
of one is the problem of all." 

"Those who hold greater power in the world 
have greater responsibility with regard to 
others, especially those countries most prone 
to unrest and conflict," he said.  

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

 

 

'Media nuns' say 
goodbye to sweet 

home Chicago after 
more than 40 years 

13 September 2022 
by Emily McFarlan Miller, Religion 

News Service 
  

Arts and Media 

 
Pedestrians pass Pauline Books and Media on 
Michigan Avenue in downtown Chicago on 
Sept. 6. (RNS/Emily McFarlan Miller) 
 
CHICAGO — When the Daughters of St. 
Paul received permission from Chicago's 
then-Cardinal John Cody to open a 
bookstore in downtown Chicago in 1979, 
they hurried to make it happen in time for 
Pope John Paul II's visit to the city later that 
year. 

By the time the pope's motorcade drove 
down Michigan Avenue that October, the 
first floor of an old storefront had been 
successfully converted into Pauline Books 
and Media, and the pope's books lined the 
front windows. Above the display the sisters 
unfurled a huge banner across the front of 
the building: "We love you, John Paul II." 

Over the next four decades, the store — 
formerly a haberdashery that had once 
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welcomed the likes of Liberace, Muhammad 
Ali and former Chicago Mayor Richard J. 
Daley — would become legendary in its 
own right.  

The decision to close the location, steps 
from iconic landmarks like Millennium 
Park, came much more slowly. 

 
Sr. Tracey Matthia Dugas (RNS/Emily 
McFarlan Miller) 
 
After six years of prayer and outside 
consultation, and a shove from the COVID-
19 pandemic, the order has decided to 
reconfigure its presence across the United 
States and Toronto, according to Sr. Tracey 
Matthia Dugas, director of Pauline mission 
advancement. That means closing four 
locations in the United States, including the 
Chicago book center and the convent above 
it. 

"Technology shifts often, and our mission 
demands that we use the most modern and 
efficacious means [to reach out to people]," 
said Dugas, 50, who has been stationed in 
Chicago since 2018. 

The Chicago sisters celebrated a closing 
Mass over the weekend at the nearby 
Assumption Catholic Church. 

The book center will close Sept. 24; the 
convent on the three floors above it, soon 
after. Two of the four Chicago sisters are 

bound for the motherhouse in Boston; the 
other two for St. Louis, according to Dugas. 

 
Pauline Books and Media on Michigan Avenue 
in downtown Chicago will permanently close 
Sept. 24, 2022. (RNS/Emily McFarlan Miller) 
 
Other closing locations include Honolulu; 
Charleston, South Carolina; and San 
Antonio, Texas. Those closings will impact 
another 11 sisters, who will relocate to 
remaining locations by early 2023. 

The Daughters of St. Paul have about 120 
sisters across 13 locations in the United 
States and Toronto. In total, about 1,900 
sisters, affectionately known as the "Media 
Nuns," serve in more than 50 countries 
around the world, according to the order's 
website. 

Founded in Italy in 1914 by Fr. Giacomo 
Alberione and Sr. Thecla Merlo, the 
Daughters of St. Paul are missionary sisters 
who strive to "bring Christ to the world 
through the most effective means of 
communication." 

That includes books, choral 
recordings, documentaries and even Twitter 
feeds. The order's bestselling "memento 
mori" series, written by Sr. Theresa Aletheia 
Noble, began as daily reflections she posted 
on Twitter over the course of a 
year, inspired by a skull that she kept on her 
desk. 
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The nuns' other lively social media accounts 
and blogs bear names like "@nunblogger" 
and "Hell Burns" — the latter, by Sr. Helena 
Raphael Burns. 

But people aren't shopping in 
bookstores like they used to, nor are 
they joining religious orders. When Dugas 
was discerning her vocation, she said, the 
order welcomed two or three new members 
every year. Now, it's half that. 

And "every mission territory is dangerous," 
Dugas said — including social media. She's 
taking a break from her own online presence 
after realizing she was having a hard time 
hearing her own thoughts over the constant 
loop of trending audio. 

Nonetheless, the sisters want to focus on 
growing their digital platforms, according to 
an FAQ on the order's website. 

Sr. Chelsea Bethany Davis, 31, recently 
helped launch the Daughters of St. 
Paul's presence on TikTok — perhaps better 
known by the hashtag #NunTok. 

"I've always enjoyed keeping up with the 
latest apps and social media, so when I saw 
what an incredible opportunity TikTok is, I 
jumped on it," Davis said in an email to 
Religion News Service. 

"As Daughters of St. Paul our motivating 
hope with using social media is always to 
bring people closer to Jesus ... we also like 
to pull back the mysterious cloak on 
religious life a little bit too to give people a 
glimpse into our life!" 

Davis, who recently professed her final 
vows and is stationed in Alexandria, 
Virginia, lived above the book center in 
Chicago for about three years after making 
her first profession. 

She'd grown up on a small farm in Maryland 
and suddenly found herself living in a 
bustling metropolis. She watched the sunrise 
over Daley Plaza and prayed for the people 
she watched rush to work on her walk to 
Mass each morning. 

When she first visited, Sr. Jacqueline Jean-
Marie Gitonga, too, was struck by the 
overwhelming sense of peace inside the 
convent despite the frenetic pace of life just 
outside its walls. She thought to herself, "I 
can't believe it. I'm right in the heart of the 
city, and it's so quiet and peaceful in here." 

 
Sr. Jacqueline Jean-Marie Gitonga (Courtesy 
photo) 
 
"It's like Moses and the burning bush. I gotta 
find out why this bush isn't burning. I gotta 
come back. There's something about this." 

Gitonga, 44, had gotten to know the 
Daughters of St. Paul as a doctoral student 
studying abroad from Kenya at the 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. 
She'd take a bus several hours to Chicago to 
intern with the sisters and spend time 
discerning the unexpected call she felt to 
religious life. Now stationed in New 
Orleans, she spent about three years in 
Chicago. 

"It was like being a kid in a candy store," 
she said of visiting the book center as a 
student. 
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Recognizing how important community is 
after many people were forced apart by the 
pandemic, the sisters plan to transform their 
remaining book centers into more dynamic 
spaces for people to gather. 

On a recent Tuesday, a life-size cardboard 
cutout of Pope Francis smiled at passersby 
from the window of the Chicago store as 
they spilled out of ride shares for the hotel 
next door or shuffled past looking at their 
phones, ignoring a choral recording of "We 
Are the World" drifting from the book 
center, as well as the sign on its door 
reading, "Get your items now, while 
supplies last!" 

Dugas remembered when the foot traffic 
along Michigan Avenue brought a wide 
variety of customers, even if some tourists 
made a quick about-face when they realized 
it was a Catholic bookstore and not a 
souvenir shop. 

"You never knew what's gonna walk 
through the door," she said. 

"There's something delightful about it — 
and terrifying at times — but you see the 
swath of humanity in all of its beauty, and in 
all of its need, and in all of its horror," she 
said. "We really believe that, somehow, God 
is calling them here to feed them and to, in 
many ways, reclaim them as his children." 
 

Moon Landrieu was a 
visionary Catholic 

mayor who reshaped 
New Orleans 

14 September 2022 
by Jason Berry 

  

 
Former New Orleans Mayor Moon Landrieu 
waves at an event before the incumbent mayor, 
his son Mitch, arrives to address supporters after 
winning reelection in New Orleans Feb. 1, 2014. 
(AP/Gerald Herbert, file) 
 
NEW ORLEANS — When Moon Landrieu 
became mayor in 1970, New Orleans was a 
slumbering backwater. The old-pedigree 
establishment synonymous with elite 
Carnival balls enjoyed a segregated status 
quo. The population of about 593,000 had a 
high poverty level, disproportionately so 
among Blacks, a voting minority hungry for 
economic expectations of the ebbing civil 
rights era. 

Elected with 90% of the African American 
vote, Landrieu began hiring Blacks to city 
jobs and contracting work in record 
numbers; he also pushed a growth strategy 
anchored by the construction of the $163 
million Louisiana Superdome on which he 
worked tirelessly with Gov. John 
McKeithen. Though plagued with cost 
overruns, the world's largest covered 
stadium at the time turned New Orleans into 
a major media sports town and spurred a 
downtown building boom as high-rise office 
towers mushroomed along Poydras Street 
toward the Mississippi docks. 

Landrieu's achievement in eight years as 
mayor, balancing racial progress and 
economic growth, set the stage for a line of 
African American mayors, interrupted in 
2010 when Landrieu's son, Lt. Governor 
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Mitch Landrieu, won the mayoralty with 
New Orleans plagued by blight and broken 
streets five years after Hurricane Katrina. 
The second Mayor Landrieu accessed 
federal funds for a vast rebuilding program 
of the city his father had ushered into the 
modern world. 

Moon's commitment to racial equity sparked 
scorn among some whites, yet when his 
heart stopped on Labor Day, Sept. 5, at age 
92, surrounded by his wife, Verna, and the 
large family, praise poured out from many 
corners. 

 
New Orleans Mayor Moon Landrieu on March 
27, 1973, at a news conference in Washington, 
D.C., on the impact of the federal budget on the 
nation's cities (AP/John Duricka) 
 
"I don't think most people appreciate the 
courage it took to make so many Black 
appointments," Raymond Strother, a retired 
Washington, D.C., political consultant who 
handled media relations for the Superdome 
early in his career, told NCR. "Moon was a 
truly good man in public office." 

"It's because of his bold vision that we and 
millions of annual visitors are able to enjoy 
the iconic landscape of New Orleans as we 
know it today," Louisiana Gov. John Bel 
Edwards, like Landrieu a Catholic 
Democrat, said in a statement. 

The church was bedrock in Moon's life and 
that of Verna (née Saterlee); they married in 
1954 when he was a law student and she an 
undergraduate at New Orleans' Loyola 
University. He credited her often as his 
closest adviser. In the early '70s, they lived 
in a raised double-shotgun house with 
bunkbeds to accommodate the nine children 
— Mary, Mark, Melanie, Michelle, Mitch, 
Madeleine, Martin, Melinda, Maurice — on 
the mayor's salary of $25,000, about 
$97,000 in today's dollars. 

At the time, Black children were enrolling in 
nearby St. Matthias School, and white 
families were starting to leave their patch of 
the Broadmoor area. In a 2018 memoir, In 
the Shadow of Statues: A White Southerner 
Confronts History, Mitch recalled asking his 
father why they weren't moving to Holy 
Name Parish, near Loyola, like several other 
families: 

"Because this is where we live," he replied. 
"This is our neighborhood, and if we leave, 
the neighborhood's going to be the worse for 
it. And so would we. We're staying." And so 
they have, to this day. It is not quite an 
empty nest; three grandchildren are living 
with them today. 

Political visitors of all stripes joined them at 
the large dinner table, affording the nine 
children a rare window on the world. Mary, 
the oldest, would eventually serve three 
terms as a U.S. senator. Madeleine, who 
won election as a local judge, is today the 
dean of Loyola University New Orleans 
College of Law. Mitch, who served two 
terms as mayor after twice winning election 
as the state's lieutenant governor, is senior 
adviser to President Joe Biden and 
infrastructure coordinator in charge of 
distributing funds for national rebuilding. 
The other four siblings went on to various 
careers. The family includes 37 
grandchildren and 16 great-grandchildren. 
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According to In the Shadow of Statues, one 
night during Moon's tenure as mayor, amid 
the high-stakes work to maintain legislative 
support for building the totemic Superdome, 
the phone rang; daughter Melanie answered, 
and announced: "Dad, there's a nut on the 
phone who says he's the governor." Moon 
made her apologize, took the phone to do so 
himself and heard McKeithen laugh. 

 
Moon Landrieu and his wife, Verna, on the steps 
of the family home in the Broadmoor area of in 
New Orleans in 2006 (AP/Judi Bottoni) 
 
Born Maurice Landrieu on July 23, 1930, he 
was raised in a racially mixed working-class 
neighborhood in New Orleans; he later 
changed his given name to Moon, a 
nickname given by his older brother. As a 
baseball pitcher at Jesuit High School, he 
won a scholarship to Loyola in New 
Orleans. 

Perhaps the most pivotal experience in 
shaping his politics came during law school 
in the 1950s when he befriended Norman 
Francis, one of the first two Blacks in the 
class. Moon's friend Pascal Calogero (a 
future Louisiana Supreme Court Chief 
Justice) was president of the St. Thomas 
More Club, and invited Francis and the other 
Black student to the club's annual banquet. 
According to the 2012 book Founded on 
Faith: A History of Loyola University New 
Orleans, when it dawned on Landrieu that 
they could not rent a restaurant or hotel hall 
for the event because of segregation laws, he 

persuaded his parents to host a crawfish boil 
for all the club members at their home. 
Francis, who became president of local 
Xavier University for many years, was one 
of Moon's closest friends; the children of 
both families grew up together. 

At Loyola, two early Jesuit proponents of 
racial integration — Fr. Joseph Fichter, a 
sociologist (and future NCR board member), 
and Fr. Louis Twomey, a law school regent 
— influenced the Landrieu couple in their 
views on race. As Moon later told civil 
rights historian Kim Lacy Rogers, according 
to Rogers' 1995 book Righteous Lives: 
Narratives of the New Orleans Civil Rights 
Movement, he "could never equate 
segregation with Christianity. It didn't 
follow. It was all contradictory." 

In 1960, he won a seat in the state legislature 
only to become one of two members voting 
against reactionary laws to thwart school 
desegregation. For that, he earned a finger-
in-the-chest threat from Leander Perez, the 
boss of semifeudal Plaquemines Parish, 
south of the city. Perez railed against "burr 
heads" at rallies and swindled a fortune from 
mineral-rich public lands under his control; 
after his death, his heirs settled the litigation 
by paying $10 million and returning 60,000 
acres to the public. 

Standing up to the likes of Perez earned 
Landrieu the respect of Blacks as they 
registered to vote in the coming years. 
Archbishop Joseph 
Rummel excommunicated Perez in the late 
1950s, but lifted the expulsion before his 
death in 1969, allowing Perez's funeral to be 
held in the church. 

Landrieu won about 40% of the white 
vote in his first mayor's race; yet by the 
early '70s his forceful steps in bringing 
Blacks into city politics registered blowback 
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in certain Irish Channel taverns, where some 
of the patrons called him "Coon" Landrieu. 

Lawrence Powell, a Tulane University 
emeritus historian, and author of 2013's The 
Accidental City, an important history of 
New Orleans, followed Landrieu's career 
over many years. 

"Serious federal money was available to the 
city when Moon became mayor," Powell 
told NCR. "He made the case to the 
establishment, at a time when the city was 
losing ground to Atlanta and Houston, that 
they needed to open the door for a rising 
Black professional class with political 
ambitions; they had a lot to bring to the 
table. In essence, he said to white civic 
leaders, 'Look guys, we can do this the hard 
way or the easy way but this is the new 
reality — this is the future.' " 

When his second term ended in 1978, 
Landrieu left a legacy of socially 
transformed politics. White flight left a 
Black voting majority and a line of African 
American mayors for years to come, and a 
city that despite its endemic poverty became 
a mecca for cultural tourism. 

President Jimmy Carter appointed him 
secretary of housing and urban development 
for the final year of his administration. In a 
chance meeting on a flight home from 
Washington, I asked Landrieu how he found 
the job. "It's a lot easier than being mayor. 
Weekends off. You're not worried about 
potholes from the blind side." 

 
President Jimmy Carter with newly sworn-in 
Housing and Urban Development Secretary 
Moon Landrieu, right, after the swearing-in 
ceremony at the White House in Washington, 
D.C., Sept. 24, 1979. (AP file photo) 
 
Several years later, he won election as a 
state appellate judge for the final years of his 
long career. 

In several interviews, Landrieu said that he 
considered his family his greatest 
achievement. 

"The arc of my father's life was one of 
courage," Mitch Landrieu said in a eulogy at 
the Sept. 10 Mass at Holy Name of Jesus, 
the church next to Loyola, after the 
receiving line that ran two-and-a-half hours 
ended with 750 people in pews. 

"Moon Landrieu has a family he adored all 
of his life; he put us all through school and 
paid for it," he continued. "I have the 
greatest confidence my father is seated at the 
right hand of God." 

The funeral was an affair of state with Gov. 
Edwards, Mayor LaToya Cantrell, two 
former mayors, White House officials, 
former Cabinet members who served with 
Moon, city council members, judges past 
and present, prosecutors, reporters who 
covered him, cops, nuns and a cross-section 
of the society greeted by Verna Landrieu in 
a front pew, flanked by a total of 62 
children, grandchildren and great-
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grandchildren, as well as spouses, each of 
whom had roles in the liturgy. Joe and Jill 
Biden sent white roses. Archbishop Gregory 
Aymond officiated at the Mass, with 21 
white-robed priests concelebrating. 

In retirement, Moon Landrieu took long 
walks in Audubon Park, where we had a few 
pleasant encounters. Several years ago, he 
asked what I was working on. A history of 
the city, I replied. "How far back do you 
go?" To 1718, I said, and the founder, 
Bienville, a French-Canadian aristocrat and 
soldier. 

"What do you think Bienville was like?" 

"Well, his body was covered with tattoos." 

Landrieu's eyebrows arched. I mentioned the 
citations. He nodded. "What kind of 
tattoos?" 

"Snakes. The Indians were heavily tattooed 
as well." 

"Being tattooed helped him deal with the 
Indians," Landrieu reported. 

"Yessir." 

He smiled. "We need to know these things." 

 
Jason Berry 
NCR contributor Jason Berry is the author, 
most recently, of City of a Million Dreams, a 
New Orleans history and the subject of his 
recently released documentary film. 
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again — and should 

it? 
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Spirituality 

 
Sr. Marie Frank, a member of the Missionaries 
of Charity, prepares lunch in a soup kitchen run 
by her order in an apartment building in the 
South Bronx section of New York in this 2016 
photo. (CNS/Gregory A. Shemitz) 
 
The question this column purports to answer 
is a clear one: Will religious life rise 
again? Yes? But is it sensible in this day and 
age to even think of such a thing? The 
answer is actually a simple one but a 
potentially life-changing one at the same 
time. Several ancient stories long ago 
illuminated both the purpose and the 
spirituality of what it means to be a 
religious. Even now, even here.  

The first of those stories is from the tales of 
the desert monastics. 

One day, Abbot Arsenius was asking an old 
Egyptian man for advice on something.  

Someone who saw this said to him: "Abba 
Arsenius, why is a person like you, who has 
such great knowledge of Greek and Latin, 
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asking a peasant like this for advice?" And 
Arsenius replied, "Indeed, I have learned the 
knowledge of Latin and Greek, yet I have 
not learned even the alphabet of this 
peasant." 

The Zen masters, too, tell a story about the 
nature of real religious commitment.  

The monk Tetsugen made the goal of his life 
the printing of the Buddha's sutras onto 
Japanese woodblocks. It was an enormous 
and expensive undertaking and just as he 
collected the last of the funds he needed, the 
Uji River overflowed and left thousands 
homeless.  

So Tetsugen spent all the money he'd 
collected on the homeless and began his 
fundraising again. 

 
A man eats his lunch at a soup kitchen in the 
basement of St. Leo Catholic Church in Detroit. 
(CNS/Reuters/Mark Blinch) 
 
But the very year he managed to raise the 
money for a second time, an epidemic 
spread over the country. This time, Tetsugen 
gave the money away to care for the 
suffering. 

It took 20 more years to raise enough money 
to print the scriptures in Japanese. 

Those printing blocks are still on display in 
Kyoto. But to this day, we're told, the 

Japanese tell their children that Tetsugen 
actually produced three editions of the sutras 
and that the first two editions — the care of 
the homeless, and the comfort of the 
suffering — are invisible but far superior to 
the third. 

Clearly, the Zen masters know what we 
know: Witness, not theory, is the measure of 
the spirituality we profess. What we do 
because of what we say we believe is the 
real mark of genuine spirituality. 

Finally, St. Paul is very clear about our 
common obligation to be part of the 
Christian enterprise. "To each one," he 
teaches in 1 Corinthians, "the manifestation 
of the Spirit is given for the common good." 
It is, in other words, given to each of us for 
the sake of the Christian community. 

These personal gifts of ours are not for our 
private little personal, spiritual deserts alone. 
Together we are meant to be messengers, 
models and makers of a whole new world of 
justice and love wherever we are.  

The model of our own ancestors is more 
than clear about that. 

Benedictines were visible in the healing 
work of hospices when sickness was 
considered a punishment for sin. They call 
to us today, then, to be healing figures 
everywhere. 

Religious were visible public witnesses to 
equality when the enslavement of one 
people by another was thought to be moral. 
They continue to call us to make equality a 
sign of our own communities today. 

Religious communities provided holy 
hospitality and security for pilgrims in 
religious guesthouses as they traveled from 
one shrine to another in Europe. They call us 
to see Christ in everyone who comes 
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through the doors in our cities and the arches 
of our monasteries. 

 
Benedictine Sr. Ursula Herrera, a Benedictine 
Sister of Boerne, Texas, pictured in an undated 
photo, buys food to distribute in Piedras Negras, 
Mexico. She makes regular food and supply runs 
to a home for special-needs adults and an 
orphanage on the Mexico side of the U.S.-
Mexico border. (CNS/Courtesy of John Bivens) 
 
They were visible in the prophetic works of 
religious communities who recognized the 
plight of the working poor by providing 
food and care to families in earlier periods 
and by advocating legislation to deliver 
rather than restrict them now.  

The charisms of religious life are alive, in 
other words. They go on going on — as the 
memory of Jesus goes on going on in us. 

These charisms are not ever complete. They 
are not frozen in time. They are not fixed 
and static, stagnant and stock-still. They leap 
with life. They never die. They are dynamic, 
unfolding and as necessarily new today as 
they were in the soul of those religious who 
went before us. 

Charism, in other words, must be constantly 
rediscovered, and constantly re-expressed. 

Separately and alone and together, we must 
make it visible again in new ways. Together 
we must make it vocal again in the new 
language of a new time. Benedictines before 

us went from boarding schools to job 
training programs for refugees.  

Now centered on the new poor, new centers 
are as open today to Buddhist and Muslim 
clients as it was for the German Catholic, 
Polish, Irish, and Eastern European 
immigrants for whom it first began. Now 
they come in saris and burqas and hijabs 
rather than the uniforms of the age before 
this one, but their needs and hopes are the 
same.  

That awareness is a cry to the religious of 
our day to continue to bring basic human 
values to the center of every system. 
 
Now is not the time to ignore religious life 
or to speak of it as something from another 
age. Now is the time to renew it with vigor.  

 
When the emerging mercantile society 
began to consume the lives of the poor for 
the sake of a new economic system that 
robbed the poor of land but paid nothing for 
their labor, it was a centurieslong cry to all 
of us to participate in the renewal and 
support of poverty-stricken societies today. 
When the new industrialization herded men 
into factory jobs but gave women nothing, 
women religious opened schools for girls so 
that the seeds of a world without sexism 
could be planted. 

It is the depth of those spiritual traditions, 
the courage of those spiritual histories, the 
commitment of both women and men 
religious who brought us to this day. It is 
that spirit which we still hold in trust for 
those who seek to find. 

What is important to understand is not that 
all of us must have direct ministries with the 
poor. In fact, not all of us can have the same 
ministry of any kind. It's the skills and 
interest each sister brings in herself that 
decides the gift she makes. It will also 



determine to whom she ministers and how 
she does it for the common good. 

 
A man eats his lunch at a soup kitchen in the 
basement of St. Leo Catholic Church in Detroit. 
(CNS/Reuters/Mark Blinch) 
 
I, for one, would not qualify as a religious if 
that were the case. I have never volunteered 
at a group home. I have never worked at a 
woman's shelter. I have never served a cup 
of soup at our own soup kitchen. Instead, my 
ministry simply broadcasts, raises up, even 
demands, the serving of free soup — not 
only for my Benedictine sisters who do 
serve the soup, but for people everywhere 
who can contribute funds or other support to 
make that soup available. 

The point is that each of us must do 
something so that God's will and Jesus' love 
are clear to everyone we meet.  

Religious life is lived on a mountaintop of 
prayer, immersed in the cries of the 
psalmist, challenged daily by the prophets, 
touched to the core by the demands of the 
Gospel and called by Jesus — liberator, 
redeemer, healer and lover — to "Come 
follow me!" 

It is that call that leaves us with the question, 
"What do we need religious for today? Who 
are we struggling to liberate from the chains 
of rejection, poverty and greed?"  

Now is not the time to ignore religious life 
or to speak of it as something from another 
age. Now is the time to renew it with vigor.  

From where I stand, the Scripture is very, 
very clear: 

"As you go, proclaim this message: 'The 
kingdom of heaven has come near.' Heal the 
sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have 
leprosy, drive out demons. Freely you have 
received; freely give" (Matthew 10:7-8). 

Give what? Give our lives, our hearts, our 
personal consideration of religious life 
again. In this century. Now. 

 
Joan Chittister 
A Benedictine Sister of Erie, Pennsylvania, 
Joan Chittister is a best-selling author and 
well-known international lecturer on topics 
of justice, peace, human rights, women's 
issues and contemporary spirituality in the 
church and in society.  
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Pope Francis listens to a translation of his talk 
during a meeting with bishops, priests, deacons, 
consecrated persons, seminarians and pastoral 
workers at the cathedral of Our Lady of 
Perpetual Help in Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan, Sept. 
15, 2022. (CNS photo/Paul Haring) 
 

 
Auxiliary Bishop Athanasius Schneider of 
Astana, Kazakhstan. (CNS/Courtesy of Dominic 
Cassella, Thomas More College) 
 
NUR-SULTAN, Kazakhstan — An 
outspoken bishop of Kazakhstan's Catholic 
community, long known for his criticisms of 
Pope Francis, said on Sept. 15 that the 
pope's participation here in a major summit 
of interfaith leaders could give the 
"dangerous" impression that the Catholic 
Church is part of a "supermarket of 
religions" rather than the "one true 
religion."  

Ahead of an address by Francis to Central 
Asian clergy, auxiliary Bishop Athanasius 
Schneider of Astana, Kazakhstan, told 
reporters he feared that Francis' involvement 
in the country's 7th Congress of Leaders of 
World and Traditional Religions could 

"undermine the uniqueness and absoluteness 
of Jesus Christ as Savior and of our mission 
to preach to all nations, to all religions, Jesus 
Christ."   

On Sept. 14, Francis — who has made 
interfaith outreach a signature theme of his 
papacy — addressed nearly 100 religious 
leaders gathered in the Kazakh capital for 
the triennial event, saying the diverse 
religious representatives are "children of the 
same heaven" with a shared mandate to 
promote peace and coexistence.  

Schneider, however, said he believed that 
such global events could be "used by the 
political elites for their purposes" and that he 
would advise the Vatican that interfaith 
engagement should take place on a more 
local level in the future.  

He also said the pope's backing of the event 
could signal that Catholicism is one faith 
among others, with equal legitimacy.  

"This is not correct because there is only one 
true religion, which is the Catholic Church, 
founded by God himself, but commanded to 
all man, to all religions, to believe and 
accept his son Jesus Christ, the only Savior," 
he said.  

In recent years, Schneider has 
regularly allied himself with former Vatican 
nuncio to the United States, Archbishop 
Carlo Maria Viganò, who has called on the 
pope to resign. He is known as a liturgical 
traditionalist and opposed Francis' cautious 
opening of Communion for divorced and 
remarried Catholics. 

Yet in the city's Cathedral of Our Lady of 
Perpetual Help, ahead of the pope's arrival, 
Schneider defended himself, saying bishops 
"are not employees of the pope." 
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The 61-year-old bishop, who was born in the 
Soviet Union, raised in Germany and made 
an auxiliary bishop to Kazakhstan in 2011, 
said that if the pope says something that is 
"not correct" or "ambiguous" that it was his 
duty to "fraternally" express his concerns.  

"This is, to me, true brotherly love," he 
added.  

Despite his pointed remarks, however, 
Schneider said Francis' Sept. 13-15 visit to 
the country had been an occasion to 
"experience the Catholicity of the church 
with the presence of the pope" and had been 
well-received by Catholics and non-
Catholics alike.  

When Francis arrived at the cathedral for his 
own encounter with the region's clergy and 
lay leaders, he went on to offer an address 
that implicitly rejected some of Schneider's 
concerns and reiterated his belief that 
Catholics should continue to actively 
collaborate with other traditions.  

"We also need others, all others: our 
Christian sisters and brothers of other 
confessions, those who hold other religious 
beliefs than our own, all men and women of 
goodwill," the pope said. "May we realize, 
in a spirit of humility, that only together, in 
dialogue and mutual acceptance, can we 
truly achieve something good for the benefit 
of all."  

The pope also insisted that Catholicism is 
neither a backwards looking faith nor closed 
off to the world around it, telling those 
gathering in the cathedral to reject "rigidity, 
dogmatism and moralizing" and to be open 
to new ways of witnessing to the faith in the 
modern world.   

The task of the church, said Francis, is "not 
to be a group bogged down in the same old 
way of doing things, or withdrawn into its 

shell since it feels small, but a community 
open…to the newness of the Spirit and to 
the signs of the times."  

While Catholics make up only one-percent 
of the Muslim-majority nation, the pope 
noted that Christianity has been practiced in 
Central Asia since the first centuries, with a 
long history of active missionary work.  

Spreading the faith today, the pope told 
them, "is not about looking back with 
nostalgia, getting stuck in the past and 
letting ourselves be paralyzed and 
immobile." 

"When we do that, we are tempted to take a 
step backwards," he warned.  

The pope also offered a direct challenge on 
the training of new priests, saying that 
Catholic seminaries "should be 'schools of 
sincerity,' not places of rigidity and 
formality, but training grounds in truth, 
openness and sharing."   

"Faith is not a lovely exhibition of artifacts 
from a distant past, but an ever-present 
event, an encounter with Christ that takes 
place in the here and now of our lives," he 
said. "So we cannot pass it on by simply 
repeating the same old things, but by 
communicating the newness of the Gospel. 
In this way, faith remains alive and has a 
future."  

The pope's remarks were met with sustained 
applause and chants of "viva il 
Papa" ("Long live the pope!"). 

Following a final address to the interfaith 
leaders gathered here in the Kazakh capital, 
Francis will fly back to Rome, landing in the 
evening of Sept. 15. An onboard press 
conference is scheduled during the flight. 
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(Unsplash/Aiden Craver) 

Mason Freeman recalled how he'd stood 
with tears in his eyes as the president of an 
Illinois Catholic high school, an Augustinian 
priest, accepted him as a transgender 
student. 

"He told me I was valued," Freeman told 
NCR. "It was the first time someone at 
school really listened to me, saw me." 

The preceding years had been especially 
painful. At his Catholic middle school, 
LGBTQ people were "described as evil," 
said Freeman. Before transitioning, he'd felt 
suicidal and spent time in a psychiatric 
hospital. 

"I became physically ill and severely 
depressed at not being seen as my true self," 
said the teen, now 18. 

In high school, though supported by the 
administration, he spent most of his four 
years anxious a classmate might discover he 
was trans and he'd be tormented. 

 
Mason Freeman, who is transgender, poses for a 
senior photo earlier this year. Many diocesan 
policies on gender identity and sexual 
orientation prohibit students from being openly 
transgender. (Courtesy of Mason Freeman) 
 
Freeman's experiences reflect nationwide 
realities. As LGBTQ high schoolers 
confront serious and complex challenges — 
including higher rates 
of depression and suicide than their peers — 
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U.S. Catholic high schools offer a range of 
welcome and rejection. 

LGBTQ advocates say many Catholic 
secondary schools are working hard to 
support students. But they also believe 
there's a particularly harmful trend: LGBTQ 
youths face a growing number of diocesan-
approved policies or guidelines on gender 
identity and sexual orientation. According to 
critics, the newest are among the harshest. 

This summer new or updated written 
policies were released by the dioceses of 
Green Bay, Wisconsin; Lafayette, 
Louisiana; Memphis, Tennessee; Sioux 
Falls, North Dakota; and the Archdiocese of 
Omaha, Nebraska. 

"Catholic high schools struggle with how to 
minister to LGBTQ teens because in the 
background is the specter of these policies," 
said David Palmieri, a theology teacher at 
Xaverian Brothers High School in 
Westwood, Massachusetts, who holds a 
master's in theological studies from Harvard 
Divinity School. Palmieri has conducted 
extensive research on the policies and 
created a public folder containing copies of 
most. 

"There is a disconnect between the legalism 
of many policies and the lived experiences 
of the human person," said Palmieri. "They 
are not creating schools of encounter. They 
help create a culture of fear." 

'Source of despair' 

Across the country at least 30 dioceses have 
policies addressing gender identity, and — 
to a lesser extent — sexual orientation. 
Many cover all diocesan institutions but 
some focus solely on schools. 

While they exist in only an estimated 15% 
of U.S. dioceses, "the fear of them affects 

people broadly," said Marianne Duddy-
Burke, executive director of DignityUSA, a 
Massachusetts-based advocacy organization 
for LGBTQ Catholics. 

"We get calls from Catholic school parents 
all over the country who have heard about a 
policy that they know would be harmful to 
their kid. They ask, 'Could it be coming 
here?' " 

In addition to the five new policies this 
summer, a minimum of four dioceses — 
among them the archdioceses of Boston and 
Portland, Oregon — are in "various stages 
of discussing documents," according to 
Palmieri. 

The policies or directives frequently share 
similar language, format and content. They 
begin by critiquing the culture's acceptance 
of "gender ideology" and/or feature a mini-
catechesis on gender identity and sexuality. 
The tone often is pastoral, emphasizing 
compassion and the need to protect LGBTQ 
youths from "unjust discrimination" and 
bullying. Then they move into the policies. 

Jesuit Fr. James Martin, a longtime advocate 
for LGBTQ youths and their families, 
described the policies as "often draconian" 
and "heavily relying on the language of sin." 

For LGBTQ Catholics "who just want to 
feel welcome in their own schools and 
parishes, many of these directives are the 
source of despair," said Martin. 

The document issued by the Sioux Falls 
Diocese, led by Bishop Donald DeGrood, 
admits it is "intentionally exclusionary," 
and, like the one from Marquette, Michigan, 
places limits on who can receive the 
sacraments. 

Individuals who "live a transgender 
lifestyle" may not receive Communion or be 
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confirmed "until they fully accept the 
teachings of the Church," reads the Sioux 
Falls policy. 

By admitting it is "intentionally 
exclusionary," the policy introduces its own 
form of scandal by putting limits on Christ's 
love for the marginalized, said Palmieri. In 
addition, the use of "transgender lifestyle" 
multiple times in the document "is a 
pejorative choice that unfairly groups 
transgender persons as one kind of person." 

"There is a pluriform actualization of our 
humanity, which plays out in ways that 
cannot be categorized by a single sweeping 
reference to 'lifestyle,' " Palmieri said. 

The Diocese of Wichita, Kansas, reflecting 
wording of numerous policies, says 
"Schools shall consider the gender of all 
students as being consistent with their 
biological sex, including, but not limited to, 
the following: participation in school 
athletics; school-sponsored dances; dress 
and uniform policies; the use of … locker 
rooms, and bathrooms; titles, names, and 
pronouns." 

Suicide hotline 

If you or someone you know is in crisis, call 
or text the National Suicide and Crisis 
Lifeline — 988. 

Roy Petitfils, a Louisiana-based Catholic 
author and counselor who's worked with 
young people for more than 25 years, said 
denying a requested name is unnecessarily 
harmful. 

"The No. 1 thing schools can do to support 
transgender youths is to give faculty 
permission to call students by their chosen 
name and pronoun," Petitfils said. 

A 2018 study suggests that when 
transgender teens are called by the name 
they believe aligns with their gender 
identity, it reduces depressive symptoms and 
overall suicidal risk by as much as 56%. 

Non-diocesan institutions administered by 
religious orders tend to have more 
independence in how they minister to 
LGBTQ students, regardless of a policy. The 
Augustinian-run high school that enrolled 
Freeman as a transgender student is in the 
Diocese of Joliet, Illinois, whose policy 
states diocesan schools "will interact with 
students according to their biological sex as 
based upon physical differences at birth." 

Freeman said he's worried about students 
who must contend with such a policy. He 
said without the welcome he encountered 
from his high school administration, "I'm 
not sure if I would be alive today." 

Approved in August, the initial Omaha 
policy is being revised after Archbishop 
George Lucas received feedback, some of it 
critical, from local school communities. 
Archdiocesan staff said the wording will 
change but the content will not. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6165713/
https://omaha.com/news/local/three-religious-order-schools-dont-plan-to-adopt-omaha-archdioceses-gender-identity-policies/article_4e43ea3c-248e-11ed-9ab2-b3b179e26579.html
https://omaha.com/news/local/three-religious-order-schools-dont-plan-to-adopt-omaha-archdioceses-gender-identity-policies/article_4e43ea3c-248e-11ed-9ab2-b3b179e26579.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22187662-archdiocese-of-omaha-policy-on-human-sexuality-school-students-parents-and-guardians-pmf-rev-6-22-22-01461811?responsive=1&title=1
https://www.ketv.com/article/mental-health-therapist-weighs-in-on-delayed-gender-policy-by-omaha-archdiocese/41047946


 
Worried about harassment, Mason Freeman kept 
his gender identity to himself for most of high 
school. But his senior year he chose to depict his 
transition journey in his Advanced Placement art 
class. "I got a little risky at the end," said 
Freeman, "I thought, 'I've been hiding who I am 
for so long, I want to share because maybe it 
will change people's position on transgender 
individuals.' " (Courtesy of Mason Freeman) 
 
In the original copy's section on social 
media use, it said students must not 
"promote, advocate, or endorse a view or 
conduct contrary to the Catholic Church's 
teachings, including on human sexuality. … 
A student who violates these standards may 
be disciplined, up to and including 
dismissal." 

Social media is where many teens, 
especially queer teens, find acceptance and 
encouragement —"essential to their mental 
health," Petitfils said. "This essentially 
closes that developmental avenue and forces 
these youth into greater isolation." 

Tim Uhl is superintendent of Catholic 
schools for the Diocese of Buffalo, New 
York, and previously served as a lay 
consultant to the U.S. bishops' education 

committee. He said sexual orientation and 
gender identity are different realities with 
unique challenges, but they are at times 
conflated in policies in problematic ways. 

Just as students are told they cannot express 
a gender other than their "biological sex," 
they cannot express their same-sex sexual 
orientation. 

The Diocese of Corpus Christi, Texas, 
policy reads: "Expressions of a student's 
disordered inclination for same-sex 
attraction are prohibited as they may cause 
disruption or confusion regarding the 
Church’s teaching on human sexuality." 

Uhl points out there should be no expression 
of sexual affection toward anyone at school, 
and there are no equivalent policies 
addressing heterosexual behavior. 

"And the policies indicate you can be 
expelled if you make a mistake," said Uhl. 
"It has a chilling effect on students." 

The Sioux Falls policy bans students from 
supporting civil rights for individuals in civil 
unions. It states that "advocating for civil 
unions between individuals of the same sex 
and/or civil rights to be granted … shall be 
considered equivalent to advocating for 
individuals experiencing same-sex 
attraction" and is prohibited. 

Policies do not prevent students with gender 
dysphoria or same-sex attraction from 
enrolling, but a number of them, to varying 
degrees, tie enrollment and employment 
status to policy compliance. 

Such policies send the message that "the 
worship of the law is valued more than 
human persons," said Palmieri. "Jesus 
warned against that." 

 



Youths at risk 

Two years ago, a student at Xaverian 
Brothers High School asked Palmieri if he 
could speak with him privately. 

The teen first shared how as a gay male he'd 
felt a relentless sense of otherness and 
isolation at school and how he'd ultimately 
lost his self-respect. 

"Then, his voice quivering, this student told 
me he'd tried to kill himself," Palmieri told 
NCR. "It was a powerful moment, an 
experience that made me say to myself, 
'Something has to be done.' " 

According to a 2022 national survey by The 
Trevor Project, an organization providing 
crisis support to LGBTQ young people, 
nearly half of LGBTQ youths ages 13-24 
seriously considered attempting suicide in 
the past year. 

For transgender and nonbinary youths, the 
figures are even more distressing, with 
nearly 1 in 5 attempting suicide. Youths of 
color reported higher rates than their white 
peers. 

 
David Palmieri, a theology teacher at Xaverian 
Brothers High School in Westwood, 
Massachusetts, started a network of Catholic 
secondary educators who support LGBTQ 
youths. Called "Without Exception," it has about 
250 participants. (Courtesy of David Palmieri) 
 

Driven in part by these figures and the 
knowledge the Xaverian Brothers student's 
experience was shared by others, Palmieri 
has for the past few years conducted 
research on supporting LGBTQ students in 
Catholic schools. 

Early on he found there was ample fear — 
in large part because of the diocesan 
policies — and few resources to help 
educators support LGBTQ students. There 
are some, such as the new 
website Outreach and materials 
through New Ways Ministry and 
the Marianist Social Justice Collaborative. 
Overall, though, it's "a desert landscape," 
said Palmieri. 

To help fill the void, he formed a grassroots 
network of Catholic secondary educators. 
Called "Without Exception," it now 
comprises around 250 people committed to 
discerning "the art of accompaniment." 

"We are not a secret group looking for the 
bishops to dismantle church teaching," 
Palmieri said. "We are educators in Catholic 
high schools whose primary responsibility is 
to children and how we can be faithfully 
Catholic but also meet the needs of kids. It's 
a really narrow ridge between apologetics 
and pastoral ministry, and it's hard to do." 

Palmieri said Catholic leaders need to take 
seriously the data that shows a correlation 
between unwelcoming environments for 
LGBTQ teens and poor life outcomes, 
including increased risk of suicide. 

"There is not a direct causal link between 
diocesan policies and these outcomes," said 
Palmieri. "However, we would be foolish 
not to recognize the inhospitable tenor of 
these policies as a contributing factor to 
young people feeling unwelcome in 
formative places like home, school and 
church." 
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Behind the policies 

A bulk of the diocesan policies were issued 
after the Vatican's Congregation (now 
Dicastery) for Catholic Education in 2019 
released "Male and Female He Created 
Them" — a document addressing "gender 
ideology" and Catholic education — and 
many draw from its language. 

Praised by some, the Vatican document also 
received criticism for its contents and the 
fact that no LGBTQ people were 
consulted directly — a failure congregation 
prefect Cardinal Giuseppe Versaldi 
admitted. 

More comprehensive and authoritative texts 
related to transgender individuals were 
expected to follow soon after from the 
Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith and 
the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, 
but no documents have been issued yet. 

The Catechism of the Catholic 
Church describes homosexual acts as 
"intrinsically disordered" as well as "acts of 
grave depravity." It also says that men and 
women with same-sex attraction "must be 
accepted with respect, compassion and 
sensitivity." 

But there currently is no such official 
magisterial teaching on transgender 
individuals, explained Ish Ruiz, a 
postdoctoral fellow at Emory University in 
Atlanta. Ruiz has a doctorate in ethics and 
theology and offers support to Catholic 
school educators ministering to LGBTQ 
youths. 

 
Ish Ruiz is a postdoctoral fellow at Emory 
University in Atlanta and offers support to 
Catholic educators ministering to LGBTQ teens. 
The Catholic Church's teachings on sexuality 
and gender are not uncontested, said Ruiz, and 
Catholic doctrine develops in light of new 
information in psychology, sociology and 
biology. (Courtesy of Ish Ruiz) 
 
Instead what the church teaches about 
transgender people draws from several less 
authoritative sources, according to Ruiz, 
including Pope John Paul II's "theology of 
the body," "Male and Female He Created 
Them" and Amoris Laetitia, Pope Francis' 
2016 encyclical letter on the pastoral care of 
families. It's also built on the Genesis 
passage "male and female he created them." 

Based on these documents, many church 
leaders ultimately recognize a person's sex 
and gender as that assigned at birth — based 
on their genitalia, said Ruiz. 

He said it's important to understand, 
however, that church teachings on LGBTQ 
individuals are not uncontested, and 
Catholic doctrine develops in light of new 
information in psychology, sociology and 
biology. 

"Human sexuality and gender are incredibly 
complex, and absolute certainty in either 
direction is problematic," said Ruiz. "We 
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need to be humble enough to know we don't 
know everything about this, and Catholic 
schools must teach students how to properly 
form their conscience by seriously 
considering the teachings of the church 
while also wrestling with different 
perspectives and overall uncertainty on these 
matters." 

Sr. Luisa Derouen is a Dominican Sister of 
Peace who has ministered among the 
transgender community since the 1990s. She 
views the church's reliance on binary gender 
science as "extremely simplistic" and 
ignoring current scientific views. 

"The Catholic Church teaches that the first 
12 chapters are not historical and not 
science, yet many treat Genesis 1:27 ('male 
and female he created them') as though it 
were science," said Derouen. 

In fact, she said, studies suggest sex is 
determined by a complex interplay 
between sex chromosomes, gonadal 
hormones, internal genitalia, external 
genitalia and gender identity, which some 
refer to as "brain sex." 

"Policy positions that follow from the 
erroneous premise that transgender people 
don't exist are downright dangerous to the 
lives of trans people," said Derouen. 

 
Sr. Luisa Derouen, right, with Scotty, who 
asserts, "I am of God and I have beauty in this 
world that can only be viewed by those who 
choose to see it." Read more at 

globalsistersreport.org/node/188029. (Provided 
photo) 
 
Echoing reactions to "Male and Female He 
Created Them," LGBTQ advocates have 
criticized the diocesan policies for a lack of 
input from LGBTQ individuals. 

NCR contacted all dioceses and 
archdioceses with known policies, asking 
who helped draft the documents and if any 
LGBTQ individuals were consulted. About 
one-third responded, and a handful of 
diocesan spokespeople said those who 
drafted the policies consulted individuals 
with same-sex attraction and gender 
dysphoria. 

Bishop Michael Burbidge of the Diocese of 
Arlington, Virginia, "has personally spoken 
with many individuals who have same-sex 
attraction and gender dysphoria," Billy 
Atwell, diocesan chief communications 
officer, told NCR in an email. 

Atwell said the purpose of Burbidge's "A 
Catechesis on the Human Person and 
Gender Ideology" was to "ensure that when 
assisting those with same-sex attraction or 
gender dysphoria, or defending our faith in 
the public square, we stand upon the divine 
and timeless teachings of the Church 
regarding what is true about the human 
person and human sexuality." 

Fr. Philip Bochanski, executive director of 
Courage, a support ministry for gay 
Catholics focused on chaste living, told 
NCR he has offered pastoral feedback on 
two or three policies. And staff of the Person 
and Identity Project, or PIP, have also 
served as consultants, according to Ella 
Ramsay, Catholic studies program 
coordinator for PIP. It's unclear how many 
policies PIP — an initiative of the Catholic 
Women's Forum at the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center, a conservative think tank — 
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has assisted with; Ramsay told NCR PIP 
does not share details on consulting. She did 
confirm staff presented lectures and 
workshops related to gender identity in 
nearly a dozen dioceses last year. 

Funded in part by Our Sunday Visitor 
Institute for Church Innovation, PIP aims to 
"assist the Catholic Church in promoting the 
Catholic vision of the human person and 
responding to the challenges of gender 
ideology." Co-founder and director Mary 
Hasson recently spoke at a Napa Institute 
event on "Liquid Gender and Its 
Consequences." 

As Palmieri has pointed out, some dioceses 
also draw their perspectives from 
controversial medical sources, including 
the American College of Pediatricians. 
Classified as a hate group by the Southern 
Poverty Law Center, the group was founded 
in 2002 by socially conservative members 
who split from the American Academy of 
Pediatrics after the AAP endorsed adoption 
by same-sex couples. 

Abigail Favale, a writer and professor at the 
McGrath Institute for Church Life at the 
University of Notre Dame and author of The 
Genesis of Gender, believes schools must 
work proactively to accompany and support 
gender-questioning youths while also 
"holding to a Catholic anthropology." 

Favale said there's a mix of "good and bad 
policies," and she'd like to see less "sterile 
and harsh language" used in some. She also 
said policies attempting to "micromanage 
gender nonconformity" are problematic. "If 
all are drawn as a 'Barbie and Ken' kind of 
thing, that's ultimately not helpful and would 
be a nightmare to police. " 

At the same time, Favale feels there's a lack 
of rigorous scientific evidence about gender-
affirming care and that it's important to 

"clarify where boundaries are for students, 
parents and teachers, so everyone is clear 
what steps a school will take and not take." 

"Educators need to keep in touch with 
what's real and true and good," she said. 

Uhl thinks that instead of broad policies, 
situations should be addressed on a case-by-
case basis and begin with the family. "The 
way to approach this is to listen, to come in 
with curiosity," he said. "You'll find often 
parents struggling themselves, asking 
themselves, 'Was I a good parent?' 'Did I do 
something wrong?' The first approach is to 
understand where the family is. It's a simple 
approach and a starting point." 

There's much at stake when it comes to how 
LGBTQ teens are treated in Catholic high 
schools, said Petitfils. The policies can 
impact mental health in critical ways but 
also "students' ability to feel loved by God, 
because they identify God with their 
experience at Catholic schools." 

If schools worked harder to find ways to 
listen to young people and "keep them at the 
table instead of saying what's wrong and 
disordered," Petitfils added, "our church 
would look more like a resurrected Christ 
than Christ mangled and crucified." 

 
Katie Collins Scott 
Katie Collins Scott is NCR staff reporter. 
Her email address is kcscott@ncronline.org. 
Follow her on Twitter at @KatieCScott. 
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Dear Friends and Readers: 
  
This week I am starting a new series 
of bi-weekly meditations. Since 2013, 
I have done three-year cycles on the 
Sunday Gospels, the Sunday Epistles 
and various Spiritual Resources, 
which just ended with the eighth 
Beatitude.  
 
The new series is on Catholic Social 
Teaching (CST) and will deal with 
specific moral issues, such as 
euthanasia, social justice and climate 
change.  
 
Since these issues are typically 
complex and controversial and since 
CST is generally not well known, the 
new series provides an opportunity for 
all of us to learn more about this rich 
resource and how to apply it to the 
challenging task of creating a more 
just, peaceful and verdant world.  
Below is the first meditation on 
Capital Punishment, which shows 
how CST typically develops.   

  
I hope this is another way of staying 
in touch. 
            
           Fr. Jim Bacik 
  

 

 
14 September 2022    
  
Capital Punishment 
  
Father James J. Bacik 
  
           According to a 2021 Pew 
Research survey, Americans are 
divided on the question of capital 
punishment, with 60% of U.S. adults 
favoring the death penalty for 
convicted murders and 40% 
opposed.  Furthermore, almost 80% 
recognize there is some risk that an 
innocent person will be put to 
death. In fact, of the last 1,500 persons 
executed since 1976 at least 185 were 
later exonerated.  
  
           Since the middle of the 
19th century, a growing number of 
states have banned the death 
penalty. Today, due to laws and 
moratoriums, only 20 states have the 
ability to execute death sentences. The 
number of executions in the U.S. each 
year has gradually decreased over the 
last few decades. For example, only 
11 citizens were executed in 2021, the 
lowest number in a single year since 
1988.  
  
           Catholic Social Teaching 
(CST) on the death penalty has 
developed over the 
years.  Historically, the most 
influential theologians, Augustine (d. 



430) and Aquinas (d. 1274) justified it 
to save innocent lives and protect the 
common good. Since the Second 
Vatican Council (1962-1965), 
opposition to the death penalty has 
continued to grow. In his 1995 
encyclical, The Gospel of Life, Pope 
John Paul II argued that modern 
nations can protect their communities 
without employing capital 
punishment. While visiting the United 
States in 1999, John Paul explicitly 
called for an end to the death 
penalty. In 2018, the Church officially 
amended the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church to teach that “the 
death penalty is inadmissible because 
it is an attack on the inviolability and 
the dignity of the person.” In his 2020 
encyclical Fratelli Tutti, Pope Francis 
reinforced the teaching of the 
Catechism, declaring “the church is 
firmly committed to calling for its 
abolition worldwide.” 
  
           It is instructive to examine the 
dynamics behind this development of 
CST.  In the U.S., influential 
Catholics, especially Dorothy Day, the 
founder of the Catholic Worker 
Movement, and Daniel Berrigan, the 
Jesuit peace activist, publicly opposed 
the death penalty long before the 
popes revised the official 
teaching. Their prophetic witness 
helped prepare American Catholics to 
receive the new teaching. Later, Sr. 
Helen Prejean played an especially 
important role in propagating the 
papal teaching through her 1993 best-
selling book, Dead Man Walking, 
based on her pastoral care of two 
convicts on death row before their 
execution. Her pastoral ministry also 
included grieving families of murder 

victims; a compassionate outreach 
now extended by her organization 
SURVIVE. Prejean’s efforts to 
abolish the death penalty, reached 
even more people through the 1995 
feature length film also entitled Dead 
Man Walking, starring Susan 
Sarandon as Prejean and Sean Penn as 
a death row inmate. With her growing 
fame, Sr. Helen has traveled all over 
the country giving compelling, highly 
charged talks against the death 
penalty, reaching many who know 
nothing of papal encyclicals.      
   
           The prominent role played by 
dedicated Catholics in the 
development and spread of CST on 
the death penalty is typical of the way 
papal teaching on social issues 
generally develops. To take just one 
example, Catholics played a leading 
role in the labor union movement in 
the U.S. before Pope Leo XIII 
supported unions in his 1891 
encyclical Rerum Novarum. Typically
, official Catholic Social Teaching 
reflects the witness of a few prophetic 
Christians who discern the hidden 
implications of the Gospel in 
changing circumstances. The impact 
of CST on specific issues depends in 
large measure on Church members, 
prominent and ordinary, appropriating 
the teaching and implementing it in 
their circle of influence. Catholics in 
the United States, over 20 percent of 
the total population, can make a 
difference in the ongoing effort to 
eliminate the death penalty. 
  
           Have I thought through my 
own position on capital punishment 
taking into account the revised papal 
teaching?  
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Kazakhstan: 'Authentic religiosity' 

necessary for peace 
15 September 2022 

by Christopher White 
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Pope Francis addresses the opening 
and plenary sessions of the Congress 
of Leaders of World and Traditional 
Religions at the Palace of Peace and 
Reconciliation in Nur-Sultan, 
Kazakhstan, Sept. 14, 2022. (CNS 
photo/Paul Haring) 

NUR-SULTAN, Kazakhstan 
— Pope Francis on Sept. 14 warned 
against the perversion of religion by 
power and corruption, telling a global 
gathering of interfaith leaders that 
"authentic religiosity" is a necessary 
building block for world peace.   

"Mindful of the wrongs and errors of 
the past, let us unite our efforts to 
ensure that the Almighty will never 

again be held hostage to the human 
thirst for power," said Francis during 
the second of his three-day visit to the 
Central Asian country of 
Kazakhstan.   

"It is time to realize that 
fundamentalism defiles and corrupts 
every creed," he continued. "It is also 
time to consign to the history books 
the kind of talk that for all too long, 
here and elsewhere, has led to distrust 
and contempt for religion, as if it were 
a destabilizing force in modern 
society." 

The pope's words came just one day 
after he used his opening remarks in 
the country — which shares its entire 
northern border with the Russian 
Federation — to condemn the war 
against Ukraine.  

In a room of religious leaders that was 
originally meant to include Russian 
Orthodox Patriarch Kirill, a prominent 
defender of the war who has often 
used religious language to justify its 
invasion of the country, the pope said 
faith leaders should never "justify 
violence."   

"May we never allow the sacred to be 
exploited by the profane," Francis 
said. "The sacred must never be a 
prop for power, nor power a prop for 
the sacred!" 

"God is peace. He guides us always in 
the way of peace, never that of war," 
he added. 

Francis' address came during the 
opening session of the 7th Congress of 
Leaders of World and Traditional 
Religions, where nearly 100 faith 
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leaders from 50 countries are 
participating in a two-day Sept. 14-15 
summit here in the Kazakh capital. 
The diverse group of leaders gathered 
around a monumental roundtable in 
Nur-Sultan's Palace of Independence, 
where they began the morning in a 
collective silent prayer.  

 
Pope Francis attends the opening and 
plenary sessions of the Congress of 
Leaders of World and Traditional 
Religions at the Palace of Peace and 
Reconciliation in Nur-Sultan, 
Kazakhstan, Sept. 14, 2022. (CNS 
photo/Paul Haring) 

The conference, which began in the 
aftermath of the Sept. 11, 2001 
terrorist attacks on the United States 
and takes place every three years, is 
meant to aid in resisting extremism 
and fostering harmony among 
religious traditions. 

This year's gathering is 
being attended by Islamic, Jewish, 
Buddhist, Orthodox Christian, 
Protestant, and traditional religious 
representatives, along with a 

delegation of Russian Orthodox 
participants.  

Francis told the representatives that 
they are all "children of the same 
heaven" and urged religious leaders to 
be on the "frontlines, as promoters of 
unity amid the grave challenges that 
risk dividing our human family even 
further." 

In a country that just under a century 
ago had banished every Catholic 
priest from its borders as a member of 
the Soviet Union, the pope reflected 
on "the legacy of decades of state-
imposed atheism" that lead to 
persecution, oppression and even 
death for adherents to any faith.  

"Religion is not a problem, but part of 
the solution for a more harmonious 
life in society," he told them. "We 
need religion, in order to respond to 
the thirst for world peace and the 
thirst for the infinite that dwells in the 
heart of each man and woman." 

The pope went on to offer a full-
throated defense of religious freedom, 
saying that it "may not be restricted 
merely to freedom of worship," while 
also warning against proselytizing.  

"Each person has the right to render 
public testimony to his or her own 
creed, proposing it without ever 
imposing it," he urged. "This is the 
correct method of preaching, as 
opposed to proselytism and 
indoctrination, from which all are 
called to step back." 

Reflecting on the theme of this year's 
congress, which is centered on how 
religion can help the world emerge 
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from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Francis said it was the role of faith 
leaders to be "prophetic and 
courageous voices of conscience." 

"Let us show ourselves neighbors to 
all, but especially to those most 
neglected in our time: the disinherited, 
the poor and the helpless, and those 
who suffer in silence and general 
disregard," he said, noting that 
included promoting access to 
vaccines, care for the environment and 
a rejection of technological and 
economic solutions that fail to put the 
human person in the center of 
development.   

"Each day children, born and unborn, 
migrants and elderly persons, are cast 
aside," the pope said. "Many of our 
brothers and sisters die sacrificed on 
the altar of profit, amid clouds of the 
sacrilegious incense of indifference. 
Yet every human being is sacred."  

"Yet it is our duty to be mindful that 
the Creator, who watches over each of 
his creatures, exhorts us to regard 
others as he does, and in them to see 
the face of a brother or a sister," said 
the pope.   

Following the Congress, Francis 
celebrated an outdoor Mass for the 
one-percent minority population of 
Catholics in the Muslim-majority 
country. Some 6,000 pilgrims took 
part. 

 
Pope Francis greets the crowd before 
celebrating Mass at the Expo grounds 
in Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan, Sept. 14, 
2022. (CNS photo/Paul Haring) 

The pope encouraged the small 
Catholic community in Central Asia 
to live harmoniously alongside others. 

“Being a Christian," he said, "means 
living without venom: not biting one 
another, not complaining, blaming and 
backbiting, not disseminating evil, not 
polluting the earth with the sin and 
distrust that comes from the evil 
one."  

Ahead of the Mass, one pilgrim from 
neighboring Kyrgyzstan told NCR 
that he had traveled to Kazakhstan for 
the "once in a lifetime" opportunity to 
see the pope.  

"It makes us feel special, beautiful," 
said 36-year-old Dmitry (who did not 
give his last name).  

Also in attendance was 48-year-old 
Roberto Santos who moved to 
Kazakhstan a decade ago from his 
native Brazil for work. 



He noted the stark difference between 
his homeland — the most Catholic 
country in the world — to now being 
a part of a tiny minority, where most 
of the Catholic community hails from 
other places.  

Even so, he told NCR, the country 
remains deeply religious, even with 
people coming from a variety of 
faiths, which he said allows for 
mutual understanding. 

"We all believe in God," he said. 

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