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Week Two: Responding to the Call 
  

Initial Conversion 
  

Father Richard Rohr describes the 
confidence that characterizes the voice of 
the prophets: 
 
What characterizes the prophets, and it’s 
still a bit of a shock to the rest of us, is an 
immense self-confidence that they speak for 
God. Where does this come from? How can 
they be so sure? “Thus says the Lord,” they 
begin with, and “Hear the word of the 
Lord.” They describe their call, and if we 
look at the conversion of Isaiah, or 
Jeremiah, or even Moses who was called the 
first of the prophets, we can see that it’s 
their initial transformative experience that 
names the rest of their insight. We see the 
same in Paul, where Paul’s conversion 
experience (Acts 9:1–19) takes place after 
hearing Jesus say, “Saul, Saul, why are you 
persecuting me?” (9:4). At first Paul defends 
himself, as if to say: “I wasn’t persecuting 
you Jesus, but these people.” Ultimately, 
Paul comes up with this marvelous doctrine 
of the mystical body of Christ: there’s an 
inherent communion or union between Jesus 
and his people. What you do to one, you do 
to the other. Until we understand that, we 
don’t understand Paul at the ground level. 
Everything proceeds from that. 

Richard affirms that a prophetic call comes 
to each of us in our own unique way: 

It’s the prophets’ initial theophany, their 
initial parting of the veil that seems to 
become the nature of how they henceforth 
see reality. I want you to see that because I’d 
like you to look at your own spiritual 
autobiography and see how you were 
formed, how and where you were led when 
God showed God’s face to you. It’s at that 
level that you know—and you know that 
you know. Your prophetic charism comes 
from your own conversion, a transformation 
into the mystery of God. 

Paul knew that the only way this 
realignment would take place was through 
an ego-stripping experience that tears away 
our false and fabricated self and leads us to a 
new self (Ephesians 2:15; Galatians 6:15), 
where all contradictions can be absorbed and 
overcome. It had happened in him and now 
he saw his life as “handing on this 
reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18), which 
was always through the coincidence of 
opposites called the cross. 

The cross, even geometrically, is a collision 
of two opposing lines. Paul knew by his 
unwarranted election that God had not 
eliminated or expelled his former self, but 
instead had “incorporated” it into the Christ 
Self. He knew that he was still a mass of 
contradictions and inconsistencies, which is 
exactly what is written all over the pages of 
his letters. Yet his absolute confidence was 
not in his personal wholeness, but in Jesus, 
the one who had grafted him onto the 
Wholeness of God. This is the total basis of 
Paul’s joy, his love, his daring self-
confidence, and his impassioned desire to 
have everyone else experience the same 
transformation and ecstasy. 
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Week Two: Responding to the Call 
  

Guided toward Excellence 
  

Presbyterian author and theologian Eugene 
Peterson reflects upon God’s challenging 
questions to the prophet Jeremiah at a 
pivotal point in his ministry: 
 
Every one of us needs to be stretched to live 
at our best, awakened out of dull moral 
habits, shaken out of petty and trivial busy-
work. Jeremiah does that for me. And not 
only for me. Millions upon millions of 
Christians and Jews have been goaded and 
guided toward excellence as they have 
attended to God’s word spoken to and by 
Jeremiah.… 

There is a memorable passage concerning 
Jeremiah’s life when, worn down by the 
opposition and absorbed in self-pity, he was 
about to capitulate to … a premature death. 
He was ready to abandon his unique calling 
in God and settle for being a Jerusalem 
statistic. At that critical moment he heard the 
reprimand: “If you have raced with men on 
foot, and they have wearied you, how will 
you compete with horses? And if in a safe 
land you fall down, how will you do in the 
jungle of the Jordan?” (Jeremiah 12:5).… 
Biochemist Erwin Chargaff [1905–2022] 
updates the questions: “What do you want to 
achieve? Greater riches? Cheaper chicken? 
A happier life, a longer life? Is it power over 
your neighbors that you are after? Are you 
only running away from your death? Or are 

you seeking greater wisdom, deeper piety?” 
[1] 

Peterson imagines the conversation between 
God and prophet: 

Life is difficult, Jeremiah. Are you going to 
quit at the first wave of opposition? .… Are 
you going to live cautiously or 
courageously? I called you to live at your 
best, to pursue righteousness, to sustain a 
drive toward excellence. It is easier, I know, 
to be neurotic. It is easier to be parasitic. It is 
easier to relax in the embracing arms of The 
Average. Easier, but not better. Easier, but 
not more significant. Easier, but not more 
fulfilling. I called you to a life of purpose far 
beyond what you think yourself capable of 
living and promised you adequate strength 
to fulfill your destiny. Now at the first sign 
of difficulty you are ready to quit. If you are 
fatigued by this run-of-the-mill crowd of 
apathetic mediocrities, what will you do 
when the real race starts, the race with the 
swift and determined horses of excellence? 
What is it you really want, Jeremiah, do you 
want to shuffle along with this crowd, or run 
with the horses?.… 

It is unlikely, I think, that Jeremiah was 
spontaneous or quick in his reply to God’s 
question. The ecstatic ideals for a new life 
had been splattered with the world’s 
cynicism. The euphoric impetus of youthful 
enthusiasm no longer carried him. He 
weighed the options. He counted the cost. 
He tossed and turned in hesitation. The 
response when it came was not verbal but 
biographical. His life became his answer, 
“I’ll run with the horses.”  
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Week Two: Responding to the Call 
  

Here I Am, I Will Go 
  

In his 1980 series on the Hebrew prophets, 
Richard introduces the prophet Isaiah’s 
vision of God and his response to God’s 
call: 
 
This is Isaiah’s inaugural vision in Isaiah 
chapter 6. This is where he apparently first 
experienced his call and his vocation. It’s 
again worth examining, because we see in 
this grand experience of God that Isaiah 
must have come to be able to speak with the 
authority with which he speaks. He dates 
it—an important event is always dated: “In 
the year of King Uzziah’s death, I saw the 
Lord YHWH seated on a high throne” 
(Isaiah 6:1). 

The first experience that Isaiah has before 
this holiness of God is the experience of 
unworthiness. “What a wretched state I am 
in. I am lost” (Isaiah 6:5). I’m sure we’d say 
the same if we really had this experience 
that Isaiah did. “I am a man of unclean lips,” 
Isaiah says (Isaiah 6:5). In other words, 
nothing I’ve said can be worthwhile. No 
words that I’ve used to describe God can 
begin to approach what I’ve just seen. He 
continues: “And then I heard the voice of the 
Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send? Who will 
be our messenger?’ And I answered, ‘Here I 
am, Lord. Send me!’” (Isaiah 6:8). What 

boldness! There’s the response of the 
prophet: “Here I am, Lord, I will go.” [1] 

Preaching on this same passage, theologian 
and mystic Howard Thurman (1900–1981) 
recognizes the painful reality that often 
accompanies a prophet’s call: 

How wonderful! To have a tremendous 
religious experience, a tremendous 
experience of illumination and then, while 
you are under the massive pressure of this 
fresh orientation, to get a job analysis. 
Wonderful! .… [So] you can implement the 
vision now in terms that will be increasingly 
significant and relevant to your own living. 
He was a prophet already. And the voice 
said—his voice said to God, “I’ll go. I’ll 
take the message.” 

And then watch what happens. [Yahweh] 
said, “Tell the people to listen, but they 
aren't going to listen. You will break your 
heart; you will turn your mind inside out; 
you will pour upon their indifference the 
priceless ingredients of your spirit: the only 
thing that I can offer you,” says Yahweh, “is 
a deep, profound, ever-circling frustration. 
That’s all. Tell them that they are going to 
be destroyed, every town burned up, all the 
people taken into captivity … ” and on and 
on and on [God] spells out this doom. 

What would you have done? Here is your 
inspiration, here is your great moment and at 
last you see clearly the vocational 
significance of your life. And then as you 
begin to define that vocational significance 
it suddenly dawns upon you that you have 
been sent down a blind alley. Would you go 
anyway? Or would you say to yourself, “I 
got my signals mixed?” What would you 
do? [2] 
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Week Two: Responding to the Call 
  

A Moment of Surrender 
  

Contemplative teacher Mirabai Starr writes 
that prophets often protest their Divine call 
before saying “Here I am” to God: 
 
Not all prophets do as they are told. Not at 
first, anyway. When the call comes, most of 
them turn left and then right: “Who, me?” 
they murmur. If the call is a true one, the 
voice of the Holy Spirit will roar: “Yes, 
you!” 

Even then, the prophet will haggle with the 
Holy One. “There must be someone better 
suited to speak for the Divine.” But the God 
of Love is a patient God. The God of Love 
calls once, twice, three times. Only then 
does the prophet square her shoulders, gird 
her loins, open her hands, and say, “Hineni. 
Here I am.” [1] 

Catholic theologian Elizabeth Johnson 
describes Mary’s prophetic calling: 

Luke’s artistry welds the announcement of 
Jesus’ birth to the call of Mary as a woman 
commissioned by God. Biblical scholars 
point out that in this scene she is engaged 
for a prophetic task, one in a long line of 
God-sent deliverers positioned at significant 
junctures in Israel’s history.… Replete with 
angelic voice, fear and reassurance, 
message, objection, and sign, this is a story 

of Mary being commissioned to carry 
forward God’s design for redemption. The 
announcement of her impending 
motherhood is at the same time her 
prophetic calling to act for the deliverance 
of the people. She now takes her place 
“among those prophets called to give word 
and witness to the hidden plan of God’s 
salvific activity not yet seen by other 
members of the community of faith.” [2] 
Her affirmative response to this divine 
initiative sets her life off on an adventure 
into the unknown future. The divine 
presence will be with her through good 
times and bad, and ultimately the 
community will remember her life with 
gratitude.… 

Miriam of Nazareth [is placed] in the 
company of all ancestors in the faith who 
heard the word of God and responded with 
courageous love. Now like Abraham, she 
sets out in faith, not knowing where she is 
going. Now like Sarah, she receives power 
to conceive by this faith, considering the 
One who promised to be worthy of her trust. 
Listening to the Spirit, rising to the immense 
possibilities of her call, she walks by faith in 
the integrity of her own person. Inspired by 
Spirit-Sophia, women who make their own 
decisions before God claim her into their 
circle. [3] 

Mirabai Starr reflects on Mary’s prophetic 
answer: 

Look at Mother Mary. A working-class 
Jewish teenager. Unmarried. She receives an 
uninvited visit from a vast winged being, 
who fills her room with his radiance and 
hands Mary her sacred instructions. “You 
will be a vessel for the incarnation of the 
divine here on earth,” he declares. “And it’s 
going to hurt like hell to be his mother.” 
Mary trembles, but she stays present. And 
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then she says yes. “Hineni. Here I am. Thy 
will be done.” [4] 
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Week Two: Responding to the Call 
  

A Call to Awakening 
  

Richard reflects on what it means to respond 
to God’s call of love and justice for the 
common good: 
 
What, then, does it mean to follow Jesus? 
 
History is continually graced with people 
who somehow learned to act beyond and 
outside their self-interest and for the good of 
the world, people who clearly operated by a 
power larger than their own. Consider 
Gandhi, Oskar Schindler, Martin Luther 
King Jr. Add to them Rosa Parks, Mother 
Teresa, Dorothy Day, Óscar Romero, César 
Chávez, and many unsung leaders. Their 
inspiring witness offers us strong evidence 
that the mind of Christ still inhabits the 
world. Most of us are fortunate to have 
crossed paths with many lesser-known 
persons who exhibit the same presence. I 
can’t say how one becomes such a person. 
All I can presume is that they were all 
called. They all had their Christ moments, in 
which they stopped denying their own 
shadows, stopped projecting those shadows 
elsewhere, and agreed to own their deepest 
identity in solidarity with the world.  

But it is not an enviable position, this 
Christian thing.  

Following Jesus is a vocation to share the 
fate of God for the life of the world.  

To allow what God for some reason 
allows—and uses.  

And to suffer ever so slightly what God 
suffers eternally.  

Often, this has little to do with believing the 
right things about God—beyond the fact that 
God is love itself.  

Those who respond to the call and agree to 
carry and love what God loves—which is 
both the good and the bad—and to pay the 
price for its reconciliation within 
themselves, these are the followers of Jesus 
Christ. They are the leaven, the salt, the 
remnant, the mustard seed that God uses to 
transform the world. The cross, then, is a 
very dramatic image of what it takes to 
be usable for God. It does not mean they are 
going to heaven and others are not; rather, it 
means they have entered into heaven much 
earlier and thus can see things in a 
transcendent, whole, and healing way now.  

Saints are those who wake up while in this 
world, instead of waiting for the next one. 
Francis of Assisi, William Wilberforce, 
Thérèse of Lisieux, and Harriet Tubman 
didn’t feel superior to anyone else; they just 
knew they had been let in on a big divine 
secret, and they wanted to do their part in 
revealing it.  

God is calling every one and every thing, not 
just a few chosen ones, to God’s self 
(Genesis 8:15–17; Ephesians 1:9–10; 
Colossians 1:15–20). To get every one and 
every thing there, God first needs models 
and images who are willing to be 
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“conformed to the body of his death” and 
transformed into the body of his resurrection 
(Philippians 3:10). These are the “new 
creation” (Galatians 6:15), and their 
transformed state is still seeping into history 
and ever so slowly transforming it into “life 
and life more abundantly” (John 10:10). 
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Week Two: Responding to the Call 
  

Surrendering to Our Soul Gift 
  

For Father Richard, God shows us our 
soul’s calling through spiritual practice and 
letting go of the ego’s drive: 
 
Our age has come to expect satisfaction. We 
have grown up in an absolutely unique 
period when having and possessing and 
accomplishing have been real options. They 
have given us an illusion of fulfillment—and 
fulfillment now—as long as we are clever 
enough, quick enough, and pray or work 
hard enough for our goals or rewards. [1] 

I am convinced that the Book of Jonah can 
best be read as God moving someone from a 
mere sense of a religious job or career to an 
actual sense of personal call, vocation, or 
destiny. It takes being “swallowed by a 
beast” and taken into a dark place of nesting 
and nourishing that allows us to move to a 
deeper place called personal vocation. It 
involves a movement from being ego-driven 
to being soul-drawn. The energy is very 
different. It comes quietly and generously 
from within. Once we have accepted our 
call, we do not look for payment, reward, or 

advancement because we have found our 
soul gift. 

I have met many people who have found 
their soul gift, and they are always a joy to 
work with. It’s apparent they are not 
counting the cost, but just want to serve and 
help. Benedictines have a group they 
call oblates, which means “those who are 
offered.” To come with our lives as an 
offering is quite different from the seeking 
of a career, security, status, or title. Even the 
[retired head of the] Vatican’s office for 
bishops dared to admit publicly [his] worries 
about rampant careerism among bishops 
worldwide as they sought promotion to 
higher and more prestigious dioceses. [2] It 
sounds like we still have James and John 
wanting to sit at the right and left sides of 
the throne of Jesus (Mark 10:37). Maybe 
young people need to start there, but we can 
see why Jonah has to be shoved out of the 
boat. Otherwise, he never would have gotten 
to the “right” Nineveh. 

We must listen, wait, and pray for our 
charism and call. Most of us are really only 
good at one or two things. Meditation should 
lead to a clarity about who we are and, 
maybe even more, who we are not. This 
second revelation is just as important as the 
first. I have found it difficult over the years 
to sit down and tell people what is not their 
gift. It is usually very humiliating for 
individuals to face their own illusions and 
inabilities. We are not usually a truth-
speaking people. We don’t speak the truth to 
one another, nor does our culture encourage 
the journey toward the True Self. The false 
self often sets itself up for unnecessary 
failures and humiliations. [3] 
 

Why is the church 
failing in the West? 
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St. Francis of Assisi Catholic Church in Lincoln, 
Nebraska. (Unsplash/Creative 
Commons/Channel 82) 
 

 
FATHER THOMAS REESE, SJ 
RELIGION NEWS SERVICE 
 
There are numerous signs that the Catholic 
Church is failing in Western countries. 
There are few vocations, church attendance 
is down and young people are leaving the 
church in droves. There are as many theories 
explaining this decline as there are 
commentators, but the theories can be 
collected in two major baskets: those that 
blame culture and those that blame the 
church itself. 
The Catholic hierarchy tends to blame 
contemporary culture for the church's 
problems. Consumerism, individualism and 
secularism top their list of negative forces. 
The media bombards people with images 
and messages that are antithetical to 
Christianity: Happiness comes from sex, 
money and power. Life is too busy with 
work and leisure to have time for religion. 

The social structures that supported religion 
have also weakened. 

Ethnic neighborhoods that once reinforced 
religious communities and values have seen 
a decline as their residents have been 
disbursed to the suburbs. As Catholics 
joined the mainstream, they lost their roots. 
Fewer children go to Catholic schools. 
Interfaith marriages have increased as young 
Catholics socialize with non-Catholics. As 
they got better educated, they were less 
likely to follow the clergy without questions. 

There is a lot of truth in this cultural 
explanation for the church's failings, but 
blaming the culture is like blaming the 
weather. That is the world we live in; learn 
to deal with it. Retreating to a Catholic 
ghetto is not an option.  

The theory that the church itself is to blame 
for its decline features a conservative and a 
liberal version. Both blame the hierarchy for 
not dealing properly with the sex abuse 
crisis. Liberals stress the lack of 
accountability and lay involvement, while 
conservatives point their fingers at gay 
priests. 

Conservatives also blame the changes in the 
church ordered by the Second Vatican 
Council. Prior to the council, the church was 
a rock of stability and certainty in a stormy 
world. Change undermined the credibility of 
the church because change was an admission 
that the church was wrong in the past. One 
week you would go to hell for eating meat 
on Friday; the next week you were OK. One 
year you were told that the Mass would 
always be in Latin; the next year it would be 
in English. 

There is a lot of truth in this cultural 
explanation for the church's failings, but 
blaming the culture is like blaming the 

weather. That is the world we live in; learn 
to deal with it.  



Conservatives also blame theologians for 
confusing the people by publicly debating 
moral and doctrinal matters that the 
hierarchy says are definitive teaching. They 
also believe that the social justice message 
of the church distracts from its traditional 
dogmas. Some argue that ecumenical and 
interreligious dialogue has led to the belief 
that all religions are equally valid. 
Emphasizing the role of the laity in the 
church took the priest off his pedestal and 
made the priesthood less attractive. 

Conservatives believe Pope Francis is going 
in the wrong direction and pray for a return 
to the policies of Popes John Paul II and 
Benedict XVI. 

The liberal version, meanwhile, points the 
finger at the hierarchy. 

Liberals believe Vatican II was just the 
beginning of reforms that were necessary for 
the church. They believe the hierarchy, 
especially John Paul II, feared chaos in the 
church and shut down any further reform. 
The documents of the council were 
interpreted through a conservative lens, and 
theologians were labeled dissidents and 
silenced if they did not toe the Vatican line. 

Commentators such as the Fr. Andrew 
Greeley believed that the hierarchy lost the 
laity when Pope Paul VI reaffirmed the 
church's prohibition against artificial birth 
control. The teaching was rejected by both 
moral theologians and the laity. 

Denying Communion to divorced and 
remarried Catholics has also been 
problematic for couples and their children. 

Liberals also blame the hierarchy for the 
vocation crisis because, they argue, there 
would be plenty of priests if they were 
allowed to marry, and even more if women 
were permitted ordination. 

Liberals also argue that the hierarchy's 
opposition to abortion and gay rights has 
alienated many people, especially the young. 
People have also been alienated by bishops 
who deny Communion to certain 
Democratic politicians. 

Lots of people stay in the church even 
though they disagree with some church 

teaching. But a bad experience in 
confession, at a wedding or at a funeral 

can turn people away for good.  

The liberals say that the hierarchy is 
following much the same path it took in 
Europe, where it alienated the working 
classes in the 19th century with its alliance 
with the upper classes. For much of the 
20th century, anti-clericalism was 
nonexistent in America because the bishops 
sided with unions and the working classes. 
Anti-clericalism only blossomed when 
bishops aligned themselves with the 
Republican Party against abortion and gay 
rights. 

As a social scientist, I believe that the 
preponderance of evidence supports the 
liberal explanation of the decline of the 
church, but I think that the conservatives 
make some good points. Certainly, the 
changes after Vatican II were not well 
explained or implemented. The clergy were 
as confused as the laity. And liberals need to 
explain why more Catholics are joining 
evangelical churches than liberal churches. 

One of the problems with all these theories, 
however, is that they were developed by 
theologians who believe that ideas are what 
motivate humans. Ideas are important, but 
experience often matters more. 

Lots of people stay in the church even 
though they disagree with some church 
teaching. But a bad experience in 
confession, at a wedding or at a funeral can 



turn people away for good. More people are 
driven away from the church by arrogant 
priests than by disagreements over theology. 
This is why Francis is so critical of 
clericalism. 

And the fact is, we lose more people through 
boredom than because of theology. Now that 
people do not believe that they will go to 
hell for missing Mass on Sunday, they are 
not going to come unless they benefit from 
the experience. 

If the preaching is dull, if the music does not 
move them, if they do not feel welcomed, 
then they are not going to come back. If the 
Mass is seen as something that the priest 
does, if the Scriptures are the domain of the 
clergy, if there is no sense of community, 
then why come? 

This is why many Catholics are drawn to 
evangelical churches. Ideas are important, 
but Catholicism must also be a lived 
experience that is relevant to the lives of the 
faithful. The pre-Vatican II church provided 
such experiences in popular devotions. After 
Vatican II, the liturgy was supposed to 
provide this experience but too often it did 
not. 

So the next time we have a discussion of 
why the church is failing, don't invite the 
theologians; invite sociologists, 
psychologists, artists, musicians and the 
people who have left the church.  

Pope reorganizes 
Rome vicariate to be 
more collegial, 
accountable 
VATICAN 
VATICAN NEWS 

 
Pope Francis addresses priests of the Diocese of 
Rome during a meeting at the Basilica of St. 
John Lateran in Rome in this March 2, 2017, file 
photo. The pope has reorganized the vicariate of 
Rome establishing two new bodies: an office 
dedicated to safeguarding minors and vulnerable 
people; and an independent supervisory 
commission of papally-appointed experts who 
report and check on the work and administrative 
and economic affairs of the vicariate. 
(CNS/L'Osservatore Romano) 
 
CAROL GLATZ 
CATHOLIC NEWS SERVICE 
Vatican City — 9 January 2023 
 
With the same spirit and aims that behind 
his recent reform and reorganization of the 
Roman Curia, Pope Francis, as Bishop of 
Rome, has overhauled the Vicariate of 
Rome. 
The vicariate, too, is called "to become more 
suitably channeled for the evangelization of 
today's world rather than for her self-
preservation" and to be at the service of a 
church that reaches out to everyone, 
evangelizing in word and deed, embracing 
human life and "touching the suffering flesh 
of Christ in others," the pope wrote in a new 
papal instruction. 

Among the many changes, the pope created 
two new bodies: an office dedicated to 
safeguarding minors and vulnerable people; 
and an independent supervisory commission 
of papally appointed experts who monitor 
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the work and administrative and economic 
affairs of the vicariate. 

The changes, which go into effect Jan. 31, 
were released Jan. 6 in the new apostolic 
constitution, "In Ecclesiarum Communione" 
("In the Communion of Churches"). It 
replaces the previous constitution, "Ecclesia 
in Urbe'' ("The Church in the City''), issued 
by St. John Paul II in 1988. 

The new document aims to revitalize the 
vicariate's mission by giving "primacy" to 
charity and the proclamation of divine 
mercy, synodality with the faithful and 
promoting greater collegiality, particularly 
between the pope and his auxiliary bishops 
of Rome. 

In fact, the pope will have a much greater 
role in the vicariate, staying informed with 
required reporting, presiding over meetings 
of the episcopal council and taking part in 
major decisions concerning pastoral, 
administrative and financial matters, 
including requiring his final approval of the 
diocese's annual budget report. 

The annual budget report, budget 
management, requests for assistance by 
parishes and rectors and ensuring greater 
transparency in managing funds will be 
handled by the diocesan council for 
economic affairs, which is presided over by 
the cardinal vicar or the vice regent, it said. 

The pope wrote he would like greater 
vigilance over financial management "so 
that it may be prudent and responsible" and 
"conducted consistently with the purpose 
that justifies the church's possession of 
goods." 

The constitution recognized that "due to the 
very large task of governing the universal 
church," the pope needs to have help in 

caring for the Diocese of Rome, which is 
why he appoints a cardinal vicar. 

The cardinal vicar will inform the pope 
"periodically and whenever he deems it 
necessary about the pastoral activity and life 
of the diocese. In particular, he will not 
undertake initiatives that are important or 
exceed ordinary administration without first 
reporting to me." 

The cardinal vicar also must submit first to 
the pope all candidates "for possible 
admission to Holy Orders" after those 
candidates have received approval by the 
episcopal council. 

"The church loses its credibility when it is 
filled with what is not essential to its 
mission or, worse, when its members, 
sometimes even those invested with 
ministerial authority, are a source of scandal 
by their behaviors that are unfaithful to the 
Gospel," Francis wrote. "Only in the total 
giving of oneself to Christ in order to serve 
the salvation of the world does the church 
renew her fidelity." 

More Americans 
stay away from 
church as pandemic 
nears year three 



 
A handful of parishioners in the Gardenville 
neighborhood of Baltimore attend daily Mass 
Sept. 16, 2022, at St. Anthony of Padua Catholic 
Church. (CNS/Catholic Review/Kevin J. Parks) 
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At the beginning of the COVID-19 
pandemic, nearly every congregation in the 
United States shut down, at least for a while. 
For some Americans, that was the push they 
needed to never come back to church. 

A new report, which looked at in-person 
worship attendance patterns before the 
beginning of the pandemic and in 2022, 
found that a third of those surveyed never 
attend worship services. That's up from 25% 
before the start of the pandemic. 

The pandemic has likely led people who 
already had loose ties to congregations to 
leave, said Dan Cox, one of the authors of 
the new study and a senior fellow in polling 
and public opinion at the American 
Enterprise Institute. 

"These were the folks that were more on the 
fringes to begin with," said Cox. "They 
didn't need much of a push or a nudge, to 
just be done completely." 

As part of the 2022 American Religious 
Benchmark Survey, researchers from the 
American Enterprise Institute and NORC at 
the University of Chicago asked 9,425 
Americans about their religious identity and 
worship attendance. Those surveyed had 
answered the same questions between 2018 
and early 2020. 

Researchers then compared answers from 
between 2018 and 2020 to answers from 
2022 to understand how attendance patterns 
changed during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

"We are looking at the attendance patterns 
and religious identity of the exact same 
people at two different time periods," said 
Cox. 

The new study focused on attendance at in-
person services versus online services. 
While some people — including the 
immunocompromised and their families — 
may still be attending digital services, 
measuring online engagement is "messier," 
said Cox, and very different from in-person 
involvement. For example, he said, tuning in 
to a service for a few minutes is much 
different than going to a service in person. 

The report also noted the decline in 
attendance most affected groups that had 
already started to show a decline before the 
pandemic — particularly among younger 
adults, who were already lagging before the 
pandemic and showed the steepest drop-off 
since. 

Liberal Americans (46%), those who have 
never married (44%) and those under 30 
(43%) are most likely to skip worship 
service altogether and saw the largest 
declines in attendance rates. By contrast, 
conservatives (20%), those over 65 (23%) or 
those who are married (28%) are less likely 
to say they never attend services and saw 
less drop-off. 

https://www.aei.org/research-products/report/faith-after-the-pandemic-how-covid-19-changed-american-religion/


One in four Americans (24%) said in 2022 
that they attend regularly — which includes 
those who attend nearly every week or more 
often. Another 8% attend at least once a 
month — for a total of 32% who attend 
regularly or occasionally. That was down 
slightly from a total of 36% in 2020. 

In 2022, just over a third (36%) said they 
attend at least once a year. Another third 
(33%) said they never attend — up from 
25% in 2020. 

Cox said generational shifts and the broader 
polarization in society likely played a role in 
the attendance decline. 

Younger Americans are less likely in 
general to identify as religious or attend 
services — the 2021 General Social Survey 
found that 41.5% of Americans between 18 
and 29 said they never attend services, with 
20.6% saying they attend more than once a 
month. 

New political battlefronts also opened up 
during the pandemic, with vaccines and 
masks becoming points of contention and 
markers of political identity rather than 
public health interventions. 

Conservative churches were likely to reopen 
sooner than more liberal congregations — 
making it easier for people to attend those 
churches in person. 

The change in attendance patterns did not 
affect every group equally. 

 
Dan Cox (Courtesy of American Enterprise 
Institute) 
 
More than half of Latter-day Saints (72%) 
and white evangelicals (53%) said they 
attended service regularly in 2022, about the 
same rate as before the pandemic. Other 
groups saw little drop-off in regular 
attenders as well, including Black 
Protestants (36%), white Catholics (30%), 
Hispanic Catholics (23%), white mainliners 
(17%) and Jews (10%), all reporting similar 
regular attendance rates in 2022 as before 
the pandemic. 

The survey did show, however, that in most 
faith groups, the infrequent attenders were 
the largest group. That includes about half of 
white Catholics (46%), Hispanic Catholics 
(47%), white mainliners (51%) and Jews 
(54%). 

Black Protestant regular attenders (36%) and 
infrequent attenders (35%) were about the 
same size. 

Cox found some hopeful news in the report, 
in that people have not given up their 



religious identity for the most part, even if 
they don't attend. That gives religious 
leaders a chance to reconnect with larger 
numbers of people who still identify with 
religious traditions but don't participate. 

"These are the people who haven't 
completely separated," he said, so there is 
still a chance to reengage with them. 

The folks who rarely attend services are also 
most at risk of disappearing completely. If 
that happens, churches and denominations 
would be in big trouble, said Cox. 

"There are millions of people in that 
category," he said. "If they go, I think it's 
going to cripple a lot of a lot of 
denominations, and a lot of congregations 
are going to have to fold." 

Cox also worried about an increase in what 
he called "religious polarization," between 
people who are active in religious 
congregations and those who have no 
involvement at all. 

"We're going to quickly come to a place 
where a good chunk of the country is not 
only going to have different views about 
religion, and different religious experiences, 
they're not going to be able to relate to each 
other in any real way," he said. 

 
Diana Butler Bass (File photo) 
 
Reengaging with people who have loose ties 
to churches will not be easy, said author and 
scholar Diana Butler Bass, who studies the 
changing religious landscape. Some people 
may prefer to attend services or engage 
spiritual practices online. Others have family 
challenges and aren't able to attend. 

And disputes over theology and liturgy can 
make it difficult to be part of a church. 

Then there's the human element. 

Even before the pandemic, Americans were 
experiencing a loneliness crisis, with fewer 
spending time with friends or participating 
in social and civic activities. Many have lost 
the habits and skills of making friends and 
creating community, said Bass. 

"Churches haven't really figured that out," 
she said. "They often say they are friendly 
but aren't really — and lack ways of 
speaking about friendship theologically and 
developing friendship as a genuine practice 
of community." 

https://www.ncronline.org/node/123851


The decline in attendance overall comes at a 
time when many congregations are 
struggling. The median congregation size in 
the United States dropped from 137 people 
in 2000 to 65 as of 2020, according to the 
Faith Communities Today study. Those 
Americans who do attend services often go 
to large congregations, leaving many smaller 
local churches and houses of worship in 
difficult straits. 

Most congregations have seen attendance 
decline by about a quarter during the 
pandemic, said Scott Thumma, director of 
the Hartford Institute for Religion Research 
at Hartford International University. That 
decline has hit smaller churches particularly 
hard. Most churches, he said, have fewer 
than 100 people. If 25 people are missing 
from those churches, that has a huge impact. 

 
Scott Thumma (Courtesy of Hartford Seminary) 
 
During the early days of the pandemic, 
Thumma said, churches innovated because 
they had to in order to survive. Now that the 
crisis of the pandemic has ebbed, they need 
to make long-term adaptations. 

"What happened in the pandemic is that all 
of us were huddling in the basement, while a 
tornado was going over our heads," he said. 
"Now everyone has come out of the 
basement and everything is completely 
different. Now we have to be intentionally 
creative." 

Churches also need to remind people of the 
importance of gathering together and to 
invite people to get involved in community 
outreach and other acts of service, said 
Thumma, such as volunteering for a food 
pantry or other ministry. 

"Everything has to be hyper-intentional 
now," he said. 

While things are difficult, focusing on the 
future works better than just looking at 
things that are going wrong, said Thumma, 
who often consults with congregations and 
is the principal investigator in the long-term 
study Exploring the Pandemic Impact on 
Congregations. 

"The focus should be, how can we become a 
better church — rather than, how do we re-
create what we used to have?" 

[Ahead of the Trend is a collaborative effort 
between Religion News Service and the 
Association of Religion Data Archives made 
possible through the support of the John 
Templeton Foundation.] 
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Benedict XVI  
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His room in the Mater Ecclesiae Monastery 
in the Vatican is now empty, though its 
arrangement still suggests him. The footfalls 
in the garden below the windows of the 
rooms where he studied and received 
visitors and slept, which in his last month let 
in dim light, are no longer heard by him. 
The long journey, braided together in the 
last few years by fatigue and hope, is 
accomplished. The portal has opened and 
swallowed his soul in its crystalline yet 
intimate light, leaving behind his body for 
our mourning, which in its frailty and 
brokenness speaks of winter and withering, 
of the grass that dies, while intimating a 
more, a stupendous abiding that resides in 
the power and love of God who is the future 
more than the future. 
On New Year’s Eve 2022 Pope (Emeritus) 
Benedict XVI passed over into the mystery 
of the One who laid down his life for the 
world and our quivering flesh and into the 
depths of the communion of saints. To the 
extent to which his own profound 

meditations on death prognosticated 
correctly, he verified in the process of his 
own death that he was never truly alone, that 
in the moments of darkness, God was 
always there, and that in the moments of 
isolation, he was never truly an atom, but 
loved, remembered, and hoped for by the 
living and the dead with whom he was 
connected by an unbreakable bond. Having 
ruminated and chewed on “the last things” 
for much of his life, perhaps the peace and 
the rest might not surprise as Benedict 
“passed over.” 

Yet how could he have anticipated being so 
love-struck, that the candle would set alight 
the spaces as it does? As if all this time, 
deprived of the necessary oxygen to live and 
hope by our contentment with the welter of 
our confusions, our constant turning to the 
shelter of our conventions, our covering of 
ourselves in the mantle of our sins, and, of 
course, our willful and desperate embrace 
our sinfulness that goes almost all the way 
down, we had not learned how to love. 
Finally, we breathe, as if for the first time, 
and become fire. 

Benedict would cast his life as a joyous one, 
given his sense of the presence of God in 
prayer and sacrament and his abiding sense 
of mission and commitment to the tasks in 
order of scholar-priest, theological expert at 
Vatican II, bishop, cardinal, head of 
Congregation for Doctrine of the Faith, 
Pope, and Pope Emeritus. Over a long and 
very public life, there was pomp and 
ceremony. Honors were offered, prestige 
bestowed that Joseph Ratzinger, who would 
become Pope Benedict, did not shirk, even 
as he would insist that these were correlative 
to the office, and not to the person whose 
main goal was to pour himself out in order 
to conform as much as was humanly 
possible to the office. 

https://churchlifejournal.nd.edu/articles/authors/cyril-oregan/


This is neither ex post facto construction nor 
alibi: it is the only way to make sense of a 
simplicity, modesty, and personal warmth 
that even Benedict’s many detractors would 
admit. If his was a truly ardent life of loving 
God, his life was in its own way arduous, 
though in an entirely different way than that 
of his beloved predecessor, Pope John Paul 
II. His person was not as charismatic, his life 
not as dramatic, and the quantity and quality 
of his suffering not so obvious. Yet his life 
was in its own way a life of suffering, in 
equal parts structural and contingent. 

The structural element had to do with the 
mismatch between the introverted and 
contemplative bent of Benedict’s character 
and the very public life that he led. He was a 
scholar who loved reading and rummaging 
in the library, who felt most comfortable 
with family and close friends, and who 
loved classical music and church 
architecture. He was a priest who was most 
himself in prayer and when presiding over 
the sacraments. His very public life was 
uncongenial; it was a suffering. 

The contingent aspect of his suffering was 
unlike that of his predecessor, who was 
admired by all and loved by many, and his 
successor, who is admired by many and 
loved by some, at least from the time of his 
becoming Prefect of the CDF Benedict had 
come to be reviled as a 
Vatican apparatchik and representative of a 
backward-looking form of Catholicism that 
refuses to make peace with the modern 
world and align itself with the secular 
commitments to equality, justice, 
transparency, and relevancy. Not only that, 
he was hated by many because of his 
administrative style and the stances he took 
on the issues of the day, for example, the 
status of Liberation Theology, the question 
of the possibility of truth and moral 
absolutes, and religious pluralism. 

Indeed, over the course of Benedict’s public 
life, the calumny became so casual and 
automatic that his critics increasingly came 
to feel under no obligation to provide 
evidence for their dismissing of his 
revanchist form of Catholicism, for his so-
called obsession with ecclesial identity, and 
for a putative belligerence that called forth 
the unflattering sobriquet of “God’s 
bulldog.” The French anthropologist-
philosopher, René Girard, noting the 
untoward extent of the hatred directed 
against Benedict, which seemed to him to be 
more constructed than provoked, wondered 
whether secular modernity was experiencing 
a return of paganism in its exercise of the 
scapegoat mechanism in that those who 
fundamentally disagree with each other 
could find common cause in focusing on 
Benedict as an object of hate and an 
occasion for catharsis. 

In any event, much of his criticism over the 
decades has been tinged 
with Schadenfreude. It is unlikely that 
Benedict would make a case for himself in 
precisely this way, and equally unlikely that 
he would agree to play the role of the 
innocent victim. Such, he is convinced, is 
the prerogative of the sinless One who was 
and who continues to remain among us 
through the ministration of the Holy Spirit. 
Christians who are not beset by his failure to 
support a compromise between Catholicism 
and secular modernity are likely to be in a 
better position to see and appreciate how he 
has borne this suffering with dignity and 
patience, just as he has borne his physical 
sufferings and his nearing death in his 
hidden life in the Mater Ecclesiae 
Monastery, where he has resided since 
the annus mirabilis of 2013 when he 
relinquished the papacy. 

If his life has featured valleys and troughs, 
nonetheless, it seems to have been a life in 
which contemplation of the mystery of the 

https://churchlifejournal.nd.edu/articles/rene-girard-and-the-present-moment/


passion, death, and resurrection of Christ has 
not only empowered acceptance of suffering 
but transmuted it into joy. As he has crossed 
over, it is our shared Christian hope that this 
joy has become enhanced and permanent. 
Yet, for those of us who feel called to 
remember him, we cannot but ask, what is 
his abiding legacy? Personally, I feel called 
to remember him from beginning to end as a 
theologian, that is, one who speaks of the 
God (theo-logos) who has created, 
redeemed, and sanctified us. For this 
particular theologian, scripture is the love 
story of God and the world in which God 
exposes Godself to our acceptance and 
rejection. 

For him also, in line with theological 
mentors such as de Lubac and von 
Balthasar, theology is not only or even 
primarily a scientific scholarly activity; it is 
steeped in the best thinking, the most apt 
feeling, and the best practices of a tradition 
of unimaginable richness that commands our 
trust; it finds its milieu and surround system 
in prayer that enables us to be open to the 
God of whom we would speak and has as its 
aim our release into praise and thanksgiving. 
Benedict thinks of his theological favorites 
Augustine and Bonaventure as grasping this 
with peculiar sensitivity, while at the same 
time recognizing this conception of theology 
to be a peculiar gift of Eastern Christianity. 

It was this understanding of the nature and 
function of theology that motivated his 
move in the early 1960s from Tübingen, 
Germany’s most famous theological center, 
to Erlangen, a Catholic seminary that did not 
remotely enjoy equivalent prestige. Not for 
him was the form of theology represented by 
Hans Küng and Jürgen Moltmann, marked 
by science (Wissenschaft), the presumptive 
authority of the individual theologian, the 
tendency to reconstruct Christian faith, and 
the penchant for critique of the Church or 
churches. 

For Benedict, the form of theology 
represented a fundamental option. For him, 
it would be humbly confessional rather than 
overarching; it would be from the Church 
and for the Church but also for the world; it 
would be traditional, though not 
traditionalist, that is, it would call on the 
resources of the past to forge a rich, deep, 
and vital form of Christianity that could 
meet the challenges of the Church in the 
modern world and that could call on the 
great arbiters of “living tradition” such as 
Möhler and Newman. 

As Benedict made theology fundamentally 
ecclesial, he also made it fundamentally 
pastoral. Thus, his contributions to theology 
from his historical studies of Augustine and 
Bonaventure in the 1950s to his 
unsurpassable encyclicals and his 
meditations on the Gospel in his Jesus of 
Nazareth series are simply different 
iterations of a pastoral theology. Though 
Benedict was significantly influenced by the 
greats of nouvelle théologie, his theology 
lacks the historical gifts of a de Lubac and 
the comprehensive systematic and 
speculative gifts of a von Balthasar. His 
genius is otherwise. 

He is plausibly the greatest pastoral 
theologian of the Catholic Church over the 
last century. I have no interest here in what 
is a recollection in demonstrating the truth 
of the claim, and dealing with objections and 
counterfactuals. What I have an interest in 
doing is highlighting what I think are the 
three main features of this pastoral theology: 
theology as teaching, as prophetic witness, 
and as vision. 

Teaching 
A crucial aspect of being the kind of pastoral 
theologian that Benedict wanted to be was to 
take on the responsibility of teaching the 
faithful by laying out the content of faith 

https://churchlifejournal.nd.edu/articles/renewing-nouvelle-theologie/


while paying equal attention to the act of 
faith as enabled by grace. Benedict’s 
classic Introduction to Christianity is 
exemplary in this respect as it presents an 
interpretation of the Apostle’s Creed for the 
late twentieth-century world that provides a 
digest of belief, excavates its Christological 
center, and indicates the ground of Christian 
confidence in the Church and Christian hope 
in the resurrection. 

The text continues to be savored by 
interested Christians in their quiet time and 
undergraduate students in theology classes 
all over the world. As Benedict explicates 
the content of faith, he also underscores for 
a Christian world, which has been infected 
by subjectivism, that faith is not mere affect. 
Rather, faith has an objective content that 
not only demands intellectual assent, but 
consent to the implications that faith has for 
the kind of life one lives and the practices 
that one engages in, all with the view of 
being in right relationship with God, 
ourselves, our fellow human beings, and the 
world at large. 

For Benedict, the very simplicity of the 
Creed is a major point in its favor and 
reminds the theologian that theology is not 
there for the theologian, but for the ordinary 
Christian who wants help in giving a 
convincing account of his or her faith. 
Theological complications with regard to 
particular doctrines are inevitable and new 
challenges arise that can be met only by the 
kind of thinking that the theologian does. 
Yet, for Benedict, he has learned from 
Origen as well as Augustine, and been 
reminded by the de Lubac 
of Catholicism and The Christian Faith, that 
the simple faith of the ordinary Christian 
believer is where theology must begin and 
end. 

With some justification, Introduction to 
Christianity can be commended as the best 
example of Benedict’s teaching vocation. Its 

relative comprehensiveness is a function of 
the Creed that is the object of interpretation. 
Nonetheless, Benedict’s teaching vocation is 
exemplified in everything he wrote. 

Most obviously Benedict’s highly developed 
sense of his teaching responsibility is 
discharged in his particular accounts of last 
and first things—more specifically, the hope 
for eternal life in and beyond our death 
(Eschatology)—and, correlatively, the 
grounds supporting Christian conviction that 
the world is a free creation of God and that, 
in consequence, if the world is mysterious, it 
is not a mere matter of chance, but rather the 
effusion of a wild love that cannot be 
exhaustively comprehended and signing an 
intelligibility that, if gratuitously given, is 
woven into the fabric of the universe and 
raveled into the et cetera of history. 

Such a responsibility is also evinced in 
Benedict’s meditation on the Gospels in 
his Jesus of Nazareth series undertaken to 
allow the figure of Jesus to shine forth in all 
his divine glory in and through a narrative in 
which Jesus takes upon himself the mission 
to reconcile humanity and the world with the 
gracious and loving Father. Throughout 
three luminous volumes, Benedict shows the 
elaborate stitching between the Old and New 
Testament, thereby ruling out interpretive 
tendencies that would deliberately sever the 
relationship between the testaments after the 
manner of Marcion or suggest, à la 
Bultmann and others, that Jesus is best 
understood against the backdrop of broader 
Hellenistic reflection on savior figures in the 
ancient world. 

Equally important for him is that we 
maintain now as before the traditional 
Catholic consensus of the compatibility 
between the Synoptic Gospels and the 
Gospel of John and, perhaps more 
specifically after Balthasar, regard the 
ontological language of the latter as the 
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appropriate translation of the narrative 
language of the former. Finally, it would be 
delinquent not to mention Benedict’s 
voluminous work over the years on the 
liturgy, perhaps best crystallized in his The 
Spirit of the Liturgy, which, if decidedly 
contemporary, also represents a homage to 
the text of the same name by Romano 
Guardini. In any event, with due respect to 
the great liturgical movements of the 
twentieth century and theories of ritual, 
Benedict attempts to recover a strong notion 
of the sacraments as media of grace and, in 
the case of the Eucharist, the notion of 
sacrifice that seems in the contemporary 
period to be set aside in favor of “meal” 
almost as a matter of course. 

The above are but the most sustained and 
focused acts of teaching. His reflections on 
the intimate relationship between faith and 
reason, his meditations on the proper 
interpretation of Vatican II, his articulation 
of the Trinity, Christian devotions, his 
theology of religions, his views on 
evangelization and inculturation, as well as 
his views on Church authority and 
ecumenism are intentionally in the service of 
the faithful who need guidance on all of 
these matters. 

Though Benedict himself would 
acknowledge his enormous debts to de 
Lubac and Balthasar, as mentioned already, 
his gifts are otherwise. Whereas the gift of 
both of these theologians is copiousness, 
erudition, and the laying out of the 
symphony of voices that makes the Catholic 
tradition so rich and textured, the gifts of 
Benedict are economy, clarity, and 
fundamental decision and are calculated to 
address the modern believer more directly 
and incisively. Despite his reputation as a 
doctrinaire, Benedict’s writing is 
characterized by persuasion rather than an 
appeal to authority. It features a marvelous 
objectivity that is the effect of a radical self-

emptying that is required if one is to speak 
with the “mind of the Church.” Of course, 
precisely because of its objectivity, its 
radiant clarity, and its letting be, the form of 
his theology is through and through Marian, 
after the manner of de Lubac and Balthasar, 
but also after the manner of Christian 
existence intimated in Lumen Gentium. 

Prophetic Witness 
Throughout his more than sixty years of 
writing, Benedict showed that prophetic 
witness and teaching were complementary 
rather than antithetical; indeed, they are 
simply two different sides of the imperative 
to speak boldly (parrhesia) of the faith that 
has been given and received. While 
encouraging the encounter with the modern 
world that Gaudium et Spes mandated, 
Benedict thought it naïve to assume that 
secular modernity provided a supply of 
dispositions, habits, and attitudes so 
congenial to Catholicism that all that was 
required was a rubberstamping. 

He asked Catholics to consider the 
possibility that, in its tendency to foreclose 
transcendence and in its elevation of critical 
and instrumental reason, secular modernity 
functioned at best in the mode of armed 
neutrality vis-à-vis the Church and at worst 
as its avowed enemy. The vehemence of his 
condemnation is a function not only of 
Benedict’s sense of the allure of secular 
modernity but also his recognition that it has 
infiltrated and taken deep roots in the 
Church. Given his own critical analysis of 
the Church in the modern world, he believed 
a kind of Augustinian suspicion regarding 
modernity’s “splendid vices” was in order. 
Thus, his frequent lamenting regarding the 
evisceration of doctrine, the dilution of 
tradition, the questioning of Church 
authority, the legitimation of innovation, the 
reduction of the Gospel to a social project, 
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the redundancy of prayer, and 
the implausibility of the afterlife. 

The complementarity of prophetic witness 
and teaching is perhaps most in evidence in 
precisely those texts that offer the best 
examples of Benedict’s teaching: in the case 
of Introduction to Christianity the object of 
criticism is the secular age as the age in 
which it seems no longer to be necessary to 
argue against Christian belief, but that such 
belief has become implausible, even 
ridiculous and quixotic; in Eschatology the 
target is specific forms of political theology 
loosely affiliated with the kind of Marxist 
humanism that de Lubac announced in The 
Drama of Atheistic Humanism to be a 
competitor of Christianity because it 
appealed to the imagination in the way 
Enlightenment rationalism cannot and is 
able to mime some of Christianity’s best 
intuitions about community while erasing 
God from the picture; and in Jesus of 
Nazareth, it is the historicism and 
rationalism of the historical-critical method 
that is the object of critique, even if 
Benedict is anxious to insist, in line with Dei 
Verbum, that, as a tool, historical-critical 
method can assist the Church in deepening 
the interpretation of the Gospel. 

In all of these cases, and in his encyclicals 
also, Benedict is suggesting that secular 
modernity is what Charles Taylor calls the 
new “social imaginary” that vets, critiques, 
and corrects all beliefs and practices, not 
excluding religious beliefs and practices, 
while essentially not only being intolerant of 
criticism, but effectively immunizing itself 
against it. Of course, one comes across 
volumes of collected essays, for 
example, Truth and Tolerance and Values in 
a Time of Upheaval where the critical edge 
is entirely dominant. Yet, even here, 
Benedict makes it clear that the critique of 
secular modernity is restricted to its 
pathologies and exaggerations. Reason, the 

commitment to truth and freedom, and the 
passion for justice, all find a home in 
Catholicism, indeed, Benedict is convinced, 
therein they find their foundation. 

Despite—or perhaps because of—his 
prophetic witness, throughout his career, 
even as Prefect of the CDF and as Pope, 
Benedict has displayed an unwavering 
commitment to dialogue. Thus, his 
engagement with Jürgen Habermas, the 
leading proponent of the legitimacy of 
secular modernity. Thus, also his 
engagement with Catholic critics such as 
Hans Küng, Johann Baptist Metz, and 
Walter Kasper. Here it should be noted that 
in Benedict’s prophetic witness there is none 
of the vitriol that has come to be associated 
with the prophetic voice. 

If there is occasional sharpness and calling 
out, Benedict’s critical voice is, for the most 
part, measured, almost urbane. Similar to 
Newman, criticism of secular modernity and 
its influx into the Church is delivered with 
the intent of fostering dialogue that will 
bring us all nearer to the truth. For Benedict, 
the avoidance of violence even in the 
boldest of Christian speech is at once the 
fruit of the recognition of Christ’s form of 
speech and the conviction that our mode of 
speech should and can participate in the 
peace that is the triune God. 

Vision 
Deus Caritas Est (2005), Benedict’s first 
encyclical, is arguably one of the most 
inspiring encyclicals ever written. It finds its 
lever in the famous declaration of 1 John 
4:6, its focus on the Gospel of John, its 
horizon in the intuition of the faithful over 
two millennia who lived and died towards 
loving God fully disclosed in Christ, and its 
inspiration in his reading of such beloved 
theologians as Augustine and Bonaventure 
and, more proximally, in his reading of Hans 
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Urs von Balthasar. “God is Love” is as 
much an exclamation as it is a statement, 
and for that reason more a vision than a 
doctrine, indeed, a vision of the nuclear core 
of Christianity that effectively sums up all 
Benedict attempted to say throughout his 
long theological career. 

To the question “what is Christianity?” 
Benedict provides an answer of startling 
brevity: Christianity is the seeing of divine 
love drenching the world that finds its 
expressive core in the Incarnation, passion, 
death, and Resurrection of Christ. It is 
important for Benedict, as it was for 
Augustine and Bonaventure, that seeing is 
correlative to love as an ontological reality 
or event, and not the other way around, 
which would yield to the destructive 
subjectivism of the modern age. This is the 
stance also taken by Newman and expressed 
powerfully in the opening pages of 
the Development of Doctrine. 

In all likelihood, Benedict also owes a debt 
to Balthasar’s reflections on the necessity of 
seeing in the theological aesthetics that he 
explores in the Glory of the Lord, and his 
exposition of the theo-logic of love that 
completes Balthasar’s winding triptych of 
theological aesthetics, theordramatics, and 
theo-logic. Perhaps Benedict might also 
have found Balthasar’s edifying Love 
Alone to provide the kind of summary that 
might serve him well as a pastoral platform. 
As always, however, Benedict is more than 
the sum of his influences. His rendering of 
the core vision is unique to him: it is 
ecstatic, but not effusive, and delivered with 
untoward economy and stunning clarity. 

From divine love as the objective correlative 
of Christian vision all the 
other catholica flow. Divine love is a 
mystery not only in the sense that it 
transcends discursive thought and language, 
but also in the sense of the infinitely fecund 
source from which flows the Church, its 

sacraments, its practices that exceed the 
demands of justice rather than fail to rise to 
them, and the forms of holiness that the 
irrigation of love through the Holy Spirit 
makes possible and actual. For Benedict, the 
universal call to holiness at Vatican II is not 
a pious imperative; holiness is, rather, the 
fitting response to the gift of love. Imitation 
and participation are non-competitive goods 
in Christianity. The end of discipleship is 
not imitation, it is participation in the triune 
love of God. 

This explains Benedict’s enthusiasm for the 
canonization of saints, his devotion to them, 
and his understanding of them as being 
iconic not because they illustrate some 
generic piousness, but because each is a 
singularity that radiates in an unrepeatable 
and unique way the love of God. The answer 
to the cynical charge that saints like Mother 
Theresa inhibit the kind of social change 
that would make a real change in the life of 
the poor, is to suggest that there is 
something like the fallacy of misplaced 
concreteness afoot. Yes, it is a part of the 
Church’s mission to help large numbers to 
rise above poverty, but it is also part of the 
Church’s mission to treat each person as an 
irreplaceable “I” in God’s eyes and an 
irreplaceable “thou” for the Christian who is 
there to help. 

The tenderness with which Mother Theresa 
holds this particular dying person is the 
fierce love of God that insists that this 
person is of infinite worth. There can be no 
doubt for Benedict that John Paul II is a 
saint near and dear to him and to whom he 
related in admiration, affection, solidarity, 
and compassion. Equally, there can be no 
doubt that all of Benedict’s encyclicals bear 
the impress of his predecessor’s 
personalism. 

Teaching, prophetic witness, and vision will 
be Benedict’s abiding legacy. Each was 



intrinsic to who he was; together they were 
constitutive. They define him across his 
entire life, indicating the flavor of the 
person, what Gerard Manley Hopkins would 
speak of as “inscape.” He was not John Paul 
II, whose extraordinary life and passion was 
the fuel that fed the blaze of Spirit. He was 
always the shy, retiring priest and the 
modest theologian anxious to set himself 
aside in order to think more than he could 
think, do more than he could do, and love 
more than he could love. 

Vatican gossip will continue to do the 
rounds and whisper about the disagreements 
between the Pope Emeritus and Pope 
Francis. Yet, there can be no mistaking the 
affection Pope Francis has for his 
predecessor, his respect for his theological 
mind, and his admiration for his holiness. 
And, marvelous to say, Francis also seemed 
to understand him by presiding at a funeral 
that, if not without a measure of pomp and 
ceremony, was fairly basic. As was Francis’ 
homily also in which he commended his 
brother in Christ to the loving care of God; 
no personal stories were appended to distract 
from the solemnity of asking God to 
remember Benedict into eternal life. 

We who are left, caught betwixt mourning 
and joy, want to remember also a life poured 
out for us all and in that pouring out felt love 
pour in, at first quietly and then finally, in 
his last years and especially in his last days, 
and so experienced its thundering, oceanic 
“Yes.” 

May the one who has given his all be given 
all. 

May he who sought the truth be guarded by 
it. 

May he enjoy the only peace that endures, 
God’s peace that passes understanding. 

May he fold his love of us into Christ’s love 
that wounds us so that we may be made 
whole. 

May he who burned with love burn with a 
love even more effulgent and rhyme with 
the infinite motion of the triune God. 

Dolores Curran had 
the shocking idea 
that laity might lead 
in the Catholic 
Church 

 
BY KATHY COFFEY 
 
10 January 2023 
With a peal of laughter, the dynamic, 
groundbreaking Dolores Curran arrived in 
heaven on Dec. 4. 

At a time when the U.S. Catholic Church 
was dominated by priests and religious, she 
introduced the then-shocking notion that the 
laity might also play a part. In her 
groundbreaking 1985 book Who, Me Teach 
My Child Religion?, she suggested the home 
was an arena for spirituality and that parents 
just might find God there. She taught that 
the sacred work of relationships doesn't 
happen only at church or on retreat, but in 
kitchens, garages and bedrooms. 

In the family were "hearts of flesh" 
sometimes sadly missing from the sterile, 
institutional "hearts of stone" that still can't 
embrace the gay or lesbian kids. Now her 



ideas seem mild; then they were wildly 
coloring-outside-the-lines. 

She recalled with disappointment the origins 
of Call to Action in the 1970s. The bishops 
had asked laypeople like herself for 
consultation, then after long, grueling 
meetings when many left young families, 
the hierarchy totally disavowed their 
recommendations. (Apparently the same 
suggestions, like allowing married men and 
women to become priests still surface in the 
current synodal discussions.) 

A model of graceful dealing with 
discouragement, she turned with joy to her 
newborn twin granddaughters after her 
husband Jim's death. Her dear friend and 
best-selling author Servite Sr. Joyce Rupp 
told me, "Dolores simply named things as 
she saw them, stood by what she spoke and 
wrote, and made no apologies for it. When 
Dolores and I conversed from time to time 
about the nasty messages she received from 
readers and those who attended her talks, 
she never responded with similar antipathy." 

Although writing 12 books, a column 
("Talks with Parents" for 30 years) and 
numerous articles might seem arduous in the 
clerical climate, Dolores did it all with 
spunk and humor. In one article she 
described driving through Nebraska during 
the time when Lincoln Bishop Fabian 
Bruskewitz excommunicated members of 
Call to Action. From the back seat came 
"Hoorays!" Her kiddos overheard the hint 
they might not have to go to Mass and 
were thrilled — perhaps not what the bishop 
intended? She wrote one for America 
magazine when the only names on their 
masthead had "S.J." after them, about 
women in the church being like the builders 
of Irish famine roads that went nowhere. … 

Her book that bridged from the Catholic 
world into the mainstream was 1984's 

Christopher Award-winning Traits of a 
Healthy Family. Typical of Dolores, she 
focused not on pathology, but on 
characteristics parents might recognize and 
say, "Hey! We're not doing so badly!" That 
work led to even more lectures nationally 
and internationally, and service with the 
White House Conference on Family in the 
1980s. 

Her sense of humor carried into a project in 
Denver, her home, when some of us started 
an alternative to the diocesan newspaper. 
The diocesan publication featured 15 
pictures of the archbishop in almost every 
issue. We began Leaven for the "thinking 
Catholic," and included book and film 
reviews, thoughtful questioning of some 
egregious diocesan and Vatican policies, and 
when we were lucky, a hilarious 
contribution from Dolores. 

When the bishops fretted that married 
couples were getting too much joy from sex, 
Dolores proposed a "Pleasure-o-Meter" to 
record dangerous ecstasy levels. A former 
priest who had a doctorate in liturgy wrote 
"Egeria's Travels" reviews of local liturgies. 
We chortled at his self-description: 
"reduced to the lay state, like a fine sauce." 
Dolores and Loretto Sr. Mary Luke Tobin 
served for many years on our board, always 
generous with their support. 

Subtly, she shifted the way I thought about 
myself. We'd always been taught that the 
religious life was the "higher way," and the 
laity were second-class citizens. So when I 
asked, "What could a mom with four young 
kids, who's scrambling to teach five college 
classes, possibly have to say about 
spirituality?" Dolores answered, "Plenty." 
After my 16 books, countless articles, talks 
and retreats, maybe she was right. 

Personally, I'll always be grateful for the 
vital encouragement Dolores and Joyce 



Rupp gave when I transitioned from college 
teaching to writing and speaking in the 
spirituality arena. If it hadn't been for them, 
I probably would have floundered and quit 
within two weeks. Now, I continue to 
cherish her bold acuity, breath of fresh air 
and model I've tried to follow. 

In his 2017 book, Eight Whopping Lies and 
Other Stories of Bruised Grace, Brian Doyle 
eloquently describes who Dolores was: "If 
we cannot see God in the vessels into which 
the electricity of astonishing life is poured 
by a profligate creation … then we are very 
bad at the religion we claim to practice, 
which says forthrightly that God is 
everywhere available." 

With grief for the loss and gratitude for the 
gift, I remember St. Thomas More's line 
about "meeting merrily in heaven." Surely 
Dolores chortles uproariously now with Jim, 
their daughter Theresa, and her many 
siblings. In fact, Dolores and God are 
probably cracking zany jokes together. 

Border bishop takes 
lead role in Catholic 
migrant ministry 
NEWS 

 
Bishop Mark Seitz of El Paso sits for a portrait 
in his office in El Paso, Texas, on Monday, 
April 4, 2022. The friendship bracelets on his 
wrist were braided by girls housed at a shelter on 

nearby Fort Bliss Army base for unaccompanied 
minors who crossed the U.S.-Mexican border. 
“Immigrants have had the experience of leaving 
everything that helped them to feel at home and 
secure in this life behind, and to depend utterly 
on God as they journey. ... They have so much 
to teach us about how God will accompany us 
on our journey,” Seitz says. (AP 
Photo/Giovanna Dell'Orto) 
 
GIOVANNA DELL'ORTO 
 
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 
El Paso, Texas — 10 January 2023 
 

With a cheerful “soy Marcos” — “I’m 
Mark,” in Spanish — Bishop Mark Seitz 
introduced himself to migrants eating soup 
in the shelter on the grounds of the Catholic 
Diocese of El Paso, less than two miles from 
the U.S.-Mexico border. 

The migration crisis roiling the borderlands 
is literally in the backyard of the new 
chairman of the U.S. Conference of Catholic 
Bishops’ migration committee, a ministry 
started a century ago. Seitz will be the first 
border bishop to serve in this role in at least 
two decades; he says it will allow him to 
bring “a new energy to this work from 
someone who sees it pretty much every 
day.” 

“Immigrants have had the experience of 
leaving everything that helped them to feel 
at home and secure in this life behind, and to 
depend utterly on God as they journey,” 
Seitz told The Associated Press a few days 
before Christmas. “They have so much to 
teach us about how God will accompany us 
on our journey.” 

In the simple shelter that day, 65 migrants, 
mostly Nicaraguans, rested after being 
released by U.S. immigration authorities. 
Volunteers helped families make 
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arrangements to reach sponsors across the 
United States — from new clothing to plane 
tickets to shampoo packets small enough to 
carry past airport security. 

On both sides of the border, faith-based 
organizations have historically done most of 
the work caring for migrants. Their efforts 
are particularly visible when unprecedented 
numbers of new arrivals overwhelm local 
and federal authorities in cities like El Paso, 
leaving thousands in the streets. 

The Catholic Church often leads these 
humanitarian efforts. Ministering to 
migrants and refugees has been a priority for 
Pope Francis, who in December referred to 
the Virgin of Guadalupe, much-beloved 
among Latin American faithful, as “in the 
middle of the caravans who seek freedoms 
walking to the north.” 

The Vatican, Catholic nonprofits and 
bishops’ conferences across the world 
collaborate to advocate at all political levels 
“for just and humane policies,” said Bill 
Canny, who leads the USCCB’s Department 
of Migration and Refugee Services. 

Border bishops like Seitz are “critically 
important” to that mission because they 
provide “a real-time perspective,” Canny 
added. 

The political advocacy of U.S. bishops 
stems from their mission to care for the most 
vulnerable, said Steven Millies, a professor 
at the Catholic Theological Union in 
Chicago. However, Millies said the USCCB 
tends to be most visible in its anti-abortion 
fight and other “culture wars,” getting 
entangled in partisan divisions that can 
undermine its advocacy for other causes. 

To Seitz, who was chairman-elect of the 
migration committee for a year before 
starting his three-year term in November, a 

stronger and nuanced Catholic response to 
migration “can be something that brings the 
church to life.” 

“I think most people would be surprised, and 
I hope pleasantly surprised, to see the degree 
of unanimity among the bishops on this 
question of immigration,” Seitz said. “So 
many of the bishops have come up to me 
and expressed … a concern about how we 
need to do better to welcome (migrants).” 

A Milwaukee native who served as bishop 
of El Paso for the past decade — which saw 
three U.S. administrations struggle to 
manage surges of arrivals of families from 
Central America and beyond — Seitz knows 
the challenges first-hand. 

As he spoke to the AP, he was notified the 
Supreme Court had issued a stay for 
pandemic-era restrictions on asylum-
seekers. 

Seitz had been working with churches and 
civil authorities “for a scenario in which 
higher numbers may be coming across than 
we’ve ever seen” if restrictions were lifted 
as expected on Dec. 21 – but the stay offered 
no relief. 

 “These are, by definition, not the kind of 
people who can make an application and 
wait five years to be able to cross,” Seitz 
said. “And we’re not even asking those 
questions right now with Title 42. We don’t 
ask, why did you come? We simply say, turn 
around and go back somewhere. And we’re 
sending them into some of the more unstable 
and dangerous places in the world.” 

Places like Ciudad Juarez, a sprawling 
metropolis just across the border from El 
Paso, where thousands of migrants were 
made to wait for their U.S. asylum 
appointments during the Trump 
administration and more have been waiting 



out Title 42 recently, amid organized crime 
cartels that routinely prey on them. 

Seitz created a relief fund that donated 
hundreds of thousands of dollars, notably for 
food and medicine, to shelters there. This 
fall, it helped open a medical clinic in 
Juarez’s largest migrant shelter, said Dylan 
Corbett, director of Hope Border Institute, 
which manages the clinic. 

“It’s really hard, because patterns and 
policies are constantly evolving,” Corbett 
said. “We’re in an acute situation at the 
border.” 

Even with Title 42 in place, U.S. officials 
apprehended and released more than 50,000 
asylum-seekers in El Paso from the 
beginning of October, said the Jesuit Fr. 
Michael Gallagher, an attorney. 

“Bishop Seitz urged parishes to open up 
empty spaces” like halls as temporary 
shelters, Gallagher added. His downtown 
church, Sacred Heart, has been hosting 
nearly 200 migrants nightly in the gym. 

“As people who have been called by Jesus 
and the Gospel to serve … this sounds like 
it’s right up our alley,” Seitz explained. 

His ministry extends beyond sheltering. For 
more than a year, he’s been celebrating 
Mass at a federal shelter for unaccompanied 
minor migrants and he wears on his right 
wrist friendship bracelets woven by some of 
them. 

He’s just added a new one, from a mid-
December trip to Guatemala to learn from 
grassroots organizations what pushes so 
many people on their dangerous northward 
journey. 

That’s an area where Seitz believes the 
bishops’ conference can make an impact, 
providing guidance on how the United 

States can facilitate stability and job creation 
in origin countries. 

Another priority for Seitz focuses on the 
church’s role in building better 
understanding between Americans far 
beyond the borderlands and new 
immigrants. 

“Why do we tend to look at them and say, ‘I 
think they’re probably criminals,’ instead of 
to look at them and say, ‘I think they’re 
probably people in need’?” Seitz said, 
adding that he also sees a need for “a more 
orderly process for people to be able to 
cross.” 

His advice starts small — encouraging the 
faithful to attend Spanish-language Masses, 
which are increasingly common across the 
country, and meet migrant churchgoers. 

“In that simple act, you will be 
accomplishing a lot more than you could 
imagine to help us to welcome and integrate 
the people who are joining our 
communities,” Seitz said. 

With Benedict's 
death, a way opens 
for formal rules for 
retired popes 

 



On Sept. 28, 2014, Pope Francis, right, hugs 
Emeritus Pope Benedict XVI prior to the start of 
a meeting with elderly faithful in St. Peter's 
Square at the Vatican. (AP/Gregorio Borgia, 
File) 
 

 
BY FATHER THOMAS REESE, SJ 
11 January 2023 
 
When Pope Benedict XVI retired in 2013 — 
the first pontiff to do so in 600 years — the 
church had no rules for what a retired pope's 
role would be or even what he would be 
called. 
After Benedict's resignation, his papal seal 
and fisherman's ring were wisely broken, as 
would have happened if he had died. But 
other decisions about what he would be 
called, what he would wear and where he 
would live were made quickly and without 
any consultation with theologians and canon 
lawyers. The retired pope became "Pope 
Emeritus Benedict," and he continued to 
wear the white cassock and to live in the 
Vatican. 

Because these decisions were largely made 
by Benedict himself, as long as Benedict 
was alive, any effort to establish formal 
protocols could be seen as criticism of him. 
Any new rules that forced him to change his 
way of life would have been seen as 
demeaning, even vindictive. 

Now that Benedict is dead, the church needs 
to set those protocols. Pope Francis can 
issue new rules that will apply to him, 
should he retire, and to his successors 
without disturbing his predecessor. Ideally, a 
draft proposal of these protocols would be 
circulated for discussion prior to its 
codification in church law. 

The protocols should be informed by the 
confusion caused by the experience of 
having a pope emeritus. When sitting side 
by side, dressed in white, Benedict and 
Francis looked like equals. Even the 
kindness and deference Francis showed 
Benedict made it seem as if the church had 
two popes. 

The media, which thrives on controversy, 
scrutinized Benedict's few public words and 
actions for signs of disagreement with 
Francis. Archconservatives tried to use the 
pope emeritus as a foil against the new pope, 
whom they did not like, and though 
Benedict condemned such actions, he could 
not stop them. 

None of this was good for church unity. 
Both conservatives, like Cardinal George 
Pell, and progressives, like myself, called 
for protocols that would more clearly show 
that there is only one pope in the Catholic 
Church. 

Although the church has no rules for how 
retired popes should act, there are rules for 
retired bishops that provide a model for 
retired popes. After all, the pope is the 
bishop of Rome. 

"The Directory for the Pastoral Ministry of 
Bishops" states: 

For his part, the Bishop Emeritus will be 
careful not to interfere in any way, directly 
or indirectly, in the governance of the 
diocese. He will want to avoid every attitude 
and relationship that could even hint at some 
kind of parallel authority to that of the 
diocesan Bishop, with damaging 
consequences for the pastoral life and unity 
of the diocesan community. To this end, the 
Bishop Emeritus always carries out his 
activity in full agreement with the diocesan 
Bishop and in deference to his authority. In 
this way all will understand clearly that the 



diocesan Bishop alone is the head of the 
diocese, responsible for its governance. 

This paragraph could easily be modified to 
urge retired popes to avoid even hinting at 
some kind of parallel authority to that of the 
reigning pope. For the most part, Benedict 
followed this practice. 

Canon law provides that "a bishop whose 
resignation from office has been accepted 
retains the title of emeritus of his diocese 
and can retain a place of residence in that 
diocese if he so desires, unless in certain 
cases the Apostolic See provides otherwise 
because of special circumstances." 

Under this canon, if the pope were simply 
the bishop of Rome, he would be known as 
the emeritus bishop of Rome when he 
retired. He would be allowed to live in the 
diocese, which would be responsible for 
providing him with "suitable and decent 
support." 

Having the retired pope live in the Vatican 
causes some confusion, but the alternative is 
also problematic, because his new residence 
could become a pilgrimage destination for 
dissidents wanting to rally opposition to the 
new pope. 

My own preference would be to have him 
retire to Castel Gandolfo, an extraterritorial 
property of the Vatican 16 miles southeast 
of Rome. This used to be a summer 
residence for the pope, but Francis has not 
used it. If this location became a rallying 
place for dissidents, he could always move 
back to the Vatican. 

But there are aspects of the papal office that 
are unique for which there are no episcopal 
equivalents. 

Popes change their names when they 
become pope, as Joseph Ratzinger became 
Benedict XVI. They wear white instead of 

purple like bishops or red like cardinals. 
These symbolic changes make the pope 
stand out as unique in the Catholic Church. 

But as symbols of the papal office, a pope 
should put them aside when he retires. 

Cardinal Gianfranco Ghirlanda, a 
preeminent canon lawyer who for decades 
advised Vatican dicasteries and was dean of 
canon law at the Gregorian University in 
Rome, noted, "Having two people with the 
title of 'pope,' even if one added 'emeritus,' it 
cannot be said that this might not generate 
confusion in public opinion." 

Despite the double negatives, his meaning is 
clear. Using the title emeritus pope can 
generate confusion among the public. 

He suggested titles like "former Roman 
pontiff" or "former supreme pontiff," while 
others preferred simply "emeritus bishop of 
Rome." 

To further eliminate confusion, I believe it is 
necessary for a retired pope to return to his 
baptismal name until he dies. When 
referring to his actions as pope, we should 
use his papal name, but for his actions after 
resignation, we should use his original 
name, just as we would use his original 
name when describing his life before 
becoming pope. 

He might even rejoin the college of 
cardinals, but as a nonvoting member. 

Finally, he should put aside his papal 
garments and use those of a retired bishop or 
cardinal. 

Symbols are important in the Catholic 
Church. After the election of a new pope, 
nothing would be clearer than to have the 
retired pope, dressed as a cardinal, kissing 
the new pope's ring and swearing allegiance 
to him along with the other cardinals. This 



would make it clear that there is only one 
pope in the Catholic Church. 

Catholics need to 
focus more attention 
on the Holy Spirit 
 

 
A stained-glass window depicting the descent of 
the Holy Spirit upon Mary and the apostles is 
seen during a confirmation Liturgy 5 May 2022, 
at Holy Family Church in Queens, New York. 
(CNS/Gregory A. Shemitz) 
 

 
BY DANIEL P. HORAN, OFM 
12 January 2023 
 
In 1957 a Dutch theologian named George 
Johan Sirks published an article in 
the Harvard Theological 
Review provocatively titled: "The 
Cinderella of Theology: The Doctrine of the 
Holy Spirit." Sirks observed that some 
theologians had begun referring to the Holy 
Spirit informally as the "Cinderella of 
theology" because of the Spirit's forgotten 
focus in theological reflection and research. 
Like the would-be princess of the fairy tale, 
the Holy Spirit had been overlooked and 
ignored, even as the proverbial stepsisters of 

God the Father/Creator and Jesus Christ 
received abundant attention. 
The popular evangelical pastor Francis Chan 
even described the Holy Spirit as the 
"forgotten God" for similar reasons. 

While some people might find such tongue-
and-cheek characterizations of the absence 
of sustained pneumatology (the study of the 
Holy Spirit) distasteful, I cannot help but 
think that what Sirks, Chan and others — 
like the late Vatican II theologian and 
Dominican Fr. Yves Congar or more 
recently in the work of historical 
theologian Elizabeth Dreyer — are getting at 
is still sadly true. Most people do not focus 
much thought or energy on the third person 
of the Trinity. 

Numerous factors — historical, practical and 
theological — have combined to facilitate 
the Spirit's diminishing profile in everyday 
prayer life, pastoral ministry and academic 
theological reflection. 

One is the difficulty most Christian women 
and men have in envisioning the Holy Spirit. 
As theologian St. Joseph Sr. Elizabeth 
Johnson summarizes well in her classic 
text She Who Is, "While the Son has 
appeared in human form and while we can at 
least make a mental image of the Father, the 
Spirit is not graphic and remains 
theologically the most mysterious of the 
three divine persons." 

It doesn't help that the biblical images we 
have drawn from in the tradition, both in the 
Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, 
strike some people as either vague or 
literally invisible (breath, wind) or 
fantastical or even silly (the form of a bird, 
floating tongues of fire). Scripture and 
tradition both give us ample support for 
proclaiming belief in the Spirit, but little by 
way of concrete resources that most 
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Christians can easily embrace and 
understand. 

In addition, many of those few Christians 
who do prioritize the Spirit in prayer and 
reflection are often located in niche worship 
communities. 

For example, in Protestant circles, it is 
typically those in Pentecostal churches who 
regularly talk about the Holy Spirit most 
directly and openly. In Catholic circles, 
focus on the Holy Spirit in worship has been 
frequently tied to the charismatic 
renewal movement of the last half century. 
In both cases, some of the religious 
affectivity, styles of prayer and worship, and 
discussion about the Spirit within these 
communities can strike other Christians as 
different or even strange. This may be part 
of why mainstream Christian thought about 
and discussion of the Holy Spirit has been so 
limited. 

One more consideration arises from the 
prevalence of individualism in our culture 
today. This may seem unrelated to some 
readers, but if the operative way of 
evaluating the world and moving through it 
is focused on one's own agency to the 
exclusion of acknowledging 
interdependence, is preoccupied with 
developing one's own "brand" and social 
media identity, and runs the risk of 
solipsism, then the active work of the Holy 
Spirit as the divine source of communion 
and interconnection can easily be 
overlooked or ignored. 

Scripture and tradition both give us ample 
support for proclaiming belief in the Spirit, 
but little by way of concrete resources that 
most Christians can easily embrace and 

understand. 

The Holy Spirit is the unifier, the divine 
bridge that crosses the divide of time and 

space to bring together the communion of 
saints and unite us, through baptism, to one 
another in Christ. But attitudes reflecting a 
belief that we are just independent monads 
moving through life according to our own 
will and initiative alone discourage seeing 
and recognizing the divine presence within 
and among us as the "Lord, the giver of 
life," which the Nicene Creed reminds us. 

As I wrote four years ago in NCR, I believe 
that factors such as these have real practical 
and pastoral consequences — often 
devastating ones. I termed this tendency to 
forget or ignore this aspect of God's 
presence in the church and world "Holy 
Spirit atheism." And in the years since I first 
began thinking about how the Spirit is often 
relegated in thought and prayer by many 
church leaders and ordinary Christians alike, 
I have only found myself more and more 
convinced of this lacuna in public theology. 

I believe that we need to focus more 
attention on the Holy Spirit. As Christians, 
we profess belief in "The Holy Spirit, the 
Lord the giver of life, who proceeds from 
the Father and the Son, who with the Father 
and the Son is adored and glorified, who has 
spoken through the prophets." But do we 
understand what that means? We need to 
consider not only what it means to think 
about and talk about the Spirit theologically, 
but also look at what implications exist for 
our daily lives and pastoral ministry, and 
what this means for the church and world 
more broadly. 

In response to what I have named here, I am 
focusing the next several of my columns on 
the Holy Spirit. This series is intended to 
explore the Christian understanding of the 
Spirit with particular attention given to why 
this aspect of our faith is significant for 
Christian discipleship. Additionally, I will 
look at ways we can think creatively and 
accessibly about God the Spirit, drawing on 
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historical and contemporary resources that 
help provide greater context and illustration 
for modern seekers and believers. Finally, I 
hope that this series of reflections on the 
Holy Spirit invites greater reflection and 
discussion among Christians today so that 
we might all proclaim that, indeed, we do 
believe in the Holy Spirit, not just in the 
words of our creed but in the manner of our 
lives. 
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