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Week Four: Jesus as Prophet 
  

Jesus as Prophet 
  

This week’s meditations focus on Jesus as 
prophet. Albert Nolan (1934–2022) was a 
South African theologian and anti-apartheid 
activist inspired by Jesus’ prophetic identity. 
 
In their speculations about who Jesus was, 
his contemporaries agreed that, whatever 
else, he was a prophet (Mark 8:27–28; Luke 
7:16). Some might have thought that he was 
a false prophet, but he clearly spoke and 
acted like a prophet. And that is surely how 
Jesus saw himself (Luke 4:24). He does not 
seem to have ever contradicted anyone who 
referred to him as a prophet. In its basic 
inspiration, therefore, Jesus’ spirituality was 
like that of the Hebrew prophets.… 

Jesus spoke, as most prophets do, for or on 
behalf of God. In fact he seems to have done 
so more confidently and boldly than any 
other prophet.… Where did Jesus derive this 
unshakeable assurance that he could speak 
so directly for God?… 

Prophets experience not only a special 
calling from God, but also a special 
closeness to God that enables them to 
understand God’s “feelings” and “thoughts” 
about what is happening or will happen in 
the future. It is this mystical experience of 

union with God that enables them to speak 
on God’s behalf. 

In reading the gospels, the general 
impression we get is that Jesus was very 
much a man of action: preaching, teaching, 
healing, and confronting the religious and 
political leadership. What we do not always 
notice is that behind, and in support of, all 
these activities was a life of constant prayer 
and profound contemplation. 

Nolan points to the contemplative 
spirituality that infused Jesus’ prophetic 
action: 

Jesus seems to have taken every possible 
opportunity of getting away to a quiet and 
lonely place for prayer and reflection. “In 
the morning, while it was still very dark,” 
Mark 1:35 tells us, “[Jesus] got up and went 
out to a deserted place, and there he prayed” 
(see also Mark 6:46 and Luke 4:42). Luke 
5:16 says he did this regularly. Before 
choosing his twelve apostles, he spent the 
whole night in prayer, we are told (Luke 
6:12).… 

What interests us here is the powerfully 
simple way in which prophecy and 
mysticism form an inseparable whole in the 
life and spirituality of Jesus.… Traditionally 
… prophets were mystics and mystics were 
prophets. Any idea that one could be a 
prophet calling for justice and social change 
without some experience of union with God 
was unthinkable. Equally unthinkable was 
any idea that one could be a perfectly good 
mystic without becoming critically 
outspoken about the injustices of one’s time. 

Nolan views Jesus as ultimately calling all 
of us to be prophets. 

Anyone who wishes to take Jesus seriously 
would have to be prepared to become a 

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


prophet and a mystic. In the history of Israel 
before Jesus, prophets were rare individuals. 
Jesus’ aim was to open up the spirit of 
prophecy to everyone.… Then too we can 
all become courageous enough to speak out 
like prophets. 
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Week Four: Jesus as Prophet 
  

Prophecy Is Love Manifested 
  

In a teaching for the CAC’s Living School, 
Dr. Barbara Holmes invites the students to 
reflect on Jesus’ prophetic tasks: 
 
What did Jesus the prophet do? As a 
prophet, Jesus performed miracles, exercised 
authority over nature and spiritual entities, 
walked on water, turned water into wine. As 
a prophet, Jesus healed. As a prophet, Jesus 
fed the hungry. As a prophet, Jesus taught 
prophetically.… He sat at the feet of elders, 
but he also taught with his heart: hearing the 
whispers of the Holy Spirit and allowing it 
to speak through him. You know teaching, if 
not anointed, is just the ego strutting and 
repeating information. Teaching 
prophetically goes beyond facts and 
material, and it reaches into the unutterable 
and allows silence and Spirit to do the 
teaching. 

Jesus also exercised spiritual gifts.… 
Prophecy is a spiritual gift. Paul wrote about 
the gift of prophecy in his letter to the 
Romans. And he said, “We have gifts that 
differ according to the grace given to us … 

prophecy in proportion to faith” (Romans 
12:6). And although prophecy is mentioned 
more than any other gift in the Bible, it’s 
also stated that prophecy will pass away, and 
the only thing left will be love.… 

Prophecy comes to life as love. Jesus the 
prophet is love manifested. We also can be 
love manifested in the world.… 

As Christians, Jesus is the prophet who 
guides us. And this is what I want to share 
with you. You don’t have to eat locusts 
[John the Baptist] or lay on your side in rags 
[Ezekiel]. Perhaps all it requires is the 
willingness to offer your life “a living 
sacrifice, holy and acceptable unto God” 
[Romans 12:1]. All we have to do is 
recognize that the time has come to make 
full use of our gifts, that we are the 
embodiment of a new order. We’re 
following the example set by the prophet 
Jesus. During his time, Jesus was the 
embodiment of a new order, he was a 
fulfillment of the prophecy of those who had 
gone before.… 

Because Jesus has come and truly 
overturned and overcome the systems of the 
world, he beckons us to do likewise. You 
see, the system says, “It can’t be done. You 
cannot walk on water. Gravity wins.” The 
system says that “religion is of no use except 
to placate the people, and you’d better put 
your money in growth mutual funds.” Jesus 
says there’s another way, the prophetic way, 
and even now Jesus beckons, saying, “Step 
out on the water, come.”  
Now, you may be thinking, “How am I 
going to walk on water? I don’t even know 
how to swim.” Well, we offer our gifts to 
God and our neighbors, that’s how we walk 
on water. Your gift may be prayer or art or 
business or teaching, but the prophetic call 
will hone your gifts so that your very lives 
are a prophetic witness to the world. 
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Week Four: Jesus as Prophet 
  

Jesus Exposes the Shadow 
  

Richard Rohr understands Jesus in a long 
line of Jewish prophets who revealed 
inconvenient truths to their people. Jesus 
exposes the shadow, confronts the ego, and 
calls the people to be transformed. 
 
The shadow is that part of the self that we 
don’t want to see, we don’t want others to 
see, and of which we’re always afraid. Our 
tendency is to try to hide it or deny it, even 
and most especially from ourselves. Jesus, 
quoting the prophet Isaiah, describes it as 
“listening but not understanding, seeing but 
not perceiving” (Matthew 13:14–15). 

Archaic religion and most of the history of 
religion has seen the shadow as the problem. 
Such religion is about getting rid of the 
shadow. This is the classic example of 
dealing with the symptom instead of the 
cause. We cannot really get rid of the 
shadow. We can only expose its game—
which is, in great part, to get rid of its 
effects. 

Jesus and the prophets deal with the cause, 
which is the ego. Our problem is not our 
shadow self as much as our over-defended 
ego, which always sees and hates its own 
faults in other people, and thus avoids its 
own conversion. 

Jesus’ phrase for the denied shadow is “the 
plank in your own eye,” which you 

invariably see as the “splinter in your 
neighbor’s eye” (Matthew 7:3–5). Jesus’ 
advice is absolutely perfect: “Take the plank 
out of your own eye, and then you will see 
clearly enough to take the splinter out of 
your neighbor’s eye.” He does not deny that 
we should deal with evil, but we had better 
do our own inner housecleaning first—in a 
most radical way, which he will later even 
hyperbolically describe as plucking out our 
eye (Matthew 18:9). If we do not see our 
own “plank,” it is inevitable that we will 
hate it elsewhere. 

The genius of Jesus is that he wastes no time 
on repressing or denying the shadow. In 
that, he is a classic prophet, one of those 
who does not merely expose the denied 
shadow of Israel, but instead attacks the real 
problem, which is the ego and arrogance of 
Israel and people misusing power. Once we 
expose the shadow for what it is, its game is 
over. Its effectiveness entirely depends on 
disguise (see 2 Corinthians 11:14) and not 
seeing the plank in our own eye. Once we 
see our own plank, the “speck” in our 
neighbor’s eye becomes inconsequential. 

Jesus is not too interested in moral purity 
because he knows that any preoccupation 
with repressing the shadow does not lead us 
into personal transformation, empathy, 
compassion, or patience, but invariably into 
denial or disguise, repression or hypocrisy. 
Isn’t that rather evident? Immature religion 
creates a high degree of cognitively 
rigid people or very hateful and attacking 
people—and often both. It is almost the 
public image of Christianity today, yet 
God’s goal is exactly the opposite. 
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Week Four: Jesus as Prophet 
  

The Prophet Sets It Off 
  

Considering Jesus’ prophetic actions, Rev. 
Erica Williams disrupts our tendency to 
hear the gospel through tired ears by using 
the modern phrase “set it off”:   
 
The phrase “set it off” means to start a fight, 
or to get into it. We see in Jesus’s inaugural 
message in Luke 4:18–21 that he boldly 
declares he came to do just that.  

In this passage, Jesus has a sankofa moment: 
a moment of going back to the past to 
retrieve what is useful for today. He reflects 
on his own lineage of freedom fighters when 
he declares he is here to get in on what 
Isaiah prophesied!… Luke 4:18–19 is 
referring to the prophecy in Isaiah 61:1–3, 
which foretells that a Messiah will come to 
restore the Israelites from the Babylonian 
captivity. Announcing the good news is a 
theme throughout Isaiah. The people have 
been promised that they will be set free, and 
Jesus wants his people to know that he has 
been sent to bring liberation to them and to 
all people.  

Jesus was a brown-skinned Palestinian Jew 
who grew up in Nazareth, a town that was 
poor and marginalized, ruled and militarized 
by the Roman Empire.… Peasant societies 
were marked by an enormous gulf between 
rural peasants and urban ruling elites. They 

were politically oppressive, economically 
exploitative, and religiously legitimated. 

Jesus confronts unjust systems and 
demonstrates in word and deed what God’s 
love looks like:  

Jesus, who was a peasant himself, saw all of 
these things happening to his people. He 
knew that he could not be a chaplain of the 
empire but was sent to be a prophet of 
God—one anointed by God and the people 
to do the work of love, justice, and 
liberation.   

We see Jesus set it off in a nonviolent way 
during his ministry: he gives sight to 
Bartimaeus [Mark 10:46–52], and he stops a 
woman from being stoned to death for 
adultery by telling her accusers that anyone 
without sin could be the first to throw a 
stone (John 8:7). In Jesus’s final week 
before being crucified (during the Passover, 
which celebrates the Jewish people’s defeat 
of slavery), Jesus goes into the temple. 
There he sets it off by flipping the tables of 
the money changers and declaring that 
God’s house is a place of prayer and not a 
den of thieves [Mark 11:15–17].   

A man considered a nobody set it off by 
showing radical love and revolutionary 
compassion and by speaking truth to power. 
Jesus turned the world right side up. The 
empire thought it had shut Jesus down by 
lynching him, but all it did was plant a 
seed.   

That seed has produced a great harvest of 
freedom fighters such as Harriet Tubman, 
Frederick Douglass, Fannie Lou Hamer, Ella 
Josephine Baker, Septima Clark, and Martin 
Luther King Jr.… Each of us is being called 
to set it off. It does not matter what your 
pedigree is: God is calling you to stand for 
truth and justice. 
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Week Four: Jesus as Prophet 
  

We Need Priests and Prophets 
  

In a homily on Mark 1:21–28, Father 
Richard describes the tension between 
priestly and prophetic tasks—both of which 
are necessary for healthy religion: 
 
There are two great strains of spiritual 
teachers in Judaism, and I think, if the truth 
is told, in all religions. There’s the priestly 
strain that holds the system together by 
repeating the tradition. The one we’re less 
familiar with is the prophetic strain, because 
that one hasn’t been quite as accepted. 
Prophets are critical of the very system that 
the priests maintain. 

If we have both, we have a certain kind of 
wholeness or integrity. If we just have 
priests, we keep repeating the party line and 
everything is about loyalty, conformity, and 
following the rules—and that looks like 
religion. But if we have the priest and the 
prophet, we have a system constantly 
refining itself and correcting itself from 
within. Those two strains very seldom come 
together. We see it in Moses, who both 
gathers Israel, and yet is the most critical of 
his own people. We see it again in Jesus, 
who loves his people and his Jewish 
religion, but is lethally critical of hypocrisy 
and illusion and deceit (see Matthew 23 and 
Luke 11:45–12:3). 

We’re living in a most amazing time 
because we have it in Pope Francis right 

now. We very seldom have a pope who is 
also a prophet: one who holds the tradition 
together, respects and conserves the 
tradition, but at the same time is often quite 
critical of the bishops and the priests (as he 
well should be). 

Richard points out that Jesus’ first action as 
a prophet involved driving out evil from a 
religious establishment: 

Jesus enters the synagogue and of course he 
recognizes the evil ones, and they recognize 
him (Mark 1:24). They’re exposed. This is 
the first exorcism, or casting out of a demon, 
and it’s in a most amazing place. It’s not in 
the marketplace, it’s not in the prostitutes, 
it’s not in the tax collectors. The devil is in 
the synagogue itself! This is no small 
symbol.  

The only way evil can succeed is to disguise 
itself as good. And one of the best disguises 
for evil is religion. Just pretend to love God, 
go to church every Sunday, recite the creed, 
and say all the right things. Someone can be 
racist, be against the poor, hate immigrants, 
and be totally concerned about making 
money and being a materialist, but still go to 
church each Sunday and be “justified” in the 
eyes of religion. 

Those are the things that prophets point out, 
so prophets aren’t nearly as popular as 
priests. Priests keep repeating the party line, 
so there’s no reason to fight them. But 
prophets do both: they put together the best 
of the conservative with the best of the 
liberal, to use contemporary language. They 
honor the tradition, and they also say what’s 
phony about the tradition. That’s what fully 
spiritually mature people can do. 
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Week Four: Jesus as Prophet 
  

Jesus’ Prophetic Lineage 
  

CAC teacher Brian McLaren says that we 
understand Jesus more clearly when we 
consider him through the lineage of his 
Jewish faith and the Hebrew prophets: 
 
What seems to have happened in Christian 
history is that we have tried to understand 
Jesus primarily through his descendants, 
meaning when we want to understand Jesus, 
we say, “What did Paul say about Jesus? 
What did Augustine say about Jesus? What 
did Aquinas say about Jesus? What did 
Martin Luther or John Calvin or John 
Wesley say about Jesus?” We try to 
understand Jesus by studying what people 
said after his life. I think it would be much 
better for us to understand Jesus forwards in 
the sense of, “Look at his ancestors; look at 
the lineage into which he came.” Does that 
make sense? Place Jesus in the context of his 
history and his story. 

When we do that, we understand that for 
Jesus growing up as a Jew, he was entering 
into a realm of people like patriarchs 
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, and the 
people who gave birth to a new people. Of 
course, we should add Sarah, Rebecca, and 
Rachel and the others.… Then come these 
other figures called prophets. Moses really is 
seen as the first prophet and then there are 
many, many others, Amos maybe being 
almost a prototypical prophet. These are 
people who have some experience of 

listening to God and then speaking for God. 
They generally are confronting oppression 
and injustice and proclaiming liberation and 
warning and promise and imagination. [1] 

Amy-Jill Levine, a Jewish scholar of the 
New Testament, names ways Jesus’ life and 
actions echoed those of prophets familiar to 
her from her religious upbringing: 

Jesus fusses at priests, just like Amos. Jesus 
tells parables, just like the prophet Nathan 
and a number of rabbis whose stories appear 
in postbiblical Jewish sources. Jesus heals 
and raises the dead; so too Elijah and Elisha. 
Jesus survives when children around him are 
slaughtered, just like Moses. I didn’t have to 
read Matthew 2–7 to know that the rescued 
baby would take a trip to Egypt, cross water 
in a life-changing experience, face 
temptation in the wilderness, ascend a 
mountain, and deliver comments on the 
Law—the pattern was already established 
in Shemot, the book of Exodus. [2] 

In spite of many similarities between Jesus 
and the Jewish prophets, Levine stresses 
that the Gospel writers view Jesus 
as more than a prophet: 

Although Jesus himself may be perceived as 
heir to the legacy of Amos and Jeremiah, the 
Gospels present him as more than a prophet. 
He is, according to the Evangelists, the Son 
of God, who adds something new to the 
prophetic concern for justice. He goes well 
beyond the role of Isaiah and Micah, who 
seek what is called in Hebrew t’shuvah, 
return and repentance. Jesus of the Gospels 
seeks something new, specifically, following 
him. He is important not only because of 
what he says, but also because of who he is. 
[3] 

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


Twenty years ago US 
and Mexican 
bishops called for 
immigration reform. 
It still hasn't 
happened. 
 

 
A child in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, stands as 
police remove Venezuelan migrants from a 
camp on the banks of the Rio Grande Nov. 27, 
2022. (CNS/Reuters/Jose Luis Gonzalez) 
 

 
BY J. KEVIN APPLEBY 
23 January 2023 
 
On Jan. 22, 2003, the U.S. and Mexican 
bishops issued a historic pastoral letter on 
migration. Titled "Strangers No Longer: 
Together on the Journey of Hope," the letter 
responded to the "signs of the times" — 
increased levels of immigration from 

Mexico and Central America to the United 
States. 
The letter, the first of its kind between two 
episcopal conferences, called for a major 
overhaul of the U.S. and Mexican 
immigration systems. Among the letter's 
policy recommendations was the adoption, 
in both countries, of a path to citizenship for 
the undocumented. 

Twenty years later, reform of the U.S. 
immigration system remains stalled in 
Congress, despite ongoing pleas from 
advocates and a Democratic administration. 
And it is unlikely to happen anytime soon, 
as the divide between Democrats and 
Republicans on the issue has only widened. 

Why the lack of progress? There are a 
multitude of reasons which can be summed 
up in one term: political will. For various 
reasons, an insufficient number of our 
elected officials have shown the leadership 
and statesmanship to get such a 
controversial issue across the finish line. 

That is not to say that leaders on both sides 
of the aisle have not tried to get immigration 
reform to the president's desk, but 
compromise on the issue has remained out 
of reach. Conservative Republicans have 
been the main culprits, too often politicizing 
the issue to play to their base. Why solve the 
problem when you can use it as an issue in a 
campaign? 

A quick review of the legislative history 
provides some insight into where we stand 
today.  

In 2006, the U.S. House of Representatives 
passed an immigration enforcement bill with 
a guest worker program, while the U.S. 
Senate passed a more comprehensive bill 
which featured a path to citizenship. Given 
the harsh enforcement provisions in the 
House bill, Senate leadership was reluctant 

https://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/immigration/strangers-no-longer-together-on-the-journey-of-hope
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to appoint conferees to negotiate with the 
House. In retrospect, perhaps a compromise 
should have been sought. 

In 2007, the Senate tried again, but was 
unable to overcome a cloture vote on the 
floor. The bill contained a "point" system for 
legal immigration, which critics maintained 
favored the wealthy and educated, and an 
insufficient legalization program. Many pro-
immigrant groups, including the U.S. 
bishops' conference, opposed the legislation. 

Finally, in 2014 a bipartisan group of 
senators, known as the "Gang of 8," was 
able to get a comprehensive bill through the 
Senate. Because of strong opposition from 
conservative Republicans, however, the bill 
was never considered in the House. 

Over the past 10 years, the immigration 
issue has become more polarized, with 
Republicans opposing any legislation they 
deemed an "amnesty," including legislation 
that would provide legal status to 
undocumented people who came here as 
children, known as the DREAM Act. 

In each of these efforts, the road to 
compromise has been hampered by groups 
on both sides of the aisle who could not 
stomach certain provisions. As a bill would 
move through the legislative process, it 
inevitably became more difficult to sustain, 
as both sides were unable to agree to 
concessions that their base could not 
support. 

 

The U.S. Capitol is seen in Washington 
Jan. 22, 2020. (CNS/Reuters/Sarah 
Silbiger) 

But there are larger forces at play in this 
country that have hindered the effort. Until 
these forces can be adequately mitigated, 
immigration reform will remain, as one 
government official once described it, the 
"third rail" of politics. 

Cultural fear: While opponents have 
deployed economic arguments against 
immigration, the real issue behind the 
opposition is the fear of the other — the 
feeling, stoked by opponents, that the nation 
would be forever changed by immigration 
reform — demographically, linguistically 
and racially. At the core of this fear, again 
fanned by some, is the idea, often unspoken, 
that the United States would lose its white 
majority. 

Lack of a powerful constituency: For a 
policy issue to get traction and become law, 
it needs a powerful constituency, including a 
large bloc of voters, to advocate on its 
behalf. While immigration, faith and 
business groups have pushed for 
immigration reform, the American public, 
although generally supportive, has not 
placed it high on their priority list. Sadly, 
too many Americans do not think about how 
immigration may benefit them, but only 
about how it might threaten them. 

During past legislative battles, the 
opposition, motivated by fear and loathing, 
has been able to generate significant 
grassroots opposition to any reform bill. The 
constituency that would benefit the most 
from passage of reform legislation — 
undocumented immigrant families — are 
unable to vote, so legislators have little fear 
of losing at the ballot box. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2007/06/16/washington/16immig.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2007/06/16/washington/16immig.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/03/opinion/us-immigration-politics.html


If it is broke, don't fix it: The unspoken 
truth is that, regardless of the rhetoric 
against them, undocumented workers fill 
important jobs in our economy, particularly 
in the agricultural, service and construction 
industries. If the crops are being harvested, 
the restaurants are being staffed and the 
houses are being built, why should we 
change the system? In fact, some would say 
we can accept their sweat equity and still 
scapegoat them for our social ills. 

Making the moral case for reform, the 
bishops argued in "Strangers No Longer" 
that the U.S. immigration system in fact 
exploits human beings for the benefit of the 
nation. We cannot, the bishops maintained, 
use immigrants as cheap labor without 
providing them with the basic rights we all 
share.  

Their message, unfortunately, has gone 
largely unheeded. 

 
A 1-month-old baby is placed into a vehicle for 
transport to a safe place in Washington Sept. 17, 
2022, after a group of mainly Venezuelan 
migrants arrived by bus from detention in Texas 
and were dropped off outside the Naval 
Observatory, the official residence of Vice 
President Kamala Harris. (CNS/Reuters/Marat 
Sadana) 
 
Now the national immigration debate has 
deteriorated into a fight about how we can 
best keep migrants away from the U.S.-
Mexico border, with Republican governors 

shipping asylum-seekers to Democratic 
cities to score cheap political points. 

It is a vicious cycle of political posturing 
and gamesmanship that, in the end, will not 
solve the underlying problems with our 
immigration system. 

Until the American public, including 
Catholics, place positive immigration reform 
as a top priority for their elected officials in 
Congress, progress on this issue will remain 
elusive. As Pope Francis has stated, we must 
challenge the "culture of indifference" 
toward migrants in our nation and world. 

In the meantime, the church, in solidarity 
with "the least of my brothers and sisters," 
(Matthew 25:40) must continue to push for 
the policy reforms laid out in "Strangers No 
Longer" 20 years ago. 

Pope makes plea for 
end of violence, start 
of talks in Peru 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 

 
Pope Francis delivers his blessing as he recites 
the Angelus noon prayer from the window of his 
studio overlooking St. Peter's Square, at the 
Vatican, Sunday, Jan. 22, 2023. (AP 
Photo/Andrew Medichini) 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/matthew/25?40
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BY THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 
Vatican City — 23 January 2023 
 
Pope Francis on Jan. 22 made an 
impassioned plea, delivered partly in 
Spanish, for an end to widening violence in 
Peru over demands for the resignation of the 
country's president. 
Addressing some 15,000 people gathered in 
St. Peter's Square for his weekly appearance 
at a window of the Apostolic Palace, Francis 
said: “I invite (you) to pray so that the acts 
of violence cease in Peru.” 

“Violence extinguishes hope for a just 
solution to the problems," the pontiff said. “I 
encourage all sides involved to take up the 
path of dialogue among brothers in the same 
nation, in the full respect of human rights 
and of the rule of law.” 

Noting that he was joining in an appeal of 
Peruvian bishops, Francis switched from 
speaking Italian to Spanish to exclaim: “No 
to violence, from whatever part it comes! No 
more deaths!” 

Francis, who is a native of Argentina, 
pointed out that Peruvians were among the 
faithful in the square on Jan. 22. 

Until recently, the protests increasingly 
engulfing Peru had been concentrated in the 
country’s south. They began last month after 
then-President Pedro Castillo, Peru’s first 
leader with a rural Andean background, was 
impeached and imprisoned for trying to 
dissolve Congress. 

Demonstrators are demanding the 
resignation of Dina Boluarte, the former 
vice president sworn into office Dec. 7 to 
replace Castillo. They also want Congress 
dissolved and new elections held. Castillo is 
currently detained on charges of rebellion. 

More than 55 people have died in the 
ensuing unrest. 

Italian publisher 
releases book of 
essays by retired 
Pope Benedict 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 

 
"What is Christianity?" a book of essays written 
by retired Pope Benedict XVI from 2014 to 
2022, was released in Italian in late January. In 
the preface, Benedict asked that the book not be 
released before his death. (CNS photo/Cindy 
Wooden) 
 
CINDY WOODEN 
CATHOLIC NEWS SERVICE 
Vatican City — 20 January 2023 
 
While the Second Vatican Council gave the 
Catholic Church a "beautiful" document on 
the priesthood, "it did not face the 
fundamental question" of the difference 
between Catholic and Protestant 
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understandings of ordained ministry, wrote 
Pope Benedict XVI in an essay published 
after his death. 
An explanation of the aspects of "sacrifice 
and expiation" in the celebration of the 
Eucharist and, therefore, in the role of the 
Catholic priest was the focus of two of the 
new essays included in "What is 
Christianity?" -- a book released only in 
Italian in late January by Mondadori. 

Benedict dated the preface of the book May 
1, 2022, and included an order that it not be 
published until after his death, which 
occurred Dec. 31. 

Only four of the 16 essays in the book are 
published for the first time. All of them were 
written between 2014 and March 2022. 

The essay on "The Catholic Priesthood" is a 
complete revision and expansion of a 
contribution retired Benedict gave to 
Cardinal Robert Sarah for inclusion in the 
book "From the Depths of Our Hearts," 
published in 2020. The main thrust of the 
book was a defense of priestly celibacy, but 
Benedict said Sarah had no permission to 
list him as co-author of the book and insisted 
he had contributed only extensive notes that 
became one chapter. 

Elio Guerriero, who helped Benedict 
compile the essays in "What is 
Christianity?" said the controversy over the 
book with Sarah was what led enedict to 
insist on waiting to publish the collection of 
essays until after his death. 

"I do not want to publish anything else in 
my life," Guerriero said Benedict told him. 
"The fury of the circles opposed to me in 
Germany is so strong that the appearance of 
any word from me immediately provokes a 
murderous clamor on their part. I want to 
spare myself and Christendom this." 

The new version of the essay does defend 
priestly celibacy as the most appropriate 
expression of the total self-giving of a priest 
to God and as a condition for ritual purity in 
line with the Israelite priesthood. But the 
new version focuses more on the connection 
to ancient priesthood and the offering of a 
sacrifice than it does to celibacy. 

Neither version of the essay mentioned the 
continuing practice of ordaining married 
men in the Eastern Catholic churches, nor 
the exceptions granted by St. John Paul II 
and Benedict himself to married former 
ministers of the Anglican Communion and 
other Christian denominations who become 
Catholic. 

The new version and a new essay on "The 
Meaning of Communion," both insist on the 
differences between the Catholic 
understanding of priesthood and the 
Lutheran understanding of ministry and 
between the Catholic understanding of the 
Mass and the Lutheran understanding of the 
Lord's Supper. 

The differences, he wrote, "are not 
superficial and casual but indicate a 
fundamental difference in understanding the 
mandate of Christ" at the last supper when 
he told his disciples, "Do this in memory of 
me." 

That difference, Benedict wrote, must be 
taken into account as Catholic leaders 
consider expanding eucharistic hospitality to 
Lutherans beyond the special occasions 
when church law permits it. 

 

 



Church tensions are 
not new or all bad, 
says Cardinal 
Hollerich 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 

 
Cardinal Jean-Claude Hollerich of Luxembourg, 
relator general of the Synod of Bishops, speaks 
during a news conference at the Vatican Jan. 23, 
2023. Also pictured is Anglican Archbishop Ian 
Ernest, the archbishop of Canterbury's 
representative in Rome. (CNS photo/Paul 
Haring) 
 
CINDY WOODEN 
CATHOLIC NEWS SERVICE 
Vatican City — 23 January 2023 
 
Pope Francis did not need to launch 
listening sessions for the Synod of Bishops 
for people to discover there are tensions in 
the Catholic Church, said the cardinal 
serving as the synod's relator general. 
"We do not need the synod in the Catholic 
Church in order to experience tensions," 
Cardinal Jean-Claude Hollerich of 
Luxembourg, relator general of the synod, 
told reporters at the Vatican Jan. 23. "These 
tensions come from the fact that each one 
honestly wants to see or share how we can 
follow Christ and proclaim Christ in the 
world today. That is the source of tension." 

The cardinal and Brother Alois, prior of the 
ecumenical Taizé Community, along with 
representatives from other Christian 
churches met reporters to talk about the 
ecumenical prayer vigil Francis announced 
would precede the opening of the synod 
assembly and about their churches' 
experiences of synodality. 

In another change to how the Synod of 
Bishops functions, Cardinal Hollerich 
announced, Francis has decided the 
assembly of bishops and other 
representatives will spend three days on 
retreat outside Rome before beginning the 
synod's working sessions Oct. 4. 

Anglican Archbishop Ian Ernest, the 
archbishop of Canterbury's personal 
representative to the Holy See, noted the 
Anglican Communion's long experience 
with forms of synodality that include 
bishops, priests and laity listening to each 
other and to the Holy Spirit. 

But asked about ongoing tensions within the 
Anglican Communion over issues such as 
the ordination of women as priests and 
bishops and blessings or marriages for gay 
couples, Ernest said, "When we talk about 
unity, it is not uniformity. We should give 
space to those who have a different opinion 
on certain matters; we should be able to 
listen to them with one's heart and engage 
with them to know where they are. That has 
been the experience of Anglican 
synodality." 

A synodal way of proceeding, he said, helps 
each person clarify their hopes, dreams and 
convictions while also learning to listen to 
others, pray for them and "engage in 
difficult conversations, looking where the 
Holy Spirit is guiding us to." 

Hollerich noted that the document for the 
current continental phase of the synod 
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acknowledged the tensions in the Catholic 
Church but also insisted that, if the church is 
a tent, tension on the lines is needed to hold 
it up. 

"The synod, the listening to the word of 
God, the listening to the Spirit, being 
together on the way, will ease bad tensions," 
he said. "We do not want bad tensions 
destroying the church, but good tensions 
sometimes are necessary for harmony." 

"That there are different opinions in the 
Catholic Church is quite normal," he said, 
especially at a time when the church is 
trying to figure out the best ways to 
proclaim Christ in a time of such rapid 
change. 

The synod is not dividing Catholics, the 
cardinal said, it is trying to bring them 
together to listen to each other, to pray 
together and to try together to listen to the 
Holy Spirit. 

Some "loud, shrill" voices have and 
continue to criticize the synods as organized 
by Francis, he said. But looking at the 
summaries of the listening sessions sent in 
by bishops' conferences around the world, 
"they were not so dissimilar. There was, in 
fact, a great unity." 

Other Christians are facing similar questions 
about mission and ministry in the modern 
world, he said, and his hope is that the 
participation of ecumenical experts, 
observers and guests and the ecumenical 
prayer vigil Sept. 30 in St. Peter's Square 
"will lead to a new springtime of 
ecumenism." 

Alois, whose Taizé Community will offer a 
full program for young people Sept. 30-Oct. 
1 in Rome, said the ecumenical prayer and 
synod participation acknowledge the unity 

of Christians in a common baptism, a unity 
that must be perfected, but is still real. 

The prayer vigil with Francis, he said, will 
"underline the importance of praying 
together in this time of growing polarization 
in our societies and in our churches." 

Archbishop Khajag Barsamian, the 
Armenian Apostolic Church's representative 
to the Holy See, said a process that begins 
with listening to one another and praying 
together are key to a synod process that 
seeks the input of the Holy Spirit. 

USCCB official: The 
church must admit 
its role in destroying 
Native American 
culture 
NEWS 

SOCIAL JUSTICE 

 
A makeshift memorial for the dozens of 
Indigenous children who died more than a 
century ago while attending a boarding school 
that was once located nearby is displayed under 
a tree July 1, 2021, in Albuquerque, New 
Mexico. (AP photo/Susan Montoya Bryan, File) 
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BY DAN STOCKMAN 
25 January 2023 
 
The sin of the Catholic Church's role in the 
federal government's attempt to destroy 
Native American culture through boarding 
schools must be examined, acknowledged 
and dealt with, a church official says. 
The fact that the schools operated mainly in 
the late 1800s, when times were different, 
makes it no less a sin, said Fr. Mike Carson, 
assistant director for the Subcommittee of 
Native American Affairs at the U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops. 

Carson spoke Jan. 23 to a webinar of dozens 
of members of the Catholic Native Boarding 
School Accountability and Healing Project, 
known as the AHP. The group, made up of 
religious orders, church officials and 
laypeople, works to address the role the 
church played in the government's attempted 
cultural genocide. 

"This is the sin of racism, and it was as 
much a sin 150 years ago as it is today," 
Carson said. "The racist ideology is central 
to this because racial divisions do not exist 
in the eyes of Christ." 

Hundreds of government-funded boarding 
schools operated across the country from 
1819 to the 1960s; many of those were run 
by Catholic dioceses or religious orders. In 
May 2022, the U.S. Department of the 
Interior released its initial report on the 
schools, showing they were rife with 
corporal punishment, including solitary 
confinement, withholding of food, and 
whipping and other physical abuse. There 
are also reports of sexual abuse and the 

trauma of children being forcibly taken from 
their homes, having their hair cut, and being 
prohibited from speaking their native 
languages. 

More than 500 children died at 19 of the 
schools, according to the government report, 
and burial sites have been found at 53 
schools — numbers that are expected to rise. 

Research by Global Sisters Report found 
that Catholic sisters ran or staffed at least 56 
schools. 

 
Fr. Mike Carson, assistant director for the 
Subcommittee of Native American Affairs at the 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, speaks to 
the Catholic Native Boarding School 
Accountability and Healing Project in a Jan. 23 
webinar. (GSR screenshot) 
 
Carson, whose presentation was titled 
"Native Boarding Schools: Learn from 
History to Promote Healing," said it doesn't 
matter whether intentions were good. 

"Once we saw children being abducted from 
their homes, we should have said no," 
Carson said. "Once [reports of abuse] 
surfaced, schools should have been closed 
and investigated. But they were not. Back 
then, as today, we see Christ as beyond 
cultures. So once the federal government 
said only English should be spoken, we 
should have said no." 
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Carson, who is the U.S. bishops' 
conference's liaison to the AHP, said much 
of the focus for church entities right now is 
working to find archival records and make 
them useable and accessible. 

"Unfortunately, most of the information we 
have is class sizes, applications, student 
names and building construction — things 
that are less important in terms of healing," 
he said. "Most of the records are just not 
there that we really need." 

Government records make it clear, Carson 
said, that the point of the schools was not to 
educate children, but to "civilize" them. It 
was a way, he said, to pacify tribal nations 
with books and teachers instead of bullets, to 
destroy Native culture and impose European 
culture. 

Now, Carson said, the church is obligated to 
address these facts. 

"The truth does not hurt anyone. We have to 
get the truth out there," he said. "The 
avoidance of truth is very destructive to 
everyone, including the Catholic Church." 

The AHP grew out of a grassroots effort that 
began in 2020; it still does not have a 
website and is just starting to work on 
getting nonprofit status. 

Sr. Sue Torgersen of the Congregation of the 
Sisters of St. Joseph, a member of the AHP 
steering committee, said she hopes more 
church officials will get involved. 

"We realize the wider church has very little 
knowledge and information about the 
church's role in this boarding school history 
and the harm that has come because of it," 
Torgersen said. "If we can reach people who 
serve in parishes and dioceses, we can get 
some of this information out." 

Carson said that is critical if there is to ever 
be any healing. 

"We're doing this because we're Christ-
centered," he said. "And that means we 
come to grips with the evil things we've 
done and move forward." 

LCWR leaders talk 
about 
unprecedented 
transformation of 
religious life 
NEWS 

RELIGIOUS LIFE

 
As the Leadership Conference of Women 
Religious met in St. Louis Aug. 9-12, 2022, St. 
Joseph Sr. Celeste Mokrzycki painted her 
impression of the assembly each day, an artistic 
endeavor in line with the theme "Mystical 
Wisdom: Following Spirit's Beckoning." (GSR 
photo/Soli Salgado) 
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BY DAN STOCKMAN 
Kansas City, Mo. — 25 January 
2023 
 
The biggest issues in religious life in the 
United States today all revolve around the 
transformation it is undergoing, say leaders 
of the organization representing about two-
thirds of the country's Catholic sisters. 
That was the focus of an hourlong interview 
Global Sisters Report staff had via Zoom 
with officers of the Leadership Conference 
of Women Religious on Wednesday, Dec. 8, 
2022, during a GSR staff "summit" at the 
National Catholic Reporter offices. 

GSR staff was joined by Sr. Carol Zinn, 
a Sister of St. Joseph of Philadelphia and 
executive director of LCWR; President-elect 
Sr. Maureen Geary, of the Dominican 
Sisters of Grand Rapids, Michigan; 
President Sr. Rebecca Ann Gemma, of 
the Dominican Sisters of Springfield, 
Illinois; Past-President Sr. Jane Herb, of 
the Sisters, Servants of the Immaculate 
Heart of Mary of Monroe, Michigan; and 
LCWR Associate Director for 
Communications Sr. Annmarie Sanders, of 
the Sisters, Servants of the Immaculate 
Heart of Mary of Scranton, Pennsylvania. 

When asked about the three biggest issues in 
religious life, Zinn said there is the 
transformation of religious life currently 
taking place, the question of how LCWR 
can help its members focus on what 
religious life really means, and how to 
steward and celebrate apostolic life. 

"We find ourselves at an unprecedented 
moment," Zinn said. "Clearly, something 
else is emerging." 

'I am a sister until I draw my last breath, not 
until I can't physically do my ministry 

anymore.' 

—Sr. Carol Zinn 

TWEET THIS 
The number of sisters in the United States 
peaked in 1965 at 181,421, according to 
the Center for Applied Research in the 
Apostolate, and has declined dramatically to 
39,452 sisters in 2021. Researchers at 
CARA expect the number of sisters will 
stabilize at more than 10,000, but whatever 
the number, the days of convents housing 
hundreds of sisters functioning as a church 
workforce are not coming back. 

Zinn said sisters need to focus on religious 
life itself, not just their ministry, which is 
only a fruit of their vocation. 

"I am a sister until I draw my last breath, not 
until I can't physically do my ministry 
anymore," she said. 

Gemma said many sisters view prayer life as 
something to fall back on when their 
physical ministry is done, when it is much 
more than that. 

Prayer "actually makes change. It is 
transformative," Gemma said. LCWR needs 
to "not only remind our leaders of the 
importance of prayer but remind them of 
how that is key and center to who we are." 

Herb said the view of religious life needs to 
change from "a ministry of doing to a 
ministry of being." 

Zinn said this can be seen in the zeal of 
younger sisters, who often point out that in 
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today's society, they could do the type of 
ministry they are in without becoming a 
vowed religious, but they joined religious 
life because they wanted that communal, 
spiritual life as well. 

Other people are going to the U.S. southern 
border to serve asylum seekers, and other 
people are also addressing racism, she said. 

"So what is it in [religious life] that a 35-
year-old woman joins this life when she 
could go to the border herself?" Zinn asked. 
"It's the contemplative discernment. The 
transformation of consciousness that is this 
life." 

Zinn said LCWR is trying to transform itself 
from within. One of the ways it is doing that 
is by focusing on its external partners, 
noting the relationship it is building with 
the National Black Sisters' Conference. 

"We're very intentional about doing nothing 
alone, ever again," Zinn said. "Anything 
about racism, reparations, we will never 
again say a word about that without 
speaking with our National Black Sisters 
partners." 

Herb said LCWR leadership is constantly 
asking themselves who else needs to be at 
the table, whether it is the Conference of 
Major Superiors of Men or the Conference 
of Major Superiors of Women Religious. 

"We can't walk in their shoes, but we can 
learn from where they've walked," Herb 
said. 

The sisters noted that LCWR is a leadership 
organization that provides resources to 
leaders of congregations, not part of any 
accountability structure, so it cannot order 
member congregations to answer LCWR's 
call to address racism. But it can invite them 

to do so and point them to the resources they 
may need in the process. 

 
A screenshot of the interview on Dec. 8, 2022, 
with officers of the Leadership Conference of 
Women Religious. Top row, from left: 
Dominican Sr. Rebecca Ann Gemma; Global 
Sisters Report staff; and Sr. Jane Herb, of the 
Sisters, Servants of the Immaculate Heart of 
Mary. Bottom row, from left: Sr. Annmarie 
Sanders, of the Sisters, Servants of the 
Immaculate Heart of Mary; St. Joseph Sr. Carol 
Zinn; and Dominican Sr. Maureen Geary. (GSR 
screenshot) 
 
They said that what they are hearing from 
members is that congregations are, in fact, 
beginning the work. 

"Many congregations need to know where to 
start," Gemma said. "There's an awareness 
of what privilege might be within a 
congregation. ... Some organizations are 
being flooded with the names of 
congregations asking for assistance." 

Zinn said there has been a change of culture 
at LCWR, a change she hopes happens 
throughout religious life, on issues such as 
racism and the environment. 

"It's more than just recycling. I'm telling 
you, if bottled water showed up anywhere at 
LCWR it would be an uproar. It would just 
be intolerable," Zinn said. "There's a 
collective sense that we are just not going to 
behave in that way anymore. ... It's just 
intolerable now that we would not be very 
intentional about diversity. So it's not just 
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'Let's add a Spanish song,' it's coming from a 
very different place." 

Zinn said it is not yet known what religious 
life or even LCWR will look like in the 
future, but there are some things that will 
never change. 

"Structures always follow relationships. 
Structures don't come first, relationships 
do," Zinn said. "Whatever the structure will 
look like, it will respond to the relationships 
that need to be held with the leaders of 
congregations, and I think the same is true 
for the congregations themselves." 

As for what that structure might be, "it 
would be arrogant and probably even 
blasphemous to say 'This is what it will look 
like,' " she said. "But the future is not going 
to be just what it is now, only smaller and 
fewer. ... It's not going to be the same 
template with just a smaller footprint." 

The important thing, Zinn said, is to 
continue to discern "what is the next tiny 
step that will keep us faithful and keep us 
connected." 

In papal first, 
Francis backs 
decriminalization of 
homosexuality: 'Not 
a crime' 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 

 
Pope Francis leads his weekly general audience 
Jan. 25 at the Vatican. (CNS/Reuters/Yara 
Nardi) 
 

 
BY CHRISTOPHER WHITE 
Vatican Correspondent 
Rome — 25 January 2023 
 
Pope Francis has condemned the 
criminalization of homosexuality, becoming 
the first Roman pontiff to officially back the 
repeal of such legislation in countries where 
it exists, saying that the Catholic Church 
must work towards an end to what he 
described as "unjust" laws.   
"Being homosexual is not a crime," he said 
in an exclusive interview with The 
Associated Press released on Jan. 25. "It's 
not a crime. Yes, but it's a sin. Fine, but first 
let's distinguish between a sin and a crime."  

The pope's remarks came in an extensive 
interview in which the pope also weighed in 
on a number of high-profile clergy abuse 
cases, criticism from conservative cardinals, 
and his personal health.  

Francis said that bishops in countries that 
support criminalizing homosexuality "have 
to have a process of conversion," and apply 
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"tenderness, please, as God has for each one 
of us." 

More than 60 countries and jurisdictions, 
especially in Africa and the Middle 
East, criminalize consensual same-sex 
sexual activity, with 11 allowing for the 
death penalty for violating such laws.  

In the new interview, the pope referred to 
the official Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, which says gay people should not 
be marginalized or excluded from society. 
Since the start of his papacy, Francis has 
walked a tightrope on LGBTQ issues, 
repeatedly saying that the church should 
offer greater welcome to gay people, while 
at the same time approving a 2021 Vatican 
decree forbidding priests from blessing gay 
couples.  

"We are all children of God, and God loves 
us as we are and for the strength that each of 
us fights for our dignity," Francis told AP.  

Rupnik and Belo abuse cases 

During the interview, Francis also discussed 
two recent high-profile cases of clergy 
sexual abuse and cover-up.  

The pope was asked about the popular 
Slovenian Jesuit artist Fr. Marko Ivan 
Rupnik and the retired East Timor Bishop 
Carlos Filipe Ximenes Belo. Although their 
cases are quite different, both were recently 
revealed to have been quietly disciplined by 
the Vatican following reports of abuse or 
misconduct.  

The global Jesuit order restricted Rupnik 
from ministry in December, but only later 
acknowledged the priest had previously 
been excommunicated in 2019 after 
absolving an adult woman of having 
engaged in sexual activity with him. 

Francis denied that he had intervened in the 
case of his fellow Jesuit. 

When the Rupnik scandal initially erupted in 
December, it was revealed that the Vatican's 
doctrinal office, which is led by Spanish 
Jesuit Cardinal Luis Ladaria, had declined to 
prosecute the latest known case against 
Rupnik, stating it was past the statute of 
limitations.   

The pope denied that the Jesuit artist 
received any preferential treatment, saying 
his only involvement was to "let it continue 
with the normal court, because, if not, 
procedural paths are divided and everything 
gets muddled up." 

"For me, it was a surprise, really," said 
Francis of Rupnik, who has served on a 
number of Vatican commissions and whose 
popular mosaics can be found in religious 
institutions throughout the world. "This, a 
person, an artist of this level — for me was a 
big surprise, and a wound." 

 
Retired East Timorese Bishop Carlos Filipe 
Ximenes Belo, center, speaks at a March 26, 
2007, news conference in Jakarta, Indonesia. 
The Nobel Peace Prize winner has been accused 
of sexual abuse of minors. 
(CNS/Reuters/Dadang Tri) 
 
Belo, who was the Catholic Church's most 
senior official in East Timor from 1988-
2002, is a former Nobel Peace Prize winner 
for his nonviolent resistance to Indonesia's 
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occupation of the country. The Vatican 
confirmed last September that it had secretly 
sanctioned Belo years prior, and had 
prohibited the bishop from having contact 
with minors.  

Francis seemed to acknowledge that the 
Vatican, under Pope John Paul II, allowed 
the 74-year-old bishop to retire early in 
2002, rather than face prosecution for 
abusing young boys.  

"This is a very old thing where this 
awareness of today did not exist," the pope 
told the Associated Press. "And when it 
came out [in September] about the bishop of 
East Timor, I said, 'Yes, let it go in the 
open.' ... I'm not going to cover it up. But 
these were decisions made 25 years ago 
when there wasn't this awareness." 

Criticism, retired popes and personal 
health 

The 86-year-old Francis, who is set to 
undertake a demanding Jan. 31-Feb. 5 trip to 
the Democratic Republic of Congo and 
South Sudan, said that despite continued 
mobility issues, he is in "good" and 
"normal" health for his age. 

Over the last year, speculation has swirled 
about his health, but Francis — who will 
celebrate his 10-year anniversary as pope in 
March — dismissed those concerns, saying 
a bone fracture in his knee had healed. The 
pope, who had colon surgery in July 2021, 
did reveal that his diverticulosis, or bulges in 
his intestinal wall, had returned.  

"I might die tomorrow, but it's under 
control," he joked. "I'm in good health." 

Following the Dec. 31 death of Pope 
Emeritus Benedict XVI, Francis has faced 
a new wave of criticism from the retired 

pope's longtime personal assistant and 
cardinals that were close to Benedict. 

Francis dismissed concerns of those who 
have expressed skepticism of the pastoral 
direction of his papacy, saying that while 
they may be irksome — "like a rash that 
bothers you a bit" — he prefers that such 
concerns be voiced in the open. 

"You prefer that they don't criticize, for the 
sake of tranquility,"  said the pope. "But I 
prefer that they do it because that means 
there's freedom to speak." 

 
Pope Francis greets a baby during his general 
audience Jan. 25 at the Vatican. (CNS/Vatican 
Media) 
 
"Criticism helps you to grow and improve 
things," he added. "The only thing I ask is 
that they do it to my face because that's how 
we all grow, right?" 

In regards to the revelation that the late 
Australian Cardinal George Pell, 
who died on Jan. 10, had characterized his 
papacy as a "disaster," Francis seemed 
unfazed by the remarks of his one-time 
financial czar.   

"Even though they say he criticized me, fine, 
he has the right. Criticism is a human right," 
said the pope. "He was a great guy. Great." 

As for what Francis might have in mind for 
potential reforms for the role of retired pope, 
he said he had no plans to issue new norms 
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further clarifying what that role would be in 
the future, saying that the Vatican needed 
more experience with retired popes before 
trying to "regulate" them.  

While Francis said that Benedict had 
"opened the door" for future resignations, he 
did not indicate that he had any plans to 
follow suit any time soon, only saying that 
he would unlikely live in the Vatican if he 
did so, but instead in a residence for the 
retired priests for the Rome diocese.   

By living in a Vatican monastery, Francis 
said Benedict was still a "slave" and "wasn't 
completely free." 

"He would have liked to have returned to his 
Germany and continued studying theology," 
said Francis. 

How can we get to 
know the Holy Spirit 
— and what 
pronoun should we 
use? 

 
 

 
BY FATHER DANIEL P. HORAN, 
OFM 
26 January 2023 
 
As I mentioned in my last column, I'm 
focusing a series of columns on the Holy 
Spirit over the next few weeks. Next I want 
to invite us to consider how and where we 
are to find the divine presence of the Holy 
Spirit. 
When reflecting on where to begin getting to 
know the Holy Spirit in the introduction to 
their edited volume, The Holy Spirit: Setting 
the World on Fire, theologians Fr. Richard 
Lennan and Nancy Pineda-Madrid write: 
"Developing a heightened sensitivity is the 
first step. The Holy Spirit's movement in our 
lives, and in the world, is often elusive, not 
readily discerned." 

They note that: 

The Holy Spirit meets us where we are. In 
our experiences of joy and serenity, guilt 
and distress, wonder and awe, pain and 
anger, the Spirit is present. The Spirit 
remains present in all that comprises our 
life's journey; closer to us than we are to 
ourselves, and the source of strength for our 
"inner being" (Ephesians 3:16). What is 
more, the Spirit continually invites greater 
life, animating our present. The Holy Spirit 
indwells our bodies and makes our very 
lives and living possible, empowering us 
with the grace of Christ. In being with us, 
the Holy Spirit is and remains sympathetic 
to our life situation and circumstance. For 
our part, we, like the prophet Elijah, need to 
learn how to pay attention, to deepen our 
awareness of the Spirit's presence. 
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What is at stake here is a matter of 
attunement, of learning to see and hear and 
experience God's presence in our lives and 
world anew. This latter point about 
experience is essential. Both the late 
theologian Dominican Cardinal Yves 
Congar and, more recently, the late 
Protestant theologian Clark H. Pinnock have 
emphasized the experiential nature of 
knowing the Holy Spirit. 

Congar begins his magisterial three-volume 
study I Believe in the Holy Spirit with 
experience as the methodological starting 
point for the study of the Spirit. Drawing 
first on the experience of God's self-
disclosure received and passed down by the 
human authors of sacred Scripture, Congar 
notes that our "experience of the Spirit has 
continued since then." He calls us to attend 
to how God continues to draw near as Spirit, 
but that we are too often caught unawares 
and miss. 

 
A painting on a Catholic church's ceiling depicts 
the Holy Spirit descending upon the apostles. 
(CNS/Octavio Duran) 
 
Pinnock likewise picks up on the theme of 
the Spirit's seeming elusiveness and how we 
must adjust our outlook and attunement. 
"For all theological topics, Spirit is one of 
the most elusive. Knowing the Spirit is 
experiential, and the topic is oriented toward 
transformation more than information." 

That the knowledge of God as Spirit is 
experiential may be one of the sources of 
resistance many have when it comes to 
reflecting on, praying to or even 
remembering the Holy Spirit. Western 
Christian practices and conversation often 
centers on the intellectualization of faith 
rather than the embodied, corporeal, 
sacramental reality that must 
be experienced and lived out. 

Likewise, that the Spirit draws close to us in 
our own imperfection, creatureliness and 
messiness—as the ruach 
Elohim ("breath/spirit of God") does with 
the tohu wavohu (chaos, disorder, void) of 
creation in opening verses of Genesis — can 
be something that makes some Christians 
uncomfortable. If one's image of God is 
static, immutable, impassible, then the idea 
that God not only draws close 
but indwells in us and the rest of creation 
can be unsettling. 

If one's image of God is static, immutable, 
impassible, then the idea that God not only 
draws close but indwells in us and the rest 

of creation can be unsettling. 

This is also a reason why so many Christians 
may be closet believers in Docetism, a 
heresy that claims that Jesus of Nazareth 
was not actually fully human but only fully 
divine, appearing or pretending to be human 
during his life, ministry and death. In both 
cases — what we might call "Holy Spirit 
atheism" and Christological Docetism — 
such Christians want a God that conforms to 
their ideas of what constitutes divinity and 
not the actual God who reveals Godself in 
the Word made flesh and the word of 
Scripture inspired by the Spirit. 

But the Holy Spirit defies much of our 
preconceived notions of God. The Spirit is 
dynamic, unpredictable, immediate, 
creative, empowering and life-giving. This 
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last point is emphasized by theologian and 
St. Joseph Sr. Elizabeth Johnson. 

"In the words of the Nicene Creed, the Spirit 
is vivificantem, vivifier or life-giver. This 
designation refers to creation not just at the 
beginning of time but continuously: the 
Spirit is the unceasing, dynamic flow of 
divine power that sustains the universe, 
bringing forth life," Johnson said in the 1993 
Madeleva Lecture. 

The Holy Spirit is, indeed, the source of all 
life and the one who "renews the face of the 
earth" (Psalm 104). When we come to 
recognize that the Holy Spirit is pure gift, as 
St. Augustine makes clear again and again in 
his classic treatise De Trinitate, we can 
begin to let go of our willful ignorance of 
God's vivifying power and presence in our 
lives, while also embracing the truth of 
God's nearness. 

With this in mind, we may begin to 
recognize the activity of God's Spirit in our 
lives and the world around us through our 
experience. Finite and imperfect as each of 
us are, we all have the capacity for 
recognizing the gift of divine presence 
among us. We just need to attune ourselves 
to the Spirit's presence. Each breath we take, 
every experience of love we encounter, our 
very existence as part of a radically 
contingent creation — these are just a 
sampling of the ordinary moments in which 
the indwelling presence of God as Spirit can 
be recognized when we are attentive to the 
movement of divine love in our experience 
of the world. 

I also want to say a word about divine 
pronouns. How should we refer to the Holy 
Spirit? 

Let it be stipulated that God is beyond any 
concept of creaturely sex and gender. As a 
matter of theological truth, we must all agree 

to that. However, despite the orthodox claim 
that God is neither male nor female and that 
whatever gendered language one invokes in 
reference to God will always fall short, it is 
striking how upset, threatened and defensive 
some people get at the suggestion that we 
could (and should) also use feminine 
language for God. 

While there are plenty of theological and 
scriptural reasons why God the Creator can 
be referred to by either male or female 
pronouns, and despite the near ubiquity of 
masculine references such as Father and the 
historical person Jesus of Nazareth that 
provides a strong rationale for male 
references to the eternal word, I am among 
the many theologians in the Western and 
Eastern churches who embrace "she" as an 
appropriate reference to the Holy Spirit. 

This is supported by longstanding traditions 
that goes back to the Hebrew and Syriac 
words for the Spirit, as well as the 
theological reflections of early Eastern and 
Western theologians. As Congar noted, 
"there is no lack of feminine characteristics 
in the God of biblical revelation, and these 
are emphasized by the vocabulary of 
Scripture itself." And Johnson has made 
some of the most clear and compelling 
arguments in this regard in her now-
classic She Who Is: The Mystery of God in 
Feminist Theological Discourse. 

There is not enough space here to rehearse 
the dozens of great Christian saints and 
mystics who throughout history have used 
feminine imagery to describe God generally 
and the Spirit specifically. Suffice it to say 
that my choice to refer occasionally to the 
Holy Spirit as She is grounded in orthodox, 
scriptural, theological reasoning. Such 
pronoun usage also helps us recall that God 
cannot be reduced to one gender or category 
but is the source of and relates to all life, 
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gender expressions, creaturely experience 
and diverse realities in this world. 

Pope Francis wants 
better homilies. Find 
them at Catholic 
Women Preach. 

 
BY HEIDI SCHLUMPF 
26 January 2023 
 
Pope Francis made waves last weekend with 
his off-the-cuff remarks calling homilies at 
Catholic churches "a disaster." Most of the 
headlines, including NCR's, highlighted the 
pope's advice to preachers to keep it under 
10 minutes. 
 
Many Catholics would agree that sermons in 
the average parish could be improved, but 
length is hardly the most problematic part. 
While I have been lucky to have pastors 
with above-average preaching abilities, 
ordination in the Catholic Church does not 
always coincide with gifts in public 
speaking and interpretation of Scripture. 

Sadly, the church currently limits the pool of 
potential preachers to less than half of the 
Catholic population: men. 

But thanks to a website — and now a three-
volume series of books — Catholics can 
access preaching by Catholic 
women. Catholic Women Preach offers 
theologically informed perspectives by 
Catholic women with weekly reflections 

available as videos, audio/podcasts and 
written texts. 

Originally launched in Advent 2016 as a 
project of FutureChurch, the website 
features 384 reflections by 232 women for 
Sundays and holy days of obligation — so 
far. Preaching in Spanish and by women of 
color is being prioritized, and reflections for 
feast days of women such as Mary of 
Magdala or Deacon Phoebe have also been 
added. 

"If we truly have a Corinthians notion of 
church — that people have been given 
different gifts for the nourishment of the 
whole body of Christ — why is it that we 
assume that only ordained men have been 
given the gift of preaching?" asks Elizabeth 
Donnelly, a member of Catholic Women 
Preach's steering committee and its 
preaching coordinator. 

"The whole church is impoverished when 
people in the pews are not able to hear 
women break open the Word with their own 
perspectives," she said. 

Donnelly is co-editor of Catholic Women 
Preach: Raising Voices, Renewing the 
Church, which collects homilies from the 
project in book form. The first volume, for 
Cycle A of the Lectionary, was released by 
Orbis Books in November and includes a 
forward by Dominican Sr. Barbara 
Reid, president of Catholic Theological 
Union. Volume 2 is scheduled for next 
October in time for Lectionary Cycle B, 
with a forward by theologian Cecilia 
González-Andrieu of Loyola Marymount 
University. Volume 3 will come in 2025. 

"If we're not listening to women, we're only 
listening to half the church," said Russ 
Petrus, FutureChurch's program director and 
co-editor of the book series. "They have a 
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different lived experience that people in the 
pews can really relate to in their daily life." 

Ellie Hidalgo, co-director of Discerning 
Deacons, has done three reflections for 
Catholic Women Preach. On the feast of 
Christ the King in 2020, Hidalgo told a story 
about her niece remembering the poor 
during a dinner with her Cuban American 
family as an example of someone with a 
"God-shaped heart" building the reino de 
Dios, or kingdom of God. 

"Catholic Women Preach gives me an 
opportunity to name and value more deeply 
my experiences of God's presence in my 
own life and in my faith community," 
Hidalgo said, adding that she appreciates 
being able to "tell stories of faith from my 
own experience as a daughter, a sister, an 
aunt, a neighbor, a friend — from my own 
lived experiences as a woman." 

In her conversations with Catholics about 
women and the diaconate, Hidalgo regularly 
hears that people would like to see women 
deacons, in part so they can hear women 
preach. The topic was also brought up 
during synod listening sessions hosted by 
Discerning Deacons, she said. 

The working document for the continental 
stage of the synod on synodality includes 
mention of women's preaching: "After 
careful listening, many reports ask that the 
Church continue its discernment in relation 
to a range of specific questions: the active 
role of women in the governing structures of 
Church bodies, the possibility for women 
with adequate training to preach in parish 
settings, and a female diaconate." 

Although some parishes and dioceses have 
allowed preaching by women (sometimes as 
"reflections" after Communion or at a Good 
Friday service, which is not a Mass), a new 
pastor or bishop often shuts it down. 

Some of the most inspirational and 
meaningful homilies I've ever heard were 
from women, and I agree that the people of 
God miss out when women are not allowed 
to preach. It's also a justice issue and hurts 
the church's credibility. 

With nearly half a million views 
on YouTube for Catholic Women Preach, 
women's preaching is reaching people — 
with or without the institutional church's 
help. And nearly all of them are under 10 
minutes. 

Fordham report 
faults Jesuits for 
stressing discretion 
in handling abusive 
priests 
NEWS 

 
A screenshot displays the website for Fordham's 
"Taking Responsibility: Jesuit Educational 
Institutions Confront the Causes and Legacy of 
Clergy Sexual Abuse" project. A report released 
Jan. 26 summarizes the findings of 18 research 
projects to better understand clergy abuse. 
(NCR/takingresponsibility.ace.fordham.edu) 
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BY ALEJA HERTZLER-MCCAIN 
Bertelsen Editorial Fellow 
26 January 2023 
 
A new report from the Jesuit-run Fordham 
University on the long-term impacts of 
clergy sexual abuse criticizes the global 
Jesuit religious order for placing importance 
on discretion when handling Catholic priests 
accused of abuse, instead of on discipline or 
prevention of further abuse. 
The report, released Jan. 26, summarizes the 
findings of 18 research projects that were 
part of a yearslong effort to better 
understand clergy abuse. 

The text, which contains several case studies 
of Jesuit abusers and details a project 
examining how Jesuit norms have harmed 
the order's response to abuse, comes as the 
church continues to reckon with how the 
Vatican and Jesuit superiors handled abuse 
allegations against a high-profile religious 
artist, Jesuit Fr. Marko Rupnik. 

Jesuit norms, says the report on that project, 
have hampered the order's responses to the 
abuse crisis. The project is described as 
involving interviews with 13 Jesuits, "most 
of whom have held significant leadership 
positions" in the order. 

 
Jesuit Fr. Marko Rupnik gives a Lenten 
meditation from the Clementine Hall at the 
Vatican in this March 6, 2020, file photo. 
Rupnik is under restricted ministry after being 
accused of abusing adult nuns in Slovenia. 
(CNS) 
 
"There is an emphasis on being patient and 
merciful that allows for inferior performance 
and outright misbehavior," writes C. Colt 
Anderson, a professor of Christian 
spirituality at Fordham who was the 
principal investigator on that project. "As a 
member of a religious order told us, there is 
confusion between what is simply sinful and 
what is criminal." 

The Jan. 26 report is the capstone of 
Fordham's "Taking Responsibility: Jesuit 
Educational Institutions Confront the Causes 
and Legacy of Clergy Sexual Abuse" 
project. 

As part of the process for the project, 
researchers at 10 different Jesuit universities 
applied for and received sub-grants to study 
specific aspects of clergy sexual abuse and 
the responses to it, including moral injury, 
litigation, intersections with colonization 
and racism, and the effects of telling 
survivors' stories. Many of the teams were 
multidisciplinary. 

The final report also includes short, practical 
guides on topics such as encouraging 
whistleblowing, communicating about the 
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abuse scandal, and reforming Jesuit rules 
and norms. 

Catherine Osborne, the program coordinator 
for Taking Responsibility, told NCR that 
while people at Fordham had been talking 
about doing a similar project for a long time, 
events in 2018, such as a grand jury 
report that accused more than 300 
Pennsylvania priests of sexual assault and 
former cardinal Theodore 
McCarrick's removal from active 
ministry after sexual abuse allegations, 
catalyzed the project and made the funding 
available. 

 
Then-Cardinal Theodore McCarrick arrives for 
Ash Wednesday Mass in St. Peter's Basilica at 
the Vatican in this Feb. 13, 2013 file photo. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Osborne said that the project's leaders 
decided "we were not going to try to say 
anything definitive about the abuse crisis," 
but instead ask many researchers "to 
contribute a little bit to a mosaic picture." 

"We know through forty years of work on 
clergy sexual abuse that this isn't just a 
matter of some particularly bad people — 'a 
few bad apples' as one of our research 
projects put it — but there are structural 
problems," wrote Osborne in an email after 
a phone interview. "What that means is that 
clergy sexual abuse is really everybody's 
problem [for anyone who] is Catholic or 
works for a Catholic institution." 

Osborne said that while people involved in 
Catholic institutions have different roles to 
play in terms of preventing abuse, "there's 
still a level at which we're all part of the 
same system." 

In terms of Jesuit failings on sexual abuse, 
Anderson reports that at Jesuit schools and 
universities Jesuit priests and brothers often 
face different disciplinary processes than lay 
faculty and staff. Jesuit supervisors, he 
writes, have to balance the non-legalistic 
norms of the order with an institution's rules 
when supervising another Jesuit. 

"Jesuits emphasize the importance of 
charitable discretion and profess a desire to 
save people from embarrassment," Anderson 
writes. "As a result, the theme of people 
'disappearing' was a recurring motif." 

Fr. Bryan Massingale, a theological ethicist 
at Fordham, investigated clergy sexual abuse 
in African American communities. His 
findings highlighted that, while Black 
Catholics have experienced sexual abuse, 
only one diocese in Alexandria, Louisiana, 
keeps demographic information about 
survivors of abuse. Massingale wrote, "The 
true scope of harm suffered by Black 
persons and other communities of color is 
unknown and unknowable." 
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Fr. Bryan Massingale, a theology ethicist at 
Fordham University in New York City, 
participates in a 2017 panel discussion in New 
York. (CNS/ Fordham University/Bruce Gilbert) 
 
Massingale lifts up the need for terms that 
are more culturally appropriate than 
"victim" or "survivor," such as "coper" to 
emphasize how Black people cope after 
abuse. He also highlights the race-specific 
obstacles to reporting abuse or engaging 
with the church after abuse. 

"Until and unless the church confronts its 
complicity in white supremacy, going 
beyond lament and apology to effective 
restitution and reparation, then it will be 
poorly positioned to hear and respond to 
Black people who cope with clergy sexual 
violation," Massingale wrote. 

A multidisciplinary team from Loyola 
University Maryland, including a 
psychologist, theologians and counselors, 
studied the spiritual damage done by clergy 
sexual abuse to Catholics and former 
Catholics in Baltimore, with a particular 
focus on Black Catholics and former 
Catholics. 

Through surveys and interviews, they found 
that due to the abuse Catholics and former 
Catholics tended to have spiritual struggles 
crisis that were interpersonal or with the 
institution, but not within themselves or with 
God. 

Black Catholics said they had fewer 
struggles with the abuse crisis because they 
had already focused on their local parishes 
as a result of institutional racism. One 
participant said, "I think white Catholic 
churches were shaken in a way that at least 
my African American Catholic Church 
wasn’t because there was already an 
inherent distrust in the institution to look out 
for us." 

Gonzaga University in Spokane, 
Washington, used its sub-grant to organize a 
conference that explored the "structural 
sins" of white supremacy, Christian 
supremacy and colonialism in light of clergy 
sexual abuse. 

"The effects of clericalism are compounded 
when settler-colonial and white supremacist 
logics deem entire classes of people more 
disposable and therefore available for abuse, 
as well as less likely to be deemed credible 
witnesses to their own experience," the 
Gonzaga team wrote in the report. 

In contextualizing the project, the team 
highlighted that priests who had 
been credibly accused of sexually abusing 
Indigenous communities were sent to retire 
in a house surrounded by Gonzaga's campus 
up until 2016. 

Franciscan Fr. Daniel Horan attended the 
Gonzaga conference and wrote in an NCR 
column that "the quality of scholarship, the 
level of discussion, and the seriousness and 
sincerity of all the participants was 
exceptional." 

Among Taking Responsibility's leaders, 
steering committee and advisory committee, 
there is one Jesuit. Similarly, one Jesuit, Fr. 
Gerard "Jerry" McGlone from the Berkley 
Center for Religion, Peace, and World 
Affairs at Georgetown University, was 
among the investigators. 
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Jesuit Fr. Jerry McGlone, second from right, is 
seen with Jennifer Wortham, far left, and 
Cardinal Sean O'Malley of Boston, president of 
the Pontifical Commission for the Protection of 
Minors, in prayer during a sunrise walk to end 
abuse Nov. 18, 2021, outside the hotel in 
Baltimore where the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops held its fall general assembly 
Nov. 15-18. (CNS/Bob Roller) 
 
McGlone, a survivor of childhood clergy 
sexual abuse, investigated the impacts of 
hearing clergy abuse survivors' stories. 

"Religious coping, beliefs, spiritual practices 
did not change but stayed the same for those 
who saw a survivor’s story. Most 
importantly, the levels of spirituality 
increased, while levels of institutional 
betrayal and aspects of moral injury … 
actually went down," McGlone wrote. 

McGlone concludes that "the way forward 
might be to embrace difficult stories." 

"Contrary to popular beliefs and common 
myths that engaging with survivor stories 
'destroys faith,' in our study, it actually does 
the opposite," McGlone wrote. 

 

 

National Prayer 
Breakfast breaks 
from 'The Family' 
with new 
organization 
NEWS 

 
President Joe Biden delivers remarks at the 
National Prayer Breakfast on Capitol Hill in 
Washington Feb. 3, 2022. (CNS photo/Sarah 
Silbiger, Reuters) 
 
JACK JENKINS 
ADELE M. BANKS 
RELIGION NEWS SERVICE 
Washington —  26 January 2023 
 
The National Prayer Breakfast is under new 
management, distancing the decades-old 
event from the secretive organization that 
founded it after years of controversy and a 
scandal that showed the yearly gathering in 
the nation’s capital is vulnerable to 
espionage. 
According to a statement sent to reporters by 
former Arkansas Sen. Mark Pryor, the 
prayer breakfast, whose highlight is 
typically a speech from the sitting U.S. 
president, is no longer run by The 
International Foundation, a Christian group 
more familiarly referred to as "The Family." 
Instead, the 2023 breakfast, to be held this 
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year on Feb. 2, has been coordinated by the 
newly created National Prayer Breakfast 
Foundation, which emerged "following 
numerous meetings in 2022," according to 
Pryor’s statement. 

"As with many other things in our country, 
the COVID years allowed the Members to 
hit the reset button and organize a working 
group to fulfill this longtime vision," the 
statement read. 

Unlike past versions of the breakfast, which 
were hosted in a sprawling hotel ballroom 
with hundreds of attendees from all over the 
world, the new version of the gathering will 
only include members of Congress "plus 
one’s spouse, family member, or constituent 
guest," wrote Pryor. 

In a Jan. 25 interview with Religion News 
Service, Pryor, board president of the 
National Prayer Breakfast Foundation, said 
the breakfast is the new organization’s sole 
event. He anticipates the expected 200 to 
300 participants will bring a spouse, 
significant other or "their pastor or priest 
from home." He added that the breakfast 
will not be a sit-down affair as it has been in 
the past. Attendees will be offered bagels, 
coffee and tea before they take their seats in 
an auditorium at the Capitol Visitor Center 
in the U.S. Capitol. 

"That’s what Congress wants, they want to 
take it back to its origins and in the early 
days it really was just the Congress and the 
president," said Pryor, who expects 
President Joe Biden to attend and called the 
plans "a little bit of a back-to-basics 
movement." 

The International Foundation plans to hold a 
separate assembly at the same time as the 
prayer breakfast called "The Gathering." 
The event appears to resemble older 
versions of the prayer breakfast, with 

attendees observing the National Prayer 
Breakfast via video as part of a two-day 
convention with what organizers expect will 
feature "significant international 
participation." 

A. Larry Ross, media representative for The 
International Foundation, confirmed that its 
event "will be interrupted to carry the 
President’s message into the ballroom via 
livestream in real time," he told RNS via 
email. 

"The planned NPB Gathering at The 
Washington Hilton currently has well over 
1400 attendees registered for the two-day 
event, including 2/3 domestic and 1/3 
international Fellowship friends from around 
the world." 

The Young Turks were the first to reveal the 
changes to the event on Tuesday. 

Representatives for Delaware Democrat 
Sen. Chris Coons, who helped coordinate 
previous iterations of the prayer breakfast, 
confirmed the leadership change to RNS on 
Jan. 24. Last year, Coons similarly cast the 
2022 prayer breakfast, which was also 
scaled down and took place at the Capitol, 
as a kind of "reset" for the event. 

The changes follow years of controversy 
surrounding the prayer breakfast, whose 
origins date back to President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower’s administration. 

The breakfast first came under widespread 
scrutiny in 2009 after journalist Jeff Sharlet 
published the book "The Family," detailing 
his experience with the organization that 
runs the event. The event was hit with 
scandal in 2018, when the Department of 
Justice charged Russian national Maria 
Butina with attempting to exploit the 
National Prayer Breakfast as part of a larger 



"conspiracy to act as an agent of the Russian 
Federation." 

Since then, many groups have criticized the 
event, particularly secular organizations 
such as the Freedom From Religion 
Foundation, whose leader challenged 
President Biden’s participation in 2021. The 
group organized a sign-on letter opposing 
the Prayer Breakfast this year as well, 
featuring support from secular as well as 
religious organizations. 

Some Democrats have signaled misgivings 
about the event as well. Sen. Tim Kaine, a 
Democrat who previously co-chaired the 
National Prayer Breakfast, told The Young 
Turks in December 2021 he had "no 
intention" of returning to the event. 

FFRF President Annie Laurie Gaylor told 
RNS in an email that her organization 
welcomes the changes, but said, "it does 
look as though the creation of a new entity 
to sponsor the prayer breakfast is essentially 
a subterfuge, because the folks running the 
NPB Foundation are all connected with the 
Fellowship." 

Other critics also are raising questions as to 
whether the newly announced changes 
constitute a genuine leadership overhaul or 
are "largely cosmetic." 

In a statement to RNS, Sharlet pointed to 
reporting showing how, among other things, 
the board of the new foundation includes 
many people with ties to the International 
Foundation. 

"Any step toward reducing this mostly off-
the-books weeklong lobbying festival is 
good news," Sharlet said. "On the other 
hand, the change appears largely cosmetic." 

Pryor said that his organization is 
"completely different and totally separate" 
from The Family. 

He hopes the skeptics will understand that as 
the event takes place. 

"Let us show that it is going to be different 
and just give us a little time here," he said. 
"We haven’t even had the breakfast yet." 

Bangalore 
conference urged 
church leaders to 
embrace synodality, 
listening 
 

 
Xavières Sr. Nathalie Becquart, an 
undersecretary for the Vatican's synod office, 
lights a candle during an opening lamp-lighting 
ceremony for the "Towards a Synodal Church: 
Moving Forward" conference at Dharmaram 
Vidya Kshetram. (Courtesy of Joji Johnson) 
 
 
 
 



 
BY JAMES F. KEENAN 
Bangalore, India — 27 January 2023 
 
The incredibly beautiful campus of the 
Dharmaram Vidya Kshetram, a pontifical 
athenaeum for higher learning and formation 
in Bengaluru (Bangalore), India, hosted an 
important conference Jan. 12-15 about Pope 
Francis' ongoing three-year synod process. 
Roughly 250 international participants from 
more than 30 countries joined another 250 
graduate students from the athenaeum to 
consider the theme "Towards a Synodal 
Church: Moving Forward." 

The conference signaled that the process of 
synodality — of the global church "walking 
together," as Francis has called for — is 
very much underway. And participants 
benefited from discussing the pope's vision 
and process in a very different location, with 
a range of representatives from universities 
across the world to report on how synodality 
is emerging, slowly but surely, in a variety 
of places. 

A new kind of host 

Participants could not miss the distinctive 
Indian context at the Bangalore conference. 
The first Indigenous religious congregation 
in India's Catholic Church, the Congregation 
of the Carmelites of Mary 
Immaculate, which founded the athenaeum, 
hosted the event. 

The hospitality was incredible and the 
conference and all its operations were the 
brainchild of their moral theologian, 
Carmelite Fr. Shaji George Kochuthara, who 
since hosting a conference at the athenaeum 

in 2013 to celebrate the 50th anniversary of 
the Second Vatican Council has also hosted 
international conferences on Francis' 2016 
exhortation Amoris Laetitia and his 2020 
encyclical Fratelli Tutti. 

The recent conference opened with gorgeous 
Indian meditative dance followed by a lamp 
lighting ceremony. Every day began with a 
different liturgy from the Syro-Malabar, 
Syro-Malankara and Latin rites; each was 
presided over by a well-known member of 
the Indian hierarchy. The differing 
synodalities of the respective rites also 
emerged in the eighth of our 10 plenaries, in 
which members of the different rites spoke 
about synodality in their traditions.  

 
Cardinal Anthony Poola, archbishop of 
Hyderabad, India, speaks during the "Towards a 
Synodal Church: Moving Forward" conference 
at Dharmaram Vidya Kshetram. (Courtesy of 
Joji Johnson) 
 
The first speaker at the conference was 
Cardinal Anthony Poola, archbishop of 
Hyderabad, the Catholic Church's first 
cardinal from India's Dalit caste, formerly 
known as "untouchables." 
Poola prophetically highlighted three 
disturbing trends in Indian society: 
differentiation, demonization and distortion. 
He called for these vices to be uprooted to 
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let synodality emerge. He forecasted: "The 
synod shall not end as a romance." And 
prayed, "May it hurt us. From the 
sugarcoating, let us move to bitter 
medicine." 

His was the first indicator of the heft and 
depth of contemporary Indian theology, 
repeatedly made evident — whether by the 
wit and charm of Tellicherry Archbishop 
Joseph Pamplany, who closed the 
conference, or the wise words by the 
athenaeum president, Carmelite Fr. Joy 
Philip Kakkanattu, who offered biblical 
perspectives on synodality. In fact, one of 
the finest of the 30 plenary papers was from 
Carmelite Fr. Jeff Shawn Jose, who invoked 
Charles Taylor and José Casanova as 
resources for advancing synodality. 

Like the content, the style of the conference 
was Indian, too. Venezuelan theologian 
Rafael Luciani, who teaches at Boston 
College, told me, "The conference took 
place in an atmosphere that combined the 
presentation of papers with group dialogues 
and daily prayer. All this facilitated an 
environment in which we were able to learn 
from each other." 

Luciani added: "The diversity of the 
speakers allowed for an intercultural and 
intercontinental dialogue, which did not 
limit the theological reflection to the Asian 
context, but sought to build bridges with the 
ecclesial and theological experience of other 
regions." 

Xavier Montecel, from St. Mary's University 
in San Antonio, also told me: "Rarely do 
American theologians have the chance to be 
reminded that the church is global and that 
our work must be global as well. I have a 
much wider theological and professional 
imagination because I was there." 

In India, now the most populated country in 
the world, about 2.6 percent of the 
population is Christian (nearly evenly 
divided between Protestants and Catholics), 
though Christians provide more than 25 
percent of the country's institutional 
education, health and social services, 
according to Jesuit Fr. John Chathanatt's 
2015 book on the Indian Catholic 
Church, Silent Waves. 

No one doubts the Christian presence in 
India nor its formidable role in securing the 
future of India. 

This was clear to us where many of us 
stayed, at the elegant guest house of Christ 
(Deemed to be University) in Bangalore, 
another Carmelites of Mary Immaculate 
apostolate with 32,000 students and six 
campuses, and the top ranked computer 
science department in the country. 

India's own confidence in its future provided 
a way of giving the rest of us at the 
conference confidence in the future of 
synodality. 

Universities from across the globe 

Xavières Sr. Nathalie Becquart, an 
undersecretary for the Vatican's synod 
office, was the conference's "guest of honor" 
and the first plenary speaker after Poola's 
opener. She provided us with a pilgrim 
spirituality of synodality that leads us onto a 
pathway where no one is to be left behind. 

Becquart underlined the synods' appeal to 
universities as announced in the working 
document for the next phase of the three-
year synod process, which was released in 
October. 

There we find: 

A special case in point is represented by 
universities and academic institutions, which 
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will be able to develop research addressing 
questions of synodality, helping to innovate 
in the design of educational and formation 
programs. In particular, theological faculties 
will be able to deepen the ecclesiological, 
Christological and Pneumatological insights 
that synodal experiences and practices bring. 

No apostolic structure was more in evidence 
at the conference than the Catholic 
universities. 

Among the 14 "event partners," 11 were 
universities: Boston College; Christ 
(Deemed to be University) in Bangalore; 
Durham University in the U.K.; Hekima 
University College in Nairobi, Kenya; Jnana 
Deepa in Pune, India; Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven in Belgium; University 
of Malta; the Universität Osnabrück in 
Germany; Spiritan University College in 
Kumasi, Ghana; Tilburg University in the 
Netherlands; and, the University of 
Tübingen in Germany. 

Almost all presenters came from 
universities. Indeed, from the Americas 
alone, representatives hailed from Alberto 
Hurtado University in Santiago, Chile; 
Universidad Católica Andrés Bello in 
Caracas, Venezuela; Gonzaga University in 
Spokane, Washington; the Iberoamericana 
University in Mexico City, the Pontifical 
Javierian University in Bogotá, Colombia; 
St Mary's University in San Antonio, Texas; 
Villanova University in Philadelphia; and 
Boston College. 

'The synod shall not end as a romance. … 
May it hurt us. From the sugarcoating, let 

us move to bitter medicine.' 
— Cardinal Anthony Poola 

From Asia participants came from Fu Jen 
Catholic University in Taiwan; Sancta Maria 
in Sri Lanka; the University of Santo Tomas 
in the Philippines; and Sogang University in 
South Korea. 

As Luciani noted, "All this represented an 
important effort to integrate the work being 
done by the general secretariat of the synod 
with the theological and interdisciplinary 
reflection on synodality that is being 
developed in Catholic universities around 
the world." 

Synodality taking root 

Moving forward was very much the 
dynamic theme of the conference. As 
Kochuthara noted: "It was an occasion to 
experience the desire and determination to 
move forward towards a more synodal 
church, in spite of the differences and 
diversity of contexts." 

He added: "The conference offered the 
possibility of dialogue between different 
contexts, leading to knowing each 
other better. For example, many from the 
West said that they never imagined that 
women from India and other Asian countries 
felt so strongly about their role in the church 
and were so courageous to express their 
feelings, including their criticism about the 
actual situation in the church." 

 
A meditative dance opens the "Towards a 
Synodal Church: Moving Forward" conference 
at Dharmaram Vidya Kshetram, a pontifical 
athenaeum for higher learning and formation in 
Bengaluru, India. (Courtesy of Joji Johnson) 
 
Though the conference was visionary in its 
promotion of synodality, it was equally 
realistic. For instance, the issue of 
"hierarchicalism" was raised specifically as 



antithetical to synodality, citing instances 
where bishops were outright opponents of 
the synodal pathways or, worse, gave the 
semblance of hosting synods when actually 
they did nothing more than control its 
process and outcomes. 
Recognizing the problem of contemporary 
episcopal leadership, systematic, canonical 
and moral theologians offered their 
strategies for moving forward. 

Women, across the disciplines, were the 
constant source of hope at the conference. 

Astrid Lobo Gajiwala, an Indian medical 
doctor and scientist who has been a 
consultor to the Indian bishops' conference, 
advocated her "ministry of irritation" 
through which she unabashedly advocates 
for abuse survivors and women's ordination. 
Villanova University theologian Jaisy 
Joseph noted "the feminist consciousness of 
the large number of Indian religious sisters 
who were present" and "was encouraged by 
the progressive mindset of these women in 
their varying leadership roles within the 
Indian Catholic Church." 

Indeed, like them, other women such as 
Maria Cimperman, Jutta Battenberg, Maria 
Isabel Espinosa, Myriam Wijlens, Serena 
Noceti, Christina Kheng, Teresa Choi, 
Estella Padilla, and Helen Saldanha offered 
the more critical and concrete assessments 
of both the challenges to and promise of 
synodality. 
More than once, reference was made to the 
Upper Room where Jesus gathered the 
disciples and instructed them in humble 
hospitality as he washed their feet and 
shared the bread and cup. After the death of 
Jesus, they knew to return there with their 
fear and grief, where they in turn finally 
learned to listen to one another as they 
shared their new situation, until finally the 

Spirit led them out of the room to 
evangelize. 

The conference closed reminding the 
participants that they had been in an upper 
room for four days, grieving the church and 
the world, but also learning to listen to one 
another to lead others forward on the 
synodal pathway. 

After 10 years of 
being patient, Pope 
Francis is entitled to 
be less so 

 
Pope Francis holds his pastoral staff as he 
celebrates Mass marking Sunday of the Word of 
God in St. Peter's Basilica at the Vatican Jan. 22. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 

 
BY MICHAEL SEAN WINTERS 
27 January 2023 
 
Is the ground underneath the Vatican 
shifting? The death of Pope Emeritus 
Benedict XVI, the nastiness coming from 
highly placed critics of Pope Francis like 
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Benedict's secretary Archbishop Georg 
Gänswein and the late Cardinal George Pell, 
the announcement that the Synod of Bishops 
in October would start with an ecumenical 
prayer service, followed by a three-day 
retreat led by Dominican Fr. Timothy 
Radcliffe, the coming 10th anniversary of 
Francis' election, all invite speculation that 
this papacy is moving into a new phase. 

In an interview with the Associated Press, 
the first since Benedict died, Francis 
revealed that he would travel to the 
monastery where his predecessor lived and 
ask his advice. "For me, he was a security. 
In the face of a doubt, I would ask for the 
car and go to the monastery and ask," 
Francis said. "I lost a good companion." 

The pope went on to address the critics. 
"You prefer that they don't criticize, for the 
sake of tranquility," Francis said. "But I 
prefer that they do it because that means 
there's freedom to speak."  

He continued, "If it's not like this, there 
would be a dictatorship of distance, as I call 
it, where the emperor is there and no one can 
tell him anything. No, let them speak 
because ... criticism helps you to grow and 
improve things." 

Of Pell, the pope said, "Even though they 
say he criticized me, fine, he has the right. 
Criticism is a human right," adding, "He was 
a great guy. Great." 

The pope is certainly magnanimous in his 
assessment of Pell, whose cowardly, 
anonymous attack on Francis lowered the 
late cardinal in most people's estimation. 
Two things are clear. First, Francis is not 
afraid of being haunted by either the ghost 
of his predecessor or the ghost of the Aussie 
cardinal. Second, the nasty criticisms from 
Gänswein and Pell have left those 

conservatives in the Curia with far less 
influence than previously.  

As we await appointments to critical 
positions like a new prefect of the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 
and the Dicastery for Bishops, conservatives 
who might have been able to influence the 
pope in a more centrist direction might find 
he is less willing to listen to their concerns. 
After all, he has been patient for 10 long 
years. What has it gotten him? Certainly not 
loyalty. 

As I noted the day Traditiones Custodes was 
issued, "Pope Francis is a patient pastor. 
Until he isn't." 

The announcement pertaining to the retreat 
in advance of the synod in October opens a 
window into Francis' growing impatience. 
Radcliffe led the Dominican order from 
1992 until 2001 and he was long viewed, 
like the late Cardinal Carlo Maria Martini of 
Milan, as a lonely liberal voice during the 
long pontificate of Pope John Paul II. The 
conservative National Catholic Register, 
owned by EWTN, labeled his views 
"heterodox" this week. But they tend to 
think Francis is heterodox too! 

 
Dominican Fr. Timothy Radcliffe 
(CNS/Presence/Philippe Vaillancourt) 
 
The appointment of Radcliffe makes sense 
for a variety of reasons. He 
has spoken beautifully about synodality and 
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the importance of listening. An Englishman, 
he would be known to someone like 
Cardinal Mario Grech, who heads the synod 
office in Rome. A retreat is not primarily 
about theology but about spirituality, and 
Radcliffe's essay about fighting 
cancer reveals a cleric of keen spiritual 
insight. 

The pope, who knows his opponents are 
located overwhelmingly in the Anglosphere, 
could have chosen not to ruffle their feathers 
by selecting an Italian or a Hispanic of equal 
spiritual depth, someone unknown to the 
editors at EWTN. But he chose Radcliffe or 
approved Grech's choice of Radcliffe. Either 
way, if the pope entertained the possibility 
that the selection might ruffle feathers, he 
was not dissuaded. 

Conservative criticisms of the pope 
increasingly ring hollow. When Archbishop 
Charles Chaput complained that the synodal 
process was "imprudent and prone to 
manipulation," you do not have to be an 
expert interpreter to translate that 
observation as "No one listened to me when 
I was at the synod." 

The oft-repeated complaint that the pope 
sows "confusion" — for 
example, here and here and here — masks 
the fact that the critics have no doctrinal 
change to which they can point as the source 
of such confusion except one footnote in one 
post-synodal exhortation, Amoris Laetitia. 
There, at footnote 351, the pope said that 
those who are divorced and remarried 
without an annulment might be readmitted 
to the sacraments. 

Nothing in his first 10 years suggests 
Francis is going to radically attempt to 
change any doctrinal teaching of the 

church, but he might be more aggressive in 
changing the place of doctrinal teaching in 

the church. 

Shortly after the publication of Amoris 
Laetitia, Cardinal Donald Wuerl offered 
a thorough and deft analysis of the text. If 
anyone was still confused after listening to 
Wuerl's talk, that confusion is willful. 

It seems that after 10 years of patience, the 
pope is entitled to be less so. Patience did 
not bring Pell to rally around the pope. It did 
not bring Gänswein over. The two prelates' 
complaints about Francis were 
representative of a well-funded, vocal, 
organized conservative group within the 
church. 

They may become louder as their influence 
wanes and their champions die off. They are 
not likely to be able to stem, still less stop, 
the reforms the Holy Father is inviting by 
means of the synodal process going on 
around the world. 

Francis, who just buried his predecessor, 
knows that the clock is ticking. He may have 
three, maybe four or five more years as 
pope. Nothing in his first 10 years suggests 
he is going to radically attempt to change 
any doctrinal teaching of the church, but he 
might be more aggressive in changing the 
place of doctrinal teaching in the church.  

As he said in the AP interview after 
discussing sinfulness in the context of 
homosexuality, "It's also a sin to lack charity 
with one another." That is the Francis 
Revolution in nine words, a reminder that 
the beating heart of the Catholic faith is 
about charity. Why that is confusing to so 
many says more about them than it does 
about Pope Francis.  

On this central theme of his papacy, don't be 
surprised if the octogenarian pontiff puts the 
pedal to the metal in the years ahead. 
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