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Week Eleven: Teresa of Ávila 
  

Prayer Leads to Purpose  
  

Author and interspiritual teacher Megan 
Don introduces the Spanish mystic Teresa of 
Ávila (1515–1582) as an exemplar of action 
and contemplation: 
 
Teresa’s life provides us with an exceptional 
example of bringing the contemplative and 
active life together; it displays both a 
profound internal depth and an exceptionally 
productive outcome.… 

At the age of twenty, after much 
deliberation, she chose to enter the 
Carmelite Monastery in Ávila. She did not 
make this choice because of a vocational 
“calling” but because Teresa understood it to 
be a favorable alternative to marriage…. 

Her fascination with the world continued 
while she lived in the monastery, since it 
was not an enclosed order, and a stream of 
visitors occupied much of her time…. 
Prayers were ordered and recited by rote, 
which left her soul dry and uninspired. She 
attempted to enter her own “prayer of quiet,” 
but finding the thoughts in her head far too 

noisy and disturbing, she gave up any 
attempt to develop a more meaningful way 
to pray. Her relationship with the Beloved 
[God] at this time was fairly superficial. 

For twenty years she lived a divided life. On 
the one hand her ego desired worldly 
attachments, while on the other her spirit 
was calling her to a deeper communion with 
the divine. At the age of forty, Teresa finally 
surrendered completely to her Beloved. Her 
real life and work had begun. She returned 
to her prayer of quiet, allowing the Beloved 
to lead her, no longer relying on her own 
techniques. Meditation became essential to 
Teresa in establishing a clear and firm 
foundation with the divine, and as she 
walked further on her spiritual pathway, she 
came to understand that this external 
Beloved also “rests within.” It was to this 
place that she would constantly return to 
receive guidance, love, and a feeling of deep 
peace that she could not find elsewhere. [1] 

From that place of peace and inner 
authority, Teresa worked to return the 
Carmelite order to its original emphasis on 
prayer, poverty, and simplicity, going on to 
found seventeen new convents and 
monasteries. Don continues: 

Contrary to popular belief, the pinnacle of 
the mystical life is often lived in the world, 
even though it is not of the world. Having 
come into a full consciousness of the reality 
of existence, the mystic is now returned to 
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society, displaying an extraordinary energy 
for the work required. This energy is none 
other than the divine force working in and 
through this willing worker of the Beloved, 
and it far surpasses anything we human 
beings can do alone. Teresa’s life is one 
such example of a person in and through 
whom the Beloved worked, and throughout 
her life she reiterated that the ultimate 
purpose of the sacred marriage [or union 
with God] is to give birth to good works in 
the world. [2] 

Monday, 13 March  2023 
 Richard Rohr's Daily Meditation 

From the Center for Action and 
Contemplation 

  

Week Eleven: Teresa of Ávila 
Perfection Is Practicing Love 

 In his foreword to The Way of 
Perfection, Teresa of Ávila’s book on the 
practice of prayer, Richard Rohr asks: 
 
What is “the way of perfection”? (It isn’t 
about our perfection, by the way, but the 
recognition of God’s seamless perfection, 
woven into the fabric of our life and present 
all along.) 

Saint Teresa writes: 
Let the truth be in your hearts, as it will be if 
you practice meditation, and you will see 

clearly what love we are bound to have for 
our neighbors. [1] 

Teresa teaches the way of perfection as 
practicing fraternal love, nonattachment to 
material things, and authentic humility. 
Some aspects of this wisdom might seem 
counterintuitive to readers today. Forgive 
me, but these virtues of nonattachment and 
humility don’t often make the vision boards 
of contemporary spiritual seekers! 

Why is this? 

What the mystics know, and what we’re 
having to relearn, is that it’s through a kind 
of luminous darkness of nonattachment and 
humility that we come to be seized 
by real love, God’s love. 

I wonder if the only way that conversion, 
enlightenment, and transformation ever 
happen is by a kind of divine ambush. We 
have to be caught off guard. As long as we 
are in control, we are going to keep trying to 
steer the ship by our previous experience of 
being in charge. The only way we will let 
ourselves be ambushed is by trusting the 
“Ambusher,” and learning to trust that the 
darkness of intimacy will lead to depth, 
safety, freedom, and love. 

God needs to catch us by surprise because 
our very limited, preexisting notions keep us 
and our understanding of God small. We are 
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still trying to remain in control. We still 
want to “look good”! 

God tries to bring us into a bigger world. 

A world where, by definition, we are not in 
control. 

A world where we no longer need to look 
good. 

A terrible lust for certitude and rigid social 
order has characterized the last five hundred 
years of Western Christianity, and it has 
simply not served the soul well at all. Once 
we lost a spirituality of darkness as its own 
kind of light, there just wasn’t much room 
for growth in faith, hope, and love. 

So God, as The Way of Perfection attests, 
has to come indirectly: catching us off guard 
and out of control, when we are empty 
instead of full of ourselves. 

That is why the saints—including Teresa—
talk about suffering so much. About 
nonattachment to the fleeting passions that 
put us on a roller-coaster ride of ups and 
downs. 

The mystics are not masochistic, sadistic, 
negative, morbid, or oppositional. They have 
seen the pattern and, as Teresa says in one 
place, it is not that we are happy for the 
suffering. Who could be? Who would be? 

No. We are happy for the new level of 
intimacy with God that the suffering has 
brought us to. 
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Week Eleven: Teresa of Ávila 
The Beloved Desires Action 

 Teresa of Ávila was investigated several 
times during the Spanish Inquisition. At the 
insistence of her superiors, she wrote of her 
many visions and raptures to prove they 
came from God, and that she was firmly 
rooted in “orthodox” Catholicism. 
Translator and spiritual teacher Mirabai 
Starr writes: 
 
Through her many writings, Teresa of Ávila 
openly shares her humanity with the world. 
There were times when she was paralyzed 
by fear of rejection and others when she was 
so courageous in the face of what she knew 
to be her sacred destiny that she risked being 
executed as a heretic. She made mistakes, as 
we all do. Some she apologized profusely 
for; others she refused to admit to until years 
later. Like us, she was petty or generous, 
irritable or unconditionally loving, 
attributing everything to her progress along 
the path of contemplative prayer. But she 
never ceased showing up for the spiritual 
work. [1]  
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Teresa was a real person with real advice 
for real people of her time—and our own. 
Here are some examples from her 
masterpiece, The Interior Castle: 

It’s tempting to think that if God would only 
grant you internal favors, you would be able 
to withstand external challenges. His 
Majesty [a name Teresa uses for 
God] knows what is best for us. He does not 
require our opinion on the matter and, in 
fact, has every right to point out that we 
don’t have any idea what we’re asking for. 
Remember: all you have to do as you begin 
to cultivate the practice of prayer is to 
prepare yourself with sincere effort and 
intent to bring your will into harmony with 
the will of God. [2] 

Teresa was also an astute spiritual director 
who turned people away from an emphasis 
on perfection and piety and toward 
compassionate action: 

Sometimes I observe people so diligently 
trying to orchestrate whatever state of prayer 
they’re in that they become peevish about it. 
They don’t dare to move or let their minds 
be stirred for fear of jeopardizing the 
slightest degree of devotion or delight. It 
makes me realize how little they understand 
of the path to union. They think the whole 
thing is about rapture. 
But no, friends, no! What the Beloved wants 
from us is action. What he wants is that if 
one of your friends is sick, you take care of 
her. Don’t worry about interrupting your 

devotional practice. Have compassion. If she 
is in pain, you feel it, too. If necessary, you 
fast so that she can eat. This is not a matter 
of indulging an individual, you do it because 
you know it is your Beloved’s desire. This is 
true union with his will. What he wants is 
for you to be much happier hearing someone 
else praised than you would be to receive a 
compliment yourself. If you have humility, 
this is easy. It is a great thing to be glad 
when your friends’ virtues are celebrated. 
[3] 
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Week Eleven: Teresa of Ávila 
A Heartfelt and Humble Prayer 

 In this heartfelt prayer from Teresa of 
Ávila, we witness her concern for the whole 
world, her desire to speak truth to power, 
and her willingness to risk everything in 
order to be of service. Here is CAC friend 
Mirabai Starr’s translation: 
 
Blessed be the soul the Lord brings to an 
understanding of the truth! If only world 
leaders could enter this exalted 
consciousness. It would be so much more 
worthwhile for them to strive for this state of 
prayer than for all the power in the world. 
What righteousness would prevail in a 
nation like this. What atrocities would be 
avoided. 
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Any man who reaches this stage has such 
unshakable love of God that any fear of 
risking his honor or his life falls away. This 
is an especially great blessing for someone 
who has the obligation to lead his 
community…. 

O Lord, even if you were to give me the 
authority to proclaim these truths publicly, 
no one would believe me…. But at least it 
would satisfy me to have a real voice. I 
would count my life as nothing if it meant 
that I could clearly communicate even one 
of these sacred teachings to the world…. 

I keep having these irresistible impulses to 
speak the truth to political leaders. But since 
I do not have access to these men, I turn to 
you, my Lord, and beg you to make all 
things right. You well know that I would 
gladly forfeit all the blessings you have 
given me and transfer them to these 
rulers…. If they could experience what I 
have experienced, I know that it would be 
impossible for them to allow the violations 
they have been condoning. 

O my God! Please help world leaders 
understand the magnitude of their 
responsibilities…. 

I sincerely pray for our leaders, and I would 
like to be of some help to them. Such an 
urge makes a soul reckless. I would gladly 
risk my life to gain what I believe in…. 

Once a soul has attained this level of prayer, 
she does not merely desire to serve God; his 
Majesty [a name Teresa uses for God] gives 
her the strength to manifest the desire. The 
soul would not hesitate to try anything that 
might be of service to him. Any sacrifice for 
his sake feels like nothing, because she 
knows that anything other than pleasing him 
means nothing…. 

Here is my life. Here is my honor. Here is 
my will. I give them all to you. I am yours. 
Use me as you will…. 

The soul is his soul. He is in charge. He 
illuminates her. It seems that he is guarding 
her against offending him. He helps her to 
wake up in service of him…. 
As long as she receives God’s favors with 
humility and gratitude, always bearing in 
mind that the Beloved gives them and that 
she herself does almost nothing, she will 
retain her equanimity. 
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Week Eleven: Teresa of Ávila 
Zest for Life, Love for Creation 

 Contemplative teacher Tessa Bielecki 
captures Teresa of Ávila’s love for God 
revealed through creation: 
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Teresa teaches us how to live the human 
adventure with zest and enthusiasm. She 
was in love with every dimension of life: 
with people and places, music, laughter and 
celebration, with nature and its abundance. 

We see her enthusiasm in the vibrant 
imagery she draws from her experience of 
the earth. She speaks of sun and wind and 
rain, clouds, crystal, and falling comets, 
tempests, thunderclaps and lightning. She 
calls God the Sun in the interior of the soul, 
casting brilliant light into every corner of 
our being. When she prayed, Teresa loved to 
look at fields and flowers, “reading” from 
the book of nature. She loved to live near 
water, with good soil and gardens.... 

Teresa urges us to embrace nature in our 
prayer because nature awakens us, 
reminding us of the Creator. She can’t 
contain her praise and glorifies God as Lord 
of the world and Beauty exceeding all other 
beauties. “Who could make known the 
majesty with which You reveal Yourself!” 
she cries out in one of her spontaneous 
prayers. “O my God, God, God, author of all 
creation! And what is creation if You, Lord, 
should desire to create more? You are 
almighty; Your works are 
incomprehensible.” 

When we have trouble praying, Teresa 
recommends that we turn to nature: “Go to 
some place where you can see the sky, and 
walk up and down a little.” Since God is 
infinite and everywhere, sometimes we 

rejoice as much in meditating on creation as 
in meditating on the Divine. Why limit 
ourselves to only one of creation’s mysteries 
when there are so many? Teresa mentions 
the mystery of water, the sparrowhawk, and 
the tiny ant. Any of these is enough for a 
whole period of prayer, immersing us in the 
wonder and wisdom of God. What would 
happen if we knew “the property of every 
created thing?” 

Bielecki shows how Teresa drew upon 
nature to describe the soul’s journey with 
God: 

Since [Teresa] lived close to the earth, she 
said the spiritual life is like bees making 
honey, silkworms spinning their cocoons, 
fish swimming in a running stream. 
Depending on our stage of spiritual growth, 
we may be like mice, toads or snakes, 
flitting moths, butterflies, doves, wild horses 
or wounded deer. We may encounter God’s 
majesty as a mighty eagle or a roaring lion. 

Teresa’s favorite nature image was water. 
She speaks lavishly of flowing springs, 
pools, wells, and fountains, rivers, waves, 
and the sea, urging us to irrigate our hearts 
with the waters of Life. When instead we 
clog our lives with triviality and endless 
distraction, she sees us bogged down in a 
swamp, struggling to get muddy water out of 
a puddle. 
Teresa also loved fire imagery. If we build a 
fire in our living room or out in the wilds, 
we can reflect with her on the raging 



conflagration which enkindles us with the 
fire of divine love. 
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Week Eleven: Teresa of Ávila 
Let Nothing Frighten You 

 Let nothing disturb you. / Let nothing upset 
you. / Everything changes. / God alone is 
unchanging. / With patience all things are 
possible. / Whoever has God lacks nothing. / 
God alone is enough. —Teresa of Ávila 
 
In CAC’s Turning to the Mystics podcast, 
Father Richard shares what drew him to 
Teresa of Ávila: 

I first opened her Book of My Life when I 
was in college, and it just seemed like 
gobbledygook. I was nineteen or twenty 
years old; I just had no real inner 
experience. I conveniently shelved her, and 
only came back in my early years here in 
New Mexico. Realizing I had much more to 
learn if I was going to present myself as a 
teacher of contemplation and action, I had to 
go to the best in the field, and she was there. 
And I found what I once thought was so 
abstruse was now striking home again and 
again. [1] 

Richard describes the gifts of mystical 
experience, particularly those Teresa 
emphasizes: 

Mystics always bring this message in some 
form: “Do not be afraid.” 

They know that it is all okay and will be 
finally okay, too! They want to tell us so that 
we can stop fretting and fearing and enjoy 
divine union now. Enjoy is the operative 
word. Mystical experience allows us to 
enjoy our own lives and to stop creating 
enemies and thinking we need to be afraid of 
certain people; to stop fearing nations and 
races we feel we have to punish and kill. 

Where can we expect to go in life if we 
follow this way of perfection? What are its 
fruits? When we are enjoying deep union, 
we won’t need to create divisions, mistrust, 
and separation. 

True spiritual encounter changes our 
politics, our attitude toward money, our use 
of time, our relationships toward foreigners 
and the weak, our attitude toward war and 
nationalism. We are citizens of God’s Big 
Kingdom now (see Philippians 3:20). Be 
prepared to have a very different lifestyle 
afterward. 

If you are not ready to change, don’t seek 
out God. Once we have one sincere moment 
of divine union, we will want to spend all 
our time on the one thing necessary, which 
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is to grow deeper and deeper in love every 
chance that we get. 

Talk to those who have had a near-death, or 
nearing-death, experience. They all agree: 
it’s all about love. It’s all about union. 

Saint Teresa of Ávila and her Way of 
Perfection are time-tested, reliable guides to 
this life: 

Of love, nonattachment, and humility. 

Of letting go, entering luminous darkness, 
and being ambushed by the Lover of the 
Cosmos. 

Of recognizing union on the other side of 
fading dualisms. [2] 

Teresa herself reminds us: 
Remember: if you want to make progress on 
the path and ascend to the places you have 
longed for, the important thing is not to 
think much but to love much, and so to do 
whatever best awakens you to love. [3] 
  

  

  

At Gonzaga, 
Cardinal Czerny 
calls universities to 
action on climate 
EARTHBEAT 

FAITH 

 
Cardinal Michael Czerny, head of the Vatican 
Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human 
Development, speaks on the role of universities 
in global responses to climate change and 
socioecological disasters during a lecture at 
Gonzaga University in Spokane, Washington, 
March 9. (Gonzaga University/Zack Berlat) 
 

 
BY BRIAN ROEWE 
NCR environment correspondent 
11 March 2023 
 
Cardinal Michael Czerny returned to 
Gonzaga University Thursday, March 9, 
bringing a few tales back to campus from his 
time in the late 1960s as a young Jesuit 
student at the Spokane, Washington, school. 
Like any seasoned scholar, he offered a 
reading list — his was made up entirely of 
recent papal letters by Pope Francis. 
But more than anything, Czerny came with a 
challenge for current college students and 
their higher education institutions: Rekindle 
the fires of inquiry and action capable of 
changing the world when, facing climate 
change, polarizing division and ecological 
destruction, the world needs them more than 
ever. 

"Let's agree that the current planetary 
emergency is all too serious to leave to the 
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kids alone," said the head of the Vatican 
Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human 
Development, referring to the climate strikes 
that have broken out globally in recent years 
and have been sparked and largely led by 
teens and younger students. 

"Universities need once again to become 
hotbeds of critical thinking and incubators of 
radical action," he said. 

Czerny, a 1968 Gonzaga graduate with 
degrees in the classics and philosophy, 
spoke in his hourlong lecture on the subject 
of caring for our common home to a sold-
out audience of more than 700 people inside 
the Jesuit university's Myrtle Woldson 
Performing Arts Center. Attendees received 
a copy of "Our Common Home: A Guide to 
Caring for Our Living Planet," a result of a 
recent faith-and-science 
collaboration between the Vatican and the 
Stockholm Environment Institute. 

'Let's agree that the current planetary 
emergency is all too serious to leave to the 

kids alone.' 

The Vatican official also promoted 
the Laudato Si' Action Platform as a way for 
Gonzaga, as well as all Catholic universities, 
to respond to the crises sparked by climate 
change and ecological disasters in 
significant and concrete ways, where those 
battling against climate breakdown are able 
to say, "Our church is with us in our 
struggle. Our university is with us." 

Czerny noted that Gonzaga was among more 
than 1,000 educational institutions to 
already sign onto the Laudato Si' Action 
Platform, which went live in November 
2021. He invited Gonzaga's leaders and 
students to examine what participation looks 
like in terms of incorporating ecological 
sustainability into its curricula, operations, 
purpose and community engagement. 

And he suggested they not stop at their 
university, but also participate in the 
initiative through their families, parishes and 
other organizations. 

The action platform "wants to generate a 
people's movement. An alliance across 
churches, faith communities, educational 
institutions, nongovernmental organizations 
and governments to care for our common 
home and to care for one another," the 
Vatican cardinal said. 

The March 9 event was hosted by Gonzaga 
Center for Climate, Society and the 
Environment, and co-sponsored by the 
Gonzaga Office of Mission Integration and 
the Gonzaga Jesuit community. President 
Thayne McCulloh introduced the cardinal as 
"a distinguished Gonzaga alumnus and a 
true servant leader of the church and for the 
world community." 

Beginning his lecture, Czerny recalled how 
as an undergraduate he and fellow 
classmates protested against the Vietnam 
War "and other social evils." While 
environmental issues were less in the 
forefront then, with the first Earth Day a few 
years away, he retrospectively described the 
U.S. military's use of napalm — with 
millions of fireballs dropped each year on 
Vietnam — as "all about making their 
habitat uninhabitable." 

"Without our knowing it, napalm was an 
early if terrible lesson in the 
interconnectedness between human and 
environmental destruction," he said. 

Czerny referred to the period as "a turning 
point in both the First and Second Worlds," 
similar to one the whole world is facing now 
from climate-related disasters, like record-
breaking heat and wildfires that have struck 
the Pacific Northwest in recent years, along 
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with hurricanes, floods and droughts around 
the globe. 

With a majority of people aware of the 
calamitous threats posed by climate change, 
the cardinal said the real problem now is not 
convincing people that it's happening, but 
rather "indifference and despair" in the face 
of that reality. 

To address both, Czerny turned to Francis' 
two encyclicals "Laudato Si', on Care for 
Our Common Home" and "Fratelli Tutti, on 
Fraternity and Social Friendship." Together, 
both the pope's "letters to the world" outline 
what needs doing and who needs to do it, 
Czerny said. 

"Francis' two great encyclicals are not meant 
for library shelves. We need to convert them 
into action," the Vatican cardinal said. 

In highlighting key aspects of the twin papal 
documents, Czerny called Chapter 3 
of Laudato Si', on "The Human Roots of the 
Ecological Crisis," the most difficult. He 
broke down Francis' concept of the 
dominant technocratic paradigm — a 
worldview that has placed humanity in 
conflict with the rest of nature — that has 
become pervasive throughout society, 
including educational systems and curricula. 

'Unless we get beyond tribalism, we won't 
be able to offer our poor, beaten-up, half-
dead world the first aid it needs more and 

more each day.' 

"We are part and parcel of the problem," the 
Vatican cardinal said. "Our most prestigious 
centers of higher education continue to 
breed engineers and entrepreneurs, lawyers 
and managers, who measure success 
narrowly in terms of economic output and 
profit margins alone, at the cost of human 
and planetary well-being, even if this means 

depleting life-sustaining resources and 
destroying our common ecosystems." 

He later added, "We need to hear more 
about eco-justice in our universities." 

For Fratelli Tutti, it was Chapter 2 that he 
said was "the most touching," where Francis 
reflects on the meaning of Jesus' parable of 
the good Samaritan in today's world. 

Answering the question of "Who is my 
neighbor today?", he listed Indigenous 
peoples driven from their Amazon 
homelands as tropical forests are felled for 
mining and agriculture; Pacific Island 
communities displaced by rising seas; 
migrants from sub-Saharan Africa, facing 
drought-stricken hunger, taking "perilous 
journeys" across the Mediterranean Sea and 
English Channel to Europe; and families 
attempting to cross the Mexico-U.S. border 
to flee "floods, hurricanes and lawlessness." 

"My neighbors are from other tribes," he 
said. "Jesus wants us to notice that being 
like me, in origin, race, language, religion, 
orientation, political affiliation, are all 
irrelevant when answering the question 
'Who is my neighbor?' 'Who is my sibling?' 
" 

Czerny continued, "Unless we get beyond 
tribalism, we won't be able to offer our poor, 
beaten-up, half-dead world the first aid it 
needs more and more each day." 

And for both encyclicals, it was Chapter 5 
that Czerny said was the most important in 
guiding humanity in pursuit of solutions to 
the ecological threats facing all of creation: 
in Laudato Si', on dialogue, and in Fratelli 
Tutti, on a better kind of politics. 

"These two patient approaches to the 
common good are the only, only, only way 
out," he said. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2022/08/31/climate-change-remains-top-global-threat-across-19-country-survey/


In the face of despair from the 
"environmental horrors" humanity has 
wrought since the Industrial Revolution, 
Czerny suggested that rather than ask, 
"Where is God in all this?", the better 
question is "Where am I and where are we in 
all this?", including universities. 

"In many situations, the best antidote for 
despair and anxiety is thoughtful and high-
minded action," he said. 

The pope 
understands the 
church is feminine 
NEWS 

 
Sr. Nadia Coppa greets Pope Francis during an 
audience with the Family of the Precious Blood 
June 30, 2018. She has been superior general of 
the Adorers of the Blood of Christ since 2017 
and was elected president of the International 
Union of Superiors General in 2022. (Courtesy 
of the Adorers of the Blood of Christ.) 
 

 
BY NADIA COPPA 
13 March 2023 

Editor's note: Today marks 10 years of 
Pope Francis' papacy. This week, leaders of 
four organizations of women religious 

reflect in columns for Global Sisters Report 
on what his leadership has meant, 
particularly for women religious.  

 
Pope Francis was elected 10 years ago 
today. It's been 10 years characterized by a 
dynamism that only the Holy Spirit could 
generate. Through his magisterium, Pope 
Francis has promoted important changes 
within the church, brought a new breath to 
the ecclesial path and launched innovative 
reflection processes that open wide horizons 
for the future.           

For this jubilee, numerous publications will 
recount the richness of his magisterium and 
emphasize the prophetic vision with which 
he is leading the church. Among the many 
topics, his relationship with women and 
their role in society and in the church 
represent an especially interesting theme. 

A modern and democratic society should 
always recognize women's right to be 
actively involved in political and ecclesial 
life, acknowledging their contribution not 
only in their choices, but in the unique way 
they implement them. 

As I listen to and observe Pope Francis, it 
strikes me that his relationship with the 
female world is based on a strong empathy, 
stemming from the rich relational 
experience that has characterized his family 
life and his ministry as priest and bishop. 
His Latin American origin, welcoming and 
spontaneous, makes the pontiff capable of 
proximity, sensitivity and profound 
humanity. 

https://www.globalsistersreport.org/topics/news


On several occasions, he has underlined the 
need for women to take a more active role in 
the church and society — not based on their 
claim for equal rights and uniformity, which 
would eliminate the valuable differences 
between men and women — but because of 
the richness of women's different 
approaches to life. 

Since the beginning of his pontificate, in his 
first apostolic exhortation, Evangelii 
Gaudium ("The Joy of the Gospel"), Pope 
Francis emphasized that the church is called 
to a more decisive commitment in 
recognizing the feminine genius. He said: 

The Church acknowledges the indispensable 
contribution which women make to society 
through the sensitivity, intuition and other 
distinctive skill sets which they, more than 
men, tend to possess. I think, for example, of 
the special concern which women show to 
others, which finds a particular, even if not 
exclusive, expression in motherhood. … But 
we need to create still broader opportunities 
for a more incisive female presence in the 
Church. Because "the feminine genius is 
needed in all expressions in the life of 
society, the presence of women must also be 
guaranteed in the workplace" and in the 
various other settings where important 
decisions are made, both in the Church and 
in social structures. 

 
Pope Francis listens during an audience with 
participants in the plenary assembly of the 
women's International Union of Superiors 

General at the Vatican May 5, 2022. (CNS 
photo/Vatican Media) 
 
What is striking about Pope Francis is his 
understanding of the female world, his 
constant appreciation and desire to see 
women express their distinctive traits. Every 
woman is different, but all possess the innate 
vocation and commitment toward placing 
the human being at the center of their 
attention. In family, religious and 
professional life, women are acknowledged 
for their ability to open space for others by 
creating opportunities for authentic and 
generative hospitality. 

Pope Francis is very committed to raising 
awareness in different cultures for women to 
be taken into greater consideration, 
empowering them as protagonists and 
promoters of choices that lead to real social 
transformation. They are capable of 
transmitting values that are the essence of 
life and, with their introspective capacity, 
they are able to interpret events by giving 
them new meanings, identifying concrete 
ways to reach solutions.  

"Women are able to see things differently 
than men. Women can ask questions that we 
men just don't get," he said in a 
2015 meeting with youth at St. Thomas 
University in Manila. This conviction stems 
from his awareness, shared at the 
2016 International Union of 
Superiors meeting, that "the Church is 
feminine; the Church is woman …" That is 
why the presence of women in church life is 
not a mere feminist claim, but a right, 
stemming from baptism and the charisms 
that the Holy Spirit inspires. 

There are very "maternal" tasks that women 
perform in the church: serving the poor and 
the marginalized, accompanying the sick, 
caring for children and raising awareness 
about creation. Their gifts and distinctive 
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traits are an essential element of the ministry 
of mercy, which according to Pope Francis 
is the most urgent task of the church "going 
out" toward existential peripheries. 

A church open to care, interpersonal 
relationships and proximity can draw such 
richness and dynamism from the exquisitely 
feminine ability to experience human 
relationships not as a means, but as an end. 
Because of their emotional depth, their 
attention to the present as kairos, and their 
ability to seize aspects of reality that escape 
deductive logic by capturing life's hidden 
secrets, women broaden ecclesial paths as 
we grow as the people of God. 

Pope Francis believes women excel in their 
ability to create communion, foster networks 
of collaboration and inclusiveness — acting 
as mediators, bearers of values, living with 
unbiased and unconditional love. 

'Think about a Church without sisters! It is 
unthinkable.' 

—Pope Francis 

The virtue of tenderness that characterizes 
the female world encourages everyone to 
follow this path that speaks the language of 
tenderness, silence and compassion. It also 
requires passion and unconditional gratuity 
to become brothers and sisters and humbly 
embrace our humanity. 

When speaking of women in the church, one 
cannot fail to think of women religious and 
the appreciation that the pontiff has always 
shown for consecrated women. Throughout 
the centuries, we have dedicated our lives to 
the service of the weak and the poor in the 
name of the Gospel and have made the 
search for Jesus Christ the motivation of our 
existence.  

For Pope Francis, women religious are 
pillars of the church. "Think about a Church 

without sisters!" he said in his Feb. 2, 2014, 
Angelus address. "It is unthinkable: they are 
this gift, this leaven that carries forward the 
People of God. These women who 
consecrate their life to God, who carry 
forward Jesus' message, are great." 

Over these 10 years, the dialogue between 
Pope Francis and consecrated women has 
been open and sincere. Since 2015, the year 
dedicated to consecrated life, dialogue with 
superiors general has generated a dynamic 
space for reflection on important issues 
affecting religious life. Topics include the 
possibility of the female diaconate, care for 
initial formation, interculturality as an 
expression of the synodal path and the 
sensitive issue of abuses. 

This opportunity revealed the pontiff's desire 
to embrace the demands of religious life and 
women's wisdom, allowing his thought and 
vision to emerge. A vivid memory is his 
commitment to be a voice for religious 
women who, in some parts of the world, still 
experience the frustration and humiliation of 
clerics treating them as servants. He 
addressed this at the 2016 UISG meeting: 
"When a consecrated woman is asked to 
perform a work of servitude, the life and 
dignity of that woman are demeaned. Her 
vocation is service: service to the Church. 
But not servitude!" 

These strong and clear words highlight the 
need to continue fighting for the dignity of 
women religious and the need for respectful, 
fair and correct cooperation. 

It is worth mentioning the encouragement 
Pope Francis has given to the Talitha Kum 
project, the international network against 
human trafficking promoted by the UISG. 
He encourages and admires the nuns who 
network and fight against trafficking, a 
scourge that wounds humanity. 
The 2019 Synod of Bishops for the Pan-
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Amazon region, finally, opened a wide 
space for women, highlighting that never 
before in Francis' pontificate has the debate 
on women and about women been so 
relevant. 

Thanks to his prophetic vision, Pope Francis 
has not hesitated to increase the areas of 
women's participation in ecclesial bodies by 
entrusting them with roles of responsibility, 
including in decision-making processes. The 
appointment of several women to important 
positions within the church and the decision 
to give them visibility is very encouraging 
and brings a further element to the synodal 
path we are called to undertake. 

There is still some way to go, but the step 
has been set in motion with resolve and 
prophetic courage. 

Thank you, Pope Francis. 

Vatican accepts 
'positio' in Mother 
Lange's cause; 
dicastery to review 
documents on her 
life 
NEWS 
RELIGIOUS LIFE 
MATTHEW LIPTAK 

 
OSV NEWS 
Arbutus, Maryland — 9 March 2023 
 

The canonization cause of Mother Mary 
Lange, founder of the world's first sustained 
women's religious community for Black 
women, has taken a step forward. 

Sr. Rita Michelle Proctor, superior general 
of the Baltimore-based Oblate Sisters of 
Providence, said her religious community 
received a Feb. 27 email from the Vatican 
informing the sisters that it has approved the 
"positio," the documentation on the life of 
Lange, which includes both the theological 
and historical record of her life. 

Proctor made the announcement March 5 at 
her religious community's motherhouse in 
Arbutus, just outside Baltimore, during the 
annual conferral of the Mother Lange 
Awards honoring local Catholics active in 
the Black Catholic community. 

 
Mother Mary Elizabeth Lange (OSV News 
photo/CNS file) 
 
More than 300 people broke into applause 
and cheers at the news. 

"I don't want you to go and say Sister Rita 
Michelle has just gone and 
proclaimed Sister Mother Lange a saint," the 
superior general said, noting that the sisters 
have long considered their religious 
community's founder a saint in their hearts. 
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Lange established St. Frances Academy in 
Baltimore in 1828 to educate Black children 
in an era of slavery. 

Lange's positio will go to the Dicastery for 
the Causes of Saints for review, Proctor 
said. 

"Once they have concluded the review, it 
will be sent to Pope Francis, and he will 
declare Mother Mary Lange venerable," she 
said. 

"Venerable" is a declaration of a sainthood 
candidate's heroic virtues. Next would come 
beatification, after which she would be 
called "Blessed." The third step is 
canonization. In general, the last two steps 
require a miracle attributed to the 
intercession of the sainthood candidate and 
verified by the church. 

Baltimore Archbishop William Lori said he 
was excited to hear the news about the latest 
development in Lange's cause. 

"With each step forward, more people learn 
about the life and legacy of our beloved 
Mother Lange," he said. "She unlocked 
educational opportunities for children in 
Baltimore and beyond during her lifetime — 
and that impact continues today. The Oblate 
Sisters have worked very hard to help bring 
about this key development. Along with so 
many others, we are delighted." 

The uplifting news was just one highlight of 
the annual awards ceremony, meant to honor 
the good works of dozens of parishioners 
from traditionally Black parishes in the 
Archdiocese of Baltimore. 

The program also included singing 
performances, opening remarks and a prayer 
by Auxiliary Bishop Bruce Lewandowski, a 
historic portrayal and presentation of Lange 
by Catholic storyteller Janice Curtis Greene, 

as well as formal public recognition for 
award recipients. 

"God spoke to me and told me that I could 
make a difference," said Greene, speaking in 
character as Lange. "And I wanted to be a 
powerful woman of God — something I had 
hoped for and prayed for my entire life." 

Those honored with Mother Lange Awards 
were applauded as they were introduced. 
Over 40 parishioners from a dozen parishes 
received the awards for leadership and 
service. Youth were among the awardees. 

In his remarks, Lewandowski recalled the 
service of fellow Redemptorist Fr. Thaddeus 
Anwander, who is considered by the Oblate 
Sisters of Providence to be the second 
founder of their order. 

Faced with the order's dissolution in its early 
days, Anwander went to the archbishop of 
Baltimore to plead their case. When the 
archbishop told him no one in Baltimore 
wanted "colored" sisters, he persisted 
anyway, prostrating himself before his 
superior. 

"At that point, [Archbishop Samuel] 
Eccelston was ashamed, because a priest got 
on his knees and begged to be a servant of 
the women he was intending to dismiss — 
holy women, women in the service of God's 
people in the church," Lewandowski said. 

The bishop concluded his remarks by 
leading the audience in a simple prayer to 
Divine Providence. 

"Providence did. Providence can. And 
Providence will," he prayed. "Let that be our 
prayer today. 

Lange is one of six African American 
Catholics who are candidates for sainthood. 
The others are: Julia Greeley, who after her 
emancipation from enslavement joined the 



Secular Franciscan Order and promoted 
devotion to the Sacred Heart of 
Jesus; Sr. Thea Bowman, a Franciscan 
Sisters of Perpetual Adoration, who was a 
noted educator and evangelist; Fr. Augustus 
Tolton, the first publicly known Black 
Catholic priest in the United 
States; Sr. Henriette Delille, who founded 
the Congregation of the Sisters of the Holy 
Family; and Pierre Toussaint, a formerly 
enslaved philanthropist who supported many 
Catholic charitable works. 

Lange, Greeley and  Bowman all have the 
title "Servant of God," bestowed when a 
sainthood cause is officially opened. The 
latter three in the list have been given title 
"Venerable." 

All the pope's Jesuit 
men: 10 years of 
Ignatian influence 
under Francis 
The Ignatian DNA of this papacy is 
undeniable, in Francis' spirituality 
and church governance 
VATICAN 
VATICAN NEWS 

 
With the seal of the Society of Jesus on his 
vestments, Pope Francis celebrates Mass at the 
Jesuit Church of the Gesù in Rome Jan. 3, 2014. 
The Mass was celebrated on the feast of the 
Most Holy Name of Jesus in thanksgiving for 

the canonization of St. Peter Faber. (CNS/Paul 
Haring) 
 

 
BY CHRISTOPHER WHITE 
Rome — 13 March 2023 

 
Soon after Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio 
was elected pope on March 13, 2013 — 
becoming not only the first ever pontiff from 
the Global South, but also the first Jesuit to 
assume the role — Jesuit Fr. Federico 
Lombardi, then the Vatican 
spokesman, told reporters he was "shocked." 

"Jesuits resist being named bishop or 
cardinal. To be named pope — wow," 
Lombardi said. "Jesuits think of themselves 
as servants, not authorities in church." 

Bergoglio, who took the name of Francis 
upon his election, recently admitted to his 
fellow Jesuits in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo that he had twice declined being 
made a bishop, before eventually relenting 
in May 1992 to become auxiliary bishop of 
Buenos Aires, Argentina. 

But despite the fact that Jesuits, including 
Bergoglio, have historically shied away 
from roles of authority in the Catholic 
Church, over the last 10 years, Francis has 
increasingly turned to his Jesuit confreres to 
take on key positions during his decadelong 
papacy. 
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'Francis has made so many people feel at 
home, welcomed and sent on mission. That 

goes for us Jesuits, too.' 

—Jesuit Fr. John Dardis 

Among the Jesuits tapped for major Vatican 
roles are: 

• Cardinal Michael Czerny, prefect of the 
Vatican's Dicastery for Integral Human 
Development (2021-present); 

• Cardinal Luis Francisco Ladaria, prefect of 
the Vatican's Dicastery for the Doctrine of 
the Faith (2017-present); 

• Cardinal Jean-Claude Hollerich, archbishop 
of Luxembourg since 2011, elevated to the 
rank of cardinal by Francis in 2019 and 
named relator general of the Synod of 
Bishops (2021-present); 

• Cardinal Gianfranco Ghirlanda, former 
rector of the Pontifical Gregorian University 
and drafter of the Vatican's new 
constitution, Praedicate Evangelium (2022); 

• Fr. Juan Antonio Guerrero Alves, prefect of 
the Vatican's Secretariat for the Economy 
(2020-2022).  

Francis has relied on the Czechoslovakian-
born Canadian Czerny to reform and run the 
Vatican's mega-department that oversees the 
church's global peace and justice initiatives. 
With Ladaria, the pope entrusted the 
Spanish Jesuit to pivot the Vatican's once 
all-powerful doctrinal office away from its 
centurieslong reputation for scrutinizing 
theologians. 

 
Cardinal Michael Czerny looks on as Pope 
Francis delivers his Easter message and 
blessing urbi et orbi ("to the city and the world") 
from the central balcony of St. Peter's Basilica at 
the Vatican April 17, 2022. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
In Hollerich, the pope has placed the 
responsibility of drafting the eventual 
outcome document for the church's ongoing 
synod process — a signature project of the 
Francis papacy, meant to return the church 
to embracing the Second Vatican Council's 
call to listen to all of the church's members. 

Ghirlanda, one of the church's top canon law 
experts, has been the architect of a number 
of the pope's constitutional reforms, which 
allow for greater lay leadership at the 
Vatican and beyond. And the 
pope deputized Guerrero with the 
unenviable task of managing Vatican 
budgets and making its financial dealings 
more transparent. 

Elsewhere, both in Rome and around the 
world, Francis is relying on fellow Jesuits to 
oversee key elements of his agenda. 
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Pope Francis greets Cardinal Jean-Claude 
Hollerich of Luxembourg during the 
cardinal's ad limina visit to the Vatican Feb. 14, 
2022. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
Italian Jesuit Fr. Giacomo Costa 
currently serves as a consultant to the 
General Secretariat of the Synod, 
and German Jesuit Fr. Hans Zollner, director 
of the Institute of Anthropology at the 
Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome, 
was a lead organizer of Francis' 
2019 Vatican summit on clergy sex abuse. 

In 2018, Francis elevated Peruvian Jesuit 
Pedro Ricardo Barreto Jimeno, archbishop 
of Huancayo, to the rank of cardinal. Barreto 
is currently the head of the Pan-Amazonian 
Ecclesial Network, the vast umbrella 
organization representing thousands of 
groups in the nine countries in the Amazon 
region. 

And in 2021, when it came time to name a 
new bishop to assume the politically delicate 
posting in Hong Kong, Francis chose fellow 
Jesuit Stephen Chow. 

Turning to the Jesuits for help 

The Society of Jesus, commonly known as 
the Jesuits, was founded by St. Ignatius of 
Loyola in 1534. Although Jesuits pledge not 
to seek a higher office, they also take a vow 
of loyalty to the pope. 

Veteran Vatican analyst Jesuit Fr. Thomas 
Reese offered a blunt assessment of Francis' 
reliance on members of their shared 
religious order: "I never like it when a Jesuit 
is named bishop." 

 
Jesuit Fr. Thomas Reese moderates a discussion 
on economic justice in 2015. (CNS/Nancy 
Wiechec) 
 
But Reese told NCR that he had to admit 
that Francis' picks have "been good for the 
church," even if they may have removed 
some of "the best guys" from the order, 
since once tapped for higher office they are 
no longer under obedience to any Jesuit 
superior. 

St. Ignatius, according to Reese, opposed 
Jesuits being made bishops for two primary 
reasons. First, he feared that the then-
nascent religious order would be diminished 
when some of their most skillful members 
were stripped away and made bishops. 
Secondly, at the time, such positions were 
the equivalent of being princes or nobles, 
and Ignatius wanted Jesuits to live a simple 
lifestyle. 

Reese believes that one of the reasons 
Francis has turned to Jesuits so frequently 
over the past 10 years is that top cardinals 
have not helped with recruitment by 
identifying like-minded priests and bishops 
who share in his pastoral agenda. 
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"So, he turns to Jesuits for help," Reese 
observed. 

For many Jesuits, having a member of their 
religious order elected pope was a bit of 
whiplash, given both the order's recent 
history in Rome, as well as Bergoglio's own 
history with the order. 

 
Pope Francis poses for a photo with faculty and 
staff of the Jesuits' International College of the 
Gesù in Rome during an audience at the Vatican 
Dec. 3, 2018. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
Bergoglio first joined the Jesuits in the 
1950s and was ordained in 1969. Less than 
five years later, in 1973, at the young age of 
36, he was named the head of the order in 
Argentina and Uruguay. 

It was a tumultuous time for both the church 
and Argentina, as his leadership coincided 
with the country's "dirty wars" — a period in 
which the military dictatorship hunted down 
anyone it believed to be associated with left-
wing or socialist movements. 

Bergoglio's leadership as provincial superior 
polarized the Jesuits, with many resenting 
him for what they viewed as a crackdown on 
progressives in order to appease the 
government, leading to his eventual exile 
from the order. 

"That was crazy. I had to deal with difficult 
situations, and I made my decisions abruptly 
and by myself," Francis said in a 2013 
interview, reflecting on those years. "My 
authoritarian and quick manner of making 
decisions led me to have serious problems 
and to be accused of being 
ultraconservative." 

Meanwhile, in Rome, the Jesuits were 
largely viewed with suspicion by Pope John 
Paul II, who in the early 1980s named his 
own delegate for the order and halted its 
plans to hold a general congregation and to 
elect a new superior. This wariness was also 
shared by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, whom 
the Polish pope named to head the Vatican's 
doctrinal office, which cracked down on a 
number of Jesuits. 

Many Jesuits were circumspect when 
Bergoglio was elected pope, fearing that he 
might govern as a hardline disciplinarian. It 
hadn't helped that in the intervening years 
after being made a bishop, when he traveled 
to Rome he chose to stay not with the Jesuits 
but at a guesthouse for priests. 

But over the last 10 years, many Jesuits now 
say the Ignatian DNA of this papacy is 
undeniable, not just in Francis' spirituality, 
but also in his approach to church 
governance. 

Francis 'helped us find our voice again' 

Exactly one month after his election as pope, 
Francis established a new body of cardinals 
from around the world that over the last 
decade have met in Rome almost quarterly 
to advise him on key issues facing the 
church. 

For Irish Jesuit historian Fr. Fergus 
O'Donoghue, Francis was taking a page 
right out of the Jesuit playbook. 
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"In our tradition, we have consultors," he 
told NCR. "Every provincial has to have 
them and every father general has them."  

 
Then-Fr. Gianfranco Ghirlanda, a Jesuit canon 
lawyer, speaks at a news conference to present 
Pope Francis' document, Praedicate Evangelium, 
for the reform of the Roman Curia, during a 
news conference at the Vatican March 21, 2022. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Reese concurred, adding, "Having been a 
provincial and studying the constitutions of 
the Jesuits, Francis understands well what 
Jesuits call 'representation.' " 

"You can come to the superior and say, 'I 
think this is wrong,' or 'I think we ought to 
do this,' or the Jesuit superior can ask for 
advice, consultation or debate," said Reese, 
"but ultimately it all comes to his desk and 
he's going to make a decision." 

For Reese, this is something both 
conservatives and progressives in the church 
often get wrong in understanding Francis. 

"He is inviting input, he is inviting 
discussion, but ultimately he is going to 
decide," Reese said. 

Fr. Arturo Sosa, the present superior general 
of the Society of Jesus, told NCR via email 
that Francis' "insistence on the discernment 
of spirits as the basis for decisions in the 
Christian community" is one of the most 

obvious ways in which Francis' leadership 
has relied on Ignatian spirituality. 

 
Pope Francis talks with Fr. Arturo Sosa, superior 
general of the Jesuits, after a Mass at the Jesuit 
Church of the Gesù in Rome March 12, 2022. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
Sosa also pointed to Francis' evident "joy," 
saying it is "a clear sign of a spirituality that 
asks for consolation in the relationship with 
the Lord and lives with it." 

Jesuit Fr. Thomas Massaro, a professor of 
theology at Fordham University, also said 
that in his view, the Jesuit charism of 
discernment has "really stuck with Francis." 
Massaro noted that it is especially obvious 
in the way the pope has reinvigorated the 
synod process. 

In both 2014 and 2015, Francis called 
a synod on the family, establishing a 
discernment period of two years to examine 
hot-button topics on sex and married life. 

"He deliberately said we can't do the work 
of discernment in one year," Massaro told 
NCR. "And he's doing it again now with the 
current synod [on synodality], where he's 
established a worldwide discernment 
process."  
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Jesuit Fr. Antonio Spadaro, editor of the 
influential Jesuit-run journal La Civiltà 
Cattolica and a close collaborator with 
Francis, recalled that the pope repeatedly 
expresses his gratitude for the formation he 
received from Jesuit Fr. Miguel Ángel 
Fiorito, focused especially on the role of 
discernment. 

 
Pope Francis poses for a photo with Jesuits 
working in South Sudan and with Jesuit Fr. 
Antonio Spadaro (left), editor of La Civiltà 
Cattolica, in Juba Feb. 4, 2023. The Jesuit 
magazine published a transcript of the pope's 
conversation with the priests Feb. 16. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
"The government of Francis is a government 
that is based on the main point of Ignatian 
spirituality, that of discernment," Spadaro 
told NCR. 

The pope, said Spadaro, tries to carefully 
understand "how God is at work" both in 
history and the lives of men and women 
today, allowing him to be flexible and listen 
to others before giving answers and making 
decisions. This, Spadaro added, has a 
mystical dimension but allows for concrete, 
pragmatic reforms. 

Massaro, author of Mercy in Action: The 
Social Teachings of Pope Francis, also 
pointed to Francis' emphasis on 
peacemaking as being directly traced to one 

of the Jesuit ministries recommended by St. 
Ignatius. 

"There's a long history of Jesuits doing that, 
and I see Francis as being the reconciler, 
arbitrator par excellence," said Massaro, 
citing the pope's direct intervention in 
conflict areas such as Colombia, the Central 
African Republic and South Sudan. 

One year into his papacy, when Francis 
decided to fast-track the canonization 
process for one of his favorite Jesuits, 
Blessed Peter Faber, and have him named a 
saint, Massaro worried that Francis might be 
accused of showing favoritism to his brother 
Jesuits. 

Those concerns also were voiced by others 
when the popular Slovenian Jesuit artist Fr. 
Marko Ivan Rupnik, known to have been 
friendly with Francis, was restricted from 
ministry last year after accusations that he 
had abused adult women. When the Rupnik 
scandal erupted, it was revealed that the 
Vatican's doctrinal office, which is led by 
another Jesuit, Ladaria, had declined to 
prosecute the latest known case against 
Rupnik, stating it was past the statute of 
limitations. 

Francis, however, has denied that the 
Slovenian Jesuit has received any special 
treatment from him and vowed that the 
ongoing case will adhere to the church's 
legal process. 

Reflecting on the 10-year anniversary of a 
Jesuit pope, Jesuit Fr. John Dardis observed 
that not only has the election left an Ignatian 
imprint on the Catholic Church, but it's also 
left its mark on the order itself. 

https://www.ncronline.org/node/138286
https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781442271753/Mercy-in-Action-The-Social-Teachings-of-Pope-Francis
https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781442271753/Mercy-in-Action-The-Social-Teachings-of-Pope-Francis
https://www.ncronline.org/node/65141
https://www.ncronline.org/node/224591
https://www.ncronline.org/node/226216
https://www.ncronline.org/node/231481


 
Pope Francis greets Cardinal Luis Ladaria, 
prefect of the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the 
Faith, during an audience with participants 
attending the International Thomistic Congress, 
at the Vatican Sept. 22, 2022. (CNS/Vatican 
Media) 
 
After the uncertain years of the 1970s and 
1980s for the order, "having a Jesuit pope 
who uses Ignatian language helped us to 
find our voice again," said Dardis, who 
serves as general counselor for discernment 
and apostolic planning at the Jesuit 
headquarters in Rome. 

When Pope Benedict XVI addressed the 
members of the Jesuit's 35th general 
congregation in 2008, he told those gathered 
to be on the frontiers of society. 

"I remember how much it moved me and 
gave me energy. I felt we were being 
encouraged and affirmed," Dardis recalled. 
"Pope Francis took us a step further. Francis 
has made so many people feel at home, 
welcomed and sent on mission. That goes 
for us Jesuits, too." 

As for the Jesuit pope himself, flying back 
from Canada last July, a 
reporter asked Francis to what extent, as 
pope, he still feels as if he maintains his 
Jesuit roots. 

"The Jesuit tries to — he tries, he doesn't 
always, he can't — do the Lord's will," 

Francis acknowledged. "The Jesuit pope 
must do the same."  

Over 10 years, Pope 
Francis has opened 
the church reform 
door. Time to step 
through. 

 
Pope Francis opens the Holy Door of St. Peter's 
Basilica to inaugurate the Jubilee Year of Mercy 
at the Vatican in this Dec. 8, 2015, file photo. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
BY NCR EDITORIAL STAFF 
13 March  2023 
 

Before the world's cardinals entered into 
conclave in March 2013 to elect a successor 
to Pope Benedict XVI, they had a series of 
meetings together at the Vatican to discuss 
what the 1.3-billion-member Catholic 
Church might need most from its next 
leader.  
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The late Havana Cardinal Jaime Ortega 
Alamino would later say that the most 
impactful moment in the meeting came 
when one Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio said a 
few brief words, calling for a church "which 
evangelizes and goes out of herself." 

Bergoglio, then 76 years old and preparing 
to retire as the archbishop of Buenos Aires, 
Argentina, used a particularly evocative 
image.   

Ortega recalled the full phrasing as: "In 
Revelation, Jesus says that he is at the door 
and knocks. Obviously, the text refers to his 
knocking from the outside in order to enter, 
but I think about the times in which Jesus 
knocks from within so that we will let him 
come out." 

 

Pope Francis opens the Holy Door of St. Peter's 
Basilica to inaugurate the Jubilee Year of Mercy 
Dec. 8, 2015, at the Vatican. (CNS/Vatican 
Media) 
 
In more than a few ways, everything that 
would follow in the next 10 years can be 
traced to that one image. Jesus, locked 
inside, wanting to get out. And now a new 
pope, trying to open the door.  

Looking back from 2023, it is hard even to 
conjure up the shape of the church at the eve 
of that conclave in 2013. 

It was a church of secret investigations of 
theologians. Of unjustified crackdowns on 
the work of U.S. women religious. Of the 
atrophy of the vision of the Second Vatican 
Council, and the comeback of the pre-
conciliar Latin Mass. Of bishop after bishop 
being found to have covered up sexual abuse 
or misconduct, and being allowed to stay in 
office.   

It was a church before the call to create a 
"culture of encounter." Before the vision of 
a community that is "bruised, hurting and 
dirty because it has been out on the streets." 
Before the declaration of "no concession" to 
those who would walk back Vatican II 
reforms. Before prioritizing the "ecological 
commitments which stem from our 
convictions." Before mandatory reporting of 
suspicion of abuse or cover-up, worldwide.  

Even in that briefest of summaries, the arc 
of Pope Francis' achievements over the past 
10 years becomes clear. The former 
Cardinal Bergoglio has changed the church 
in substantial ways. His papacy, as former 
President Barack Obama once said, has been 
transformative. 

In our series marking "10 Years with Pope 
Francis," we have had several prominent 
figures trace some of the most important 
aspects of this papacy.  
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Particularly moving is the account of Juan 
Carlos Cruz Chellew, a Chilean abuse 
survivor whose meeting with Francis in 
2018 likely shifted the direction of the 
pope's efforts with regards to clergy sexual 
abuse. 

Also instructive is theologian Richard 
Gaillardetz's wide overview of this pope's 
efforts at reforming the church. Like 
Bergoglio before the conclave, he, too, uses 
a metaphor of a door to frame Francis' 
achievements. Francis, Gaillardetz says, has 
"seeded our ecclesial imaginations" with 
"stirring theological rhetoric," but has been 
reluctant to step through the door of wider 
church reform. 

A knock at the door. Turning the handle. 
Passing through yourself, or letting someone 
else by. The imagery is suggestive. But what 
to make now of a papacy entering its 11th 
year? Is the door thrown open? Who is 
passing through? 

Looking ahead, it is clear that much of 
whatever time remains of this papacy is now 
wound up in the ongoing process for the 
Synod of Bishops. Francis is clearly focused 
on the importance of the process itself — the 
three-year effort to consult Catholics at 
every level about what the church needs 
most now, and to throw open the global 
dialogue. As he told the 2014 synod on 
family life: "Let no one say: 'This you 
cannot say.' " That sentiment alone is an 
incredible development forward from the 
church of 2013. 

 
Pope Francis meets with cardinals from around 
the world Aug. 30, 2022, at the Vatican. The 
meeting was to reflect on the apostolic 
constitution Praedicate Evangelium ("Preach the 
Gospel") on the reform of the Roman Curia. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
But here is where we come to the 
"however." If after three years of 
preparation and two back-to-back Synods of 
Bishops in Rome in 2023 and 2024, there is 
little sense of movement on more substantial 
changes, one needs no sense of imagination 
to think of the disappointment of U.S. and 
other church-reform-minded Catholics. 

It is beyond time in particular for women to 
be more concretely included in church 
governance. (Francis' 2022 reform of the 
Vatican bureaucracy makes this a clear 
possibility, but the pope is yet to put it into 
practice). It is also beyond time to concretize 
structures for better inclusion and leadership 
of lay Catholics at just about every level of 
church life. Despite Francis' good words, the 
culture of clericalism remains rampant 
throughout the institution. 

Jesus knocked. Francis opened the door. It's 
time to step through. 
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Pope Francis 
promises all 
participants, men 
and women, will vote 
in Rome synod 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 

 
Pope Francis prays at the entrance to the 
Vatican's Teutonic Cemetery, a medieval 
cemetery now reserved mainly for German-
speaking priests and members of religious 
orders, during a visit Nov. 2, 2022, the feast of 
All Souls. In an interview for the 10th 
anniversary of his pontificate March 13, 2023, 
the 86-year-old pope said he thinks about death 
often, but it is a good thing to remember one will 
not live forever. (CNS photo/Vatican Media) 
 
CINDY WOODEN 
View Author Profile 

 
CATHOLIC NEWS SERVICE 
Vatican City — 13 March 2023 
 

In interviews focused on the 10th 
anniversary of his election, Pope Francis 
insisted it is not his task to make an 
accounting of what he has or has not 
accomplished since March 13, 2013. 

"The Lord will do the appraisal when he 
sees fit," the pope told the Italian newspaper 
Il Fatto Quotidiano. 

However, he said he was certain the criteria 
for judgment would be from Matthew 25: 
feeding the hungry, welcoming the stranger, 
clothing the naked, caring for the sick and 
visiting prisoners. 

But he did have three words for what he 
hopes for the future: "Fraternity, tears, 
smiles." 

As Francis marked his anniversary 
celebrating Mass with cardinals in the 
chapel of his residence, Vatican News 
released a short "popecast" that included the 
pope's three-word response to a question 
about his dreams for the church, the world 
and humanity. 

"We are all brothers and sisters," he 
explained, and more efforts must be made to 
live like it. 

"And to learn not to be afraid to weep and to 
smile," he said. "When a person knows how 
to cry and how to smile, he or she has their 
feet on the ground and their gaze on the 
horizon of the future." 

"If a person has forgotten how to cry, 
something is wrong," Francis said. "And if 
that person has forgotten how to smile, it's 
even worse." 

The 86-year-old pope also asked the Vatican 
News interviewer, "What's a podcast?" 

In the handful of interviews Francis granted 
in connection with his anniversary, several 
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topics kept coming up: the war in Ukraine 
and wars around the world, women in the 
church, outreach to LGBTQ Catholics, 
handling criticism and even whether he 
thinks about death. 

He does, he told the Argentinean website 
Perfil. He said he thinks about death often 
and "very peacefully" because "it is 
necessary to remember" that no one lives 
forever. 

The Argentinean newspaper La Nacion 
asked Francis about the importance of the 
Synod of Bishops on synodality, a process 
the pope launched in October 2021 and that 
will culminate with synodal assemblies in 
2023 and 2024. 

In the context of explaining how he has tried 
to revitalize the synods, which were 
reinstated by St. Paul VI after the Second 
Vatican Council, the pope told La Nacion 
that including more voices is an ongoing 
process. 

During the 2019 Synod of Bishops for the 
Amazon, he said, "the question was asked: 
Why can't women vote? Are they second-
class Christians?" 

The Vatican's answer always had been that 
while the input of many was essential to a 
synod, it was the role of bishops to discern 
and vote. However, 10 priests -- and 
occasionally a religious brother -- 
traditionally were elected by the men's 
Union of Superiors General of religious 
orders as full voting members of the synod 
alongside bishops. 

In February 2021, Francis named Xavière 
Missionary Sr. Nathalie Becquart one of the 
undersecretaries of the synod general 
secretariat, a post that would make her an 
automatic voting member of the assembly. 

So, La Nacion asked the pope if only one 
woman would have a vote at the next synod 
assembly. 

"Everyone who participates in the synod 
will vote. Those who are guests or observers 
will not vote," he said, but whoever 
participates in a synod as a member "has the 
right to vote. Whether male or female. 
Everyone, everyone. That word everyone for 
me is key." 

On the question of LGBTQ Catholics, 
Francis insisted to the Perfil interviewer that 
"everyone is a child of God and each one 
seeks and finds God by whatever path he or 
she can." 

While the pope insisted matrimony can only 
be between one man and one woman, he 
also repeated his support for the legal rights 
guaranteed by civil unions for gay couples 
and others who share a life. And he said, as 
he told the Associated Press in January, 
homosexuality should not be criminalized. 

As for Catholic teaching that homosexual 
acts are sinful, like any sexual activity 
outside of marriage, Francis said he did not 
think those sins would send a person to hell. 

"God only sets aside the proud, the rest of us 
sinners are all in line," he said, and God 
always is reaching out to save sinners who 
seek his help. 

In the interviews with both La Nacion and 
Perfil, Francis insisted there is a difference 
between a pastoral outreach to LGBTQ 
Catholics and accepting "gender ideology," 
which, he said, "is one of the most 
dangerous ideological colonizations." 

"Why is it dangerous? Because it dilutes 
differences, and the richness of men and 
women and of all humanity is the tension of 



differences. It is to grow through the tension 
of differences," the pope said. 

A gender theory that sees being male or 
female as a social construct or choice rather 
than a fact related to biological identity "is 
diluting the differences and making the 
world the same, all blunt, all equal," the 
pope said. "And that goes against the human 
vocation." 

In each of the interviews, he spoke of the 
horror of war and his concern for the 
continued fighting in Ukraine. 

Asked by Vatican News what he would 
want as a gift for his 10th anniversary, 
Francis responded: "Peace. We need peace." 

What has Pope 
Francis meant to 
interfaith and atheist 
leaders and 
thinkers? 

 
Anglican Archbishop Justin Welby, Pope 
Francis, President Salva Kiir and the Rev. Iain 
Greenshields, moderator of the Presbyterian 
Church of Scotland, are pictured outside the 
presidential palace after the pope's arrival Feb. 3 
in Juba, South Sudan. (CNS/Paul Haring) 

 
BY KATIE COLLINS SCOTT 
14 March 2023 
 
In the days and weeks after white smoke 
billowed from the Sistine Chapel on March 
13, 2013, the newly elected Pope Francis 
captured the attention of those well outside 
the Catholic Church with his rejection of the 
luxurious papal apartments, his staunch 
emphasis on mercy and his off-the-cuff 
airplane press conferences. 
To gain insight into how Francis is viewed 
among those with different faiths — or none 
— NCR invited the presiding bishop of the 
Episcopal Church in the United States, an 
atheist, a Muslim scholar and a rabbi to 
discuss the Jesuit pontiff. 

Below are excerpts from their responses, 
with minor edits for clarity. 

 

 
Bishop Michael Curry delivers a keynote 
reflection in January during Walk the Walk 
Week, a program focused on diversity and 
inclusion at the University of Notre Dame in 
South Bend, Indiana. (Courtesy of Barbara 
Johnston/University of Notre Dame) 



Bishop Michael Curry is the presiding 
bishop of the American Episcopal Church. 
The first African American to head the 
denomination, Curry has been compared to 
Francis for his energetic and pastoral 
approach. He became widely known 
following his powerful sermon at the royal 
wedding of Prince Harry and Meghan 
Markle. 

 
Pope Francis greets a boy who ran onstage 
during his general audience in the Paul VI hall 
Aug. 17, 2022, at the Vatican. (CNS/Paul 
Haring) 
 
Curry: My daddy used to say that everyone 
was born in God's image and nobody has 
any more of that image than anybody else. 
Which means there is a profound equality 
among us as the children of God. And that 
passion for the value of human beings and of 
creation moves me. I have my own history 
that gets me to that place, but I sense 
something similar in this pope. Like when a 
little kid gets up on the altar and he has this 
naturalness of someone who clearly has 
been a pastor and has a pastoral instinct and 
conviction. 

What's really cool about him — and we 
come from different traditions, of course — 
but I can see him as my pastor. And I have a 
feeling a lot of people can see that in him. 

 
Pope Francis speaks to the media aboard the 
papal flight from Rio de Janeiro to Rome July 
28, 2013. When the pope told reporters, "Who 
am I to judge" a homosexual person, he was 
emphasizing a part of Catholic teaching often 
overlooked by the media and misunderstood by 
many people. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Curry: I find the pope a marvelous 
combination of humility, clarity and 
authenticity. I will never forget when he was 
on the airplane talking to reporters about 
LGBTQ folk and their relationship with 
God, and he said, "Who am I to judge?" 
which offers such clarity about who we are 
before God; who am I to judge somebody 
else's relationship with God? That was 
stunning. It was a holy moment. 

 
Francis represents spiritual and moral 
leadership and life in a complex time — and 
that's a blessing to the world, to the rest of 
us. 

He was just in South Sudan, as well as other 
parts of Africa, with the archbishop of 
Canterbury [Justin Welby] and [Rev. Iain 
Greenshields], the moderator of the 
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Presbyterian Church of Scotland, hoping to 
help, to inspire, to find ways of peace. And 
when he speaks, we listen. People of 
different faith traditions listen because he 
doesn't come from a position of arrogance or 
dominance; there is a genuine humility. So 
folks trust him. We trust him because he's 
real. 

 

 

Nadya Dutchin (Courtesy of American 
Humanist Association)  
 
Nadya Dutchin is executive director of 
the American Humanist Association. Raised 
Catholic and now an atheist and humanist, 
Dutchin previously served as co-executive 
director of a climate justice organization 
based in Washington, D.C. 

The word "humanism" has a number of 
meanings; there is literary humanism and 
Christian humanism, for example. Dutchin, 
who shared her responses in an email, told 
NCR that as an atheist humanist, she has a 
nontheistic worldview that asserts people 
can be good without believing in God. "We 

know that people can form ethical values 
that are informed by science, reason and 
compassion," she said. 

Dutchin: The affirmation from Francis that 
… the ultimate "sin" is disobeying your own 
conscience was pleasantly surprising to me. 
I think we've seen how disobeying our 
conscience and doing what isn't aligned with 
our values can create a "hell on Earth'' 
scenario for people across time. More than 
that, individual and collective determination 
requires that we are free to shape our lives. 
While I am not uncritical of the Catholic 
Church, I can always appreciate liberatory 
critical thinking. 

[In a letter published by the Italian 
newspaper La Repubblica in September 
2013, Francis responded to questions asked 
by Eugenio Scalfari, co-founder and former 
editor of the newspaper and a self-described 
non-believer. Francis wrote: "There is sin, 
also for those who have no faith, in going 
against one's conscience. Listening to it and 
abiding by it means making up one's mind 
about what is good and evil."] 

 
Pope Francis greets Jesuit Fr. James Martin 
during a private meeting at the Vatican in this 
Oct. 1, 2019, file photo. In 2021, Martin released 
a handwritten letter from the pope that 
commended his LGBT ministry. (CNS/Vatican 
Media) 
 
Dutchin: As a nontheistic humanist, I know 
it takes deep character and courage to 
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dissent from entrenched norms and 
institutions with long histories of demanding 
sameness, and Pope Francis has made some 
assertions that diverge from his 
predecessors. … He seems invested in 
building community and belonging by 
breaking from Catholic traditions that 
dehumanize LGBTQIA people. 

It is my hope that Pope Francis marks a 
Socratic progression that leads to more 
human dignity and freedom and disentangles 
from authoritarian religious suffering and 
violence. We have one precious life on this 
planet, and I hope Pope Francis marks a 
culture shift toward cooperation and 
inclusivity over toxic polarization and 
dogmatic rigidity. 

 

 

Amir Hussain (Courtesy of Amir Hussain) 
Amir Hussain is a professor and chair of 
the Theological Studies Department at 
Loyola Marymount University in Los 
Angeles. He is also president of 
the American Academy of Religion. 

Hussain: What really made me as a Muslim 
stand up and take notice was when soon 
after being elected pope, he goes to a prison 
in Rome on Holy Thursday and washes 

people's feet, including a Muslim woman's. 
And this was this moment of: Wait, he did 
what? He's washing women's feet and a 
Muslim woman's feet? 

 
Pope Francis washes the foot of a prison inmate 
during the Holy Thursday Mass of the Lord's 
Supper at Rome's Casal del Marmo prison for 
minors March 28, 2013. Pope Francis washed 
the feet of 12 young people of different 
nationalities and faiths, including at least two 
Muslims and two women, who are housed at the 
juvenile detention facility. (CNS/L'Osservatore 
Romano via Reuters) 
 
As a Muslim is was a very difficult thing to 
see Pope Benedict XVI, this man who 
wrote Deus Caritas Est ["God Is Love," 
Benedict's first encyclical], also write the 
Regensburg address, which was quite 
problematic, to say it gently, for Muslims. 
And then here's Pope Francis washing the 
feet of Muslim women. 

[In 2006, during a lecture at the University 
of Regensburg in Bavaria, Germany, 
Benedict cited the words of a Byzantine 
emperor who said the prophet Muhammad 
brought "things only evil and inhuman." 
Benedict apologized after the comments 
provoked widespread condemnation and 
extremist violence against Catholics in the 
Muslim world.] 

Pope Francis did it again — washing 
Muslims' feet — during the Syrian crisis, the 
war, in 2016. That humility of touching, of 
washing someone's feet and how powerful 
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that is, and here's the head of the Catholic 
Church doing this for Muslims. I would not 
have thought I would ever see this kind of 
thing happen. 

 
Pope Francis greets refugees who are traveling 
to Rome with him at the international airport in 
Mytilene on the island of Lesbos, Greece, April 
16, 2016. The pope brought 12 refugees to Italy 
on his plane. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Hussain: In 2015, during the Syrian refugee 
crisis — when the photo emerged of the 
young Syrian boy who was drowned — 
there was all this discussion about if we 
should take more refugees or not. Then there 
was Trump's anti-Muslim campaign 
rhetoric. And in that context, Pope Francis 
brings three Syrian Muslim families to the 
Vatican. 

Again I thought: This is astonishing. Here 
people are wondering: Can we do this — 
can we take refugees in? What will it mean 
for us? Are there security concerns? And 
there's Pope Francis. 

 

Pope Francis greets Sheikh Ahmad el-Tayeb, 
grand imam of Egypt's Al-Azhar mosque and 
university, at Sakhir Royal Palace Nov. 4, 2022, 
in Awali, Bahrain. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
Hussain: There is also Pope Francis' 
"Fratelli Tutti [on Fraternity and Social 
Friendship]," in which the pope cites the 
work of Sheikh Ahmad el-Tayeb. I think 
that's crucial — the pope in an encyclical 
citing a Muslim scholar. 

[Ahmad el-Tayeb is the grand imam of Al-
Azhar, a mosque and university in Cairo. 
Hussain also highlighted how, in 2019, 
Francis and the grand imam jointly signed 
the "Document on Human Fraternity for 
World Peace and Living Together," which 
invites people of different faiths to "advance 
a culture of mutual respect."] 

And the pope elevates to cardinals [British-
born] Archbishop Michael Fitzgerald, who 
has done extraordinary work on dialogue 
with Muslims, and Bishop Robert McElroy 
of San Diego. 

San Diego is right on the border, so 
McElroy was dealing with issues of 
migration and being very outspoken, saying 
it was our duty to support migrants in 
general but Muslims in particular. He used 
the phrase "new nativism," describing the 
kind of thing that occurred almost [150] 
years ago, when people had the same 
concerns about foreigners who came into the 
country. 

I'm not speaking just personally as a 
Muslim, but I think Muslims around the 
world are seeing the many ways the Francis' 
papacy has really had an impact. 
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Rabbi John Linder gives Pope Francis a copy of 
the Hebrew Bible during a visit with the pontiff 
October 2022 at the Vatican. (Courtesy of Rabbi 
John Linder) 
 
Rabbi John Linder of Temple Solel in 
Arizona was part of an interfaith delegation 
of U.S. community organizers who visited 
the pope last fall. Members of the 20-person 
group, all affiliated with the West/Southwest 
Industrial Areas Foundation, said the pope 
listened attentively and offered memorable 
encouragement. 

Linder: I doubled as a photographer during 
the visit with Pope Francis, and I have a 
photo of every single person the pope saw 
and greeted. For the pope it was not a photo 
op; it was looking each person right in the 
eye, affirming that person, and treating that 
person with all the dignity in the world and 
without any sense of hierarchy. 

My guess is that when he's in St. Peter's 
Square he's looking out and hoping that each 
person in those huge crowds actually feels 
seen. Because I think at his core that is an 
essential value, an essential part of who he is 
as a human being. 

 
Pope Francis prays at the Ermineskin Cree 
Nation Cemetery before meeting with First 

Nations, Métis and Inuit communities July 25, 
2022, at Maskwacis, Alberta. (CNS/Paul 

Haring) 
 

Linder: I'm aware that in the Catholic world 
there are bishops with whom he's not 
winning a popularity contest, but I think the 
pope during his time in this position wants 
to make a difference. He is there to seek 
justice and ask for forgiveness. And because 
he's within arguably one of the most 
powerful institutions in the world, that's 
going to shake people up. 
In places where the Catholic Church has in 
some way harmed communities, he is 
genuinely asking for forgiveness, like when 
he spent time with the Inuit community [as 
well as First Nations and Métis peoples] in 
Canada. I know those in the Catholic 
community are grateful, and for those 
outside the Catholic community he's been an 
example of a human being in a position of 
power saying: "I apologize for these actions 
and I'm asking for your forgiveness." 
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Rabbi Abraham Skorka and Pope Francis 
embrace after visiting the Western Wall in 
Jerusalem May 26, 2014. They have been 
friends for 25 years and co-authored "On 
Heaven and Earth" in 2010. (CNS photo/Paul 
Haring) 
 
Linder: I know all too well the history of 
the Jewish people and antisemitism and the 
role that Christianity has played in that. And 
I think we have made great strides, and I 
give thanks for Pope Francis for validating 
other faith traditions and seeing that the 
different traditions can strengthen one 
another. 

I shared the following imagery in our home 
for the holiday of Hanukkah: 

The candle that you light first on the 
menorah is called a shamash candle. It is the 
helping candle, and it's with that candle that 
the first night you light one light, the next 
night you light two lights and then 
consecutively up until eight. 

The first light is not diminished by giving 
light to all the other candles, and collectively 
now you've got nine candles burning. 

And I hope the pope would not feel offended 
by me seeing his leadership as that candle 
that brings light. It brings light in dignifying 
each faith tradition and all the peoples of the 
earth. I think he is a pope who believes we 
are all interconnected, and without one 
another we are not going to be able to fulfill 
our respective faith traditions. 

Francis: A pope who 
is true to his word 
VATICAN 

 
Rabbi Abraham Skorka and Pope Francis 
embrace after visiting the Western Wall in 
Jerusalem May 26, 2014. They have been 
friends for 25 years and co-authored "On 
Heaven and Earth" in 2010. (CNS photo/Paul 
Haring) 
 
BY ABRAHAM SKORKA 
14 March 2023 

 
Thirteen years ago, the then-cardinal 
archbishop of Buenos Aires and I began to 
ponder topics that were later presented in 
our book On Heaven and Earth (Sobre el 
Cielo y la Tierra). We had already enjoyed 
many lively dialogues, so we decided to 
render them into written form. 

I remember the moment I suggested that we 
might write a book about God. Jorge Mario 
Bergoglio's reply was that we should instead 
write one about the things that challenge and 
confront the everyday lives of ordinary 
people. It instantly became clear to me that 

https://www.ncronline.org/sections/vatican
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we both shared Jewish philosopher Martin 
Buber's vision of the search for God: human 
beings can only approach God through our 
relationships with other people. 

We set no limits to our conversations. We 
simply expressed our ideas and beliefs while 
respecting and trying to deeply understand 
the ideas and feelings of the other. We spoke 
heart to heart. 

Because of our trust and openness with each 
other, we were able to explore even the 
immensely painful subject of the Shoah. Our 
conversations frequently touched on the 
responsibility that Jews and Christians share 
not to stand idly by when people are being 
oppressed or persecuted. 

 
Materials from the pontificate of Pope Pius XII 
are pictured in the Vatican Apostolic Archives in 
this Feb. 27, 2020, file photo. The Vatican 
announced in June 2022 it will publish online 
documentation detailing Jewish people's 
petitions for help to Pope Pius XII during World 
War II. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
For our chapter "On the Holocaust," he 
listened to the questions that most disturbed 
me about the public silence of Pope Pius 
XII. Perhaps this policy saved many people's 
lives, but how many others died because of 
it? My parents had told me the names of 
their uncles and cousins who were murdered 
in the death camps, names that I later 
discovered in the various official records 
about that unspeakable time. 

Their names and verse 3:8 from the book of 
the prophet Amos — which states that a 
person of faith, like the prophet, cannot be 
silent in the face of malice — prompted me 
to tell Cardinal Bergoglio that I could not in 
any way accept Pius XII's passivity. His 
answer was decisive: The Vatican's archival 
files must be opened, the truth must be 
known and any errors must be 
acknowledged. 

As Pope Francis, he showed his desire for 
transparency when on Oct. 22, 2019, 
he instructed that the name of the Vatican 
Secret Archives be changed to the Vatican 
Apostolic Archives. The next year, on 
March 20, 2020, the Vatican archives 
were opened to researchers from all over the 
world at his direction. Pope Francis was true 
to his word. 

More recently, I again witnessed his 
preference for action and directness when he 
disregarded established diplomatic protocol 
and went to the Russian embassy to the Holy 
See to personally protest Russia's invasion 
of Ukraine to the ambassador. This simple 
and courageous act had been lacking among 
too many church leaders when the Nazis' 
genocide of Jews was underway. 

In our chapter "On Interreligious Dialogue," 
Cardinal Bergoglio recounted the criticism 
he had received from some quarters for 
praying with people of other or no religious 
traditions. I remember his deep commitment 
to praying together — never in any 
syncretistic sense, but simply by virtue of 
being sisters and brothers, children of the 
same Creator. He has consistently 
maintained this priority during his 
pontificate. For instance, there has never 
been such an outreach by the Catholic 
Church to rapprochement with the Islamic 
world as Pope Francis has initiated. Again, 
he is true to his commitments, to his word. 
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Pope Francis washes the foot of a prison inmate 
during the Holy Thursday Mass of the Lord's 
Supper at Rome's Casal del Marmo prison for 
minors March 28, 2013. Pope Francis washed 
the feet of 12 young people of different 
nationalities and faiths, including at least two 
Muslims and two women, who are housed at the 
juvenile detention facility. (CNS/L'Osservatore 
Romano via Reuters) 
 
In our final chapter, "On the Future of 
Religion," I suggested that if human beings 
"can develop a truly humble attitude, we can 
change the world." Cardinal Bergoglio 
replied, "I completely agree with the notion 
of humility. I also like to use the word 
meekness, which does not mean weakness. 
A religious leader can be very strong, very 
firm, but without exercising aggression. 
Jesus says that the one who rules must be 
like a servant. For me, that idea is valid for 
the religious person in any 
denomination. The true power of religious 
leadership comes from service." 

Consistent with that perspective, in the first 
act of his papacy he chose to live in the 
Domus Sancta Marta guesthouse, not in the 
regal rooms of the Apostolic Palace. He 
similarly discarded any hint of opulence in 
his clothing and rode in a small and simple 
car. This is not mere posturing for the 
media. His words to me in private 
conversation have always stressed the value 
of meekness. He is true to his word in 
always encouraging that virtue throughout 
his service as pontiff. 

His dedication to both interreligious 
dialogue and to humility are evident in his 
closing words to our book's introduction. He 
wrote: "With Rabbi Skorka I never had to 
compromise my Catholic identity, just like 
he never had to with his Jewish identity, and 
this was not only out of the respect that we 
have for each other, but also because of how 
we understand interreligious dialogue. The 
challenge consisted of walking the path of 
respect and affection, walking in the 
presence of God, and striving to be 
faultless." 

Pope Francis sees life as a path upon which 
a person must walk with others. One of his 
favorite biblical verses is Genesis 12:2, "The 
Lord had said to Abram, 'Go from your 
country …' " He identifies with it. After all, 
he was called "from the ends of the earth," 
as he expresses it, to travel to Vatican City 
to lead the Roman Catholic Church. 

After following that call for a decade, his 
continuing challenge is to leave indelible 
footprints on the path he is walking that will 
guide all humanity to draw closer together 
and thereby seek the face of God (Psalm 
27:8). That is the word to which he will be 
true. 

Georgetown panel 
marks pope's 10th 
anniversary, praises 
his fresh approach to 
church teaching 
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Pope Francis greets Canadian Cardinal Michael 
Czerny during an audience at the Vatican Dec. 
21, 2019. Czerny, prefect of the Dicastery for 
Promoting Integral Human Development, 
reflected on the social teaching of Francis during 
a panel discussion March 13, 2023, hosted by 
Georgetown University's Initiative on Catholic 
Social Thought and Public Life to mark the 
pontiff's 10th anniversary. (CNS photo/Paul 
Haring) 
 
KATE SCANLON 

 
OSV NEWS 
Washington — 14 March 2023 
 
Pope Francis has brought a fresh perspective 
to established Catholic teaching, panelists 
said March 13 at an event hosted by 
Georgetown University's Initiative on 
Catholic Social Thought and Public Life to 
mark the pontiff's 10th anniversary. 
Francis, formerly Argentine Cardinal Jorge 
Mario Bergoglio, was elected the Catholic 
Church’s 266th pope March 13, 2013, after 
Pope Benedict XVI announced his 
resignation. During his pontificate, Francis 
has emphasized themes such as caring for 
people and creation, an approach some liken 
to a "seamless garment." 

At the panel event, Cardinal Michael 
Czerny, a Jesuit who is prefect of the 

Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human 
Development, said Francis has 
communicated the image of God in "many 
different situations where it's so badly 
needed." 

The cardinal previously was an 
undersecretary of the dicastery's migrants 
and refugees section and reported directly in 
that role to Francis. He also is co-author of 
"Siblings All, Sign of the Times: The Social 
Teaching of Pope Francis." 

"I think one of the big challenges is to 
recognize that our goodness, our generosity, 
in helping in responding to the cry of the 
poor, is actually and correctly also an act of 
self-preservation," Czerny said. "That if we 
don't respond, we're not going to reestablish 
a common home for ourselves; we're going 
to tear apart what we've received from God 
and say, 'Sorry, we didn't really want this 
human life on this earth -- we prefer 
destruction.'" 

Francis' pontificate has not been without 
controversy. But panelists said opposition to 
him is more narrow than it sometimes 
appears, citing data showing the vast 
majority of U.S. Catholics, 82% in both 
March 2021 and February 2020 surveys 
conducted by the Pew Research Center, 
have positive views about Francis. 

Czerny said, "If you're convinced that your 
parish is the only reality of the church, and 
that everything outside of that is either 
irrelevant or threat, then I think a Holy 
Father who is encouraging our church to go 
to the peripheries -- by definition, outside 
the parish -- is disconcerting." 

It's a "sad" vision for the church, Czerny 
said, to imagine that fidelity to the church is 
"keeping the walls as high as possible and 
not opening the door." 



Joan Rosenhauer, executive director of 
Jesuit Refugee Service/USA, said Francis 
did not discover the poor, migrants or 
refugees, but his emphasis on them "is 
rooted in the tradition of the church." 

Some Catholics, Rosenhauer said, "are more 
shaped by the culture and their political 
party than they are by the teaching of the 
church." 

"And as long as that's the case, they will be 
free to dismiss something that is brand new, 
but they have to understand that Pope 
Francis is elaborating and prioritizing 
teaching that has been a part of our tradition 
for a very long time," Rosenhauer said. 
 
  

'Injustice and 
crime:' Reviewing 
Pope Francis' 
apologies for 
church's role in 
colonialism 
The first pope from the Americas 
'rescales' the Catholic Church's 
center of power 
VATICAN 
VATICAN NEWS 

 
Pope Francis accepts offertory gifts from 
Indigenous people at the concluding Mass of the 

Synod of Bishops for the Amazon at the Vatican 
in this Oct. 27, 2019, file photo. The Vatican on 
Feb. 12, 2020, released the pope's apostolic 
exhortation, Querida Amazonia, which offers his 
conclusions from the synod. He wrote: "The 
businesses, national or international, which harm 
the Amazon and fail to respect the right of the 
original peoples to the land and its boundaries, 
and to self-determination and prior consent, 
should be called for what they are: injustice and 
crime." (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 

 
BY ALEJA HERTZLER-MCCAIN 
16 March 2023 
 
Shortly after a 2013 Pew report revealed that 
the majority of the 1.3 billion member 
Catholic Church was now based in the 
Global South after a century-long shift away 
from the church's traditional center in 
Europe, the College of Cardinals elected the 
first Latin American pope. 
Pope Francis — who was previously 
Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio, archbishop of 
Buenos Aires, Argentina — came from a 
continent where Catholicism took root as a 
result of papal bulls that authorized violent 
colonial conquest, conversion and 
domination. 

 
Valentina Napolitano, a professor of 
anthropology at the University of Toronto 
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who is currently a visiting scholar at the 
Berkeley Center for the Study of Religion, 
has written about Francis as a "Criollo 
Pope."  

"Criollo" is a term that dates back to 
colonization, and Napolitano's use literally 
refers to Francis being the Argentine-born 
son of an Italian immigrant father and an 
Italian-descended mother. 

Throughout Latin American history, criollos 
have been both leaders of revolutionary 
independence movements and "extremely 
conservative," Napolitano told NCR, 
explaining that she recognizes both impulses 
in Francis. 

Napolitano said that the term "Criollo Pope" 
may also explain why some critics see 
Francis as something of a trickster. Francis 
"jolts the passionate machine of the Catholic 
Church by decentering and rescaling its 
locations of power," Napolitano wrote in a 
2019 journal article. 

Congolese Jesuit Fr. Jacques Mwanga 
Nzumbu told NCR that Francis is the first 
pope "who is facing seriously this problem 
of colonialism." 

Throughout his 10 years as pope, Francis 
has denounced continuing forms of 
colonialism. 

 
Valentina Napolitano (Courtesy of Valentina 
Napolitano) 
 
"Colonialism is not just about repatriation in 
archeology or condemning what has been 
done, but really is engaging with the 
transformative traces of colonialism into the 
present," said Napolitano. 

Most recently, when he arrived in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo in February, 
Francis said, "Stop choking Africa: It is not 
a mine to be stripped or a terrain to be 
plundered," referring to the exploitation of 
Congo's natural and mineral resources by 
countries such as China and the United 
States. 

Nzumbu, who began studying mining in the 
Congo after he witnessed the devastating 
impacts of mineral-driven wars on his 
secondary school students, said Francis' 
words have "remained the strongest message 
on colonialism and neocolonialism in 
Africa." 

Tania Avila Meneses, a Quechua theologian 
from Oruro, Bolivia, also praised Francis' 
teaching on extractivism as a form of 
colonialism, especially in Querida 
Amazonia, his 2020 apostolic exhortation 
after the Synod of Bishops for the nine-
nation Amazon region. 
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Francis declared in that document: "The 
businesses, national or international, which 
harm the Amazon and fail to respect the 
right of the original peoples to the land and 
its boundaries, and to self-determination and 
prior consent, should be called for what they 
are: injustice and crime." 

Meneses said: "I think the pope is very 
brave in making himself part of an alliance 
with the communities and looking for 
boundaries, self-determination, and prior 
consent."  

"This is already a process of 
decolonization," she said.  

Meneses also highlighted Francis' later 
statement in Querida Amazonia that 
colonization "has been changed, disguised 
and concealed, while losing none of its 
contempt for the life of the poor and the 
fragility of the environment." 

"In many church situations, this also 
happens," Meneses said. "Sometimes, with a 
false solidarity with [Indigenous] peoples, 
one begins to belittle the peoples and put 
yourself above other people. So, one must 
be careful with this attitude of disguising 
colonialism, even with kindness."  

 
Laurel Marshall Potter (Courtesy of Laurel 
Marshall Potter) 

Laurel Marshall Potter, a doctoral candidate 
in systematic and comparative theology at 
Boston College and co-author of the 2022 
volume Re-membering the Reign of God: 
The Decolonial Witness of El Salvador’s 
Church of the Poor, also celebrated Querida 
Amazonia.  

She said that, while many people were 
disappointed that the document did not 
endorse the Amazonian bishops' call for the 
ordination of women deacons and married 
priests to address a lack of ministers across 
the region, she perceived Francis to be 
stepping back into his role as bishop of 
Rome. 

"For the church to really assume 
decoloniality, the whole people of God have 
to assume decoloniality," said Potter.  

"Where Francis is hesitant to mandate 
practices or make sweeping changes, as 
frustrating as that can be, I hope that there's 
a wisdom there also in letting decisions be 
made when there is actually consensus," she 
said, calling this a more "decolonial" 
practice.  

For Meneses, another important 
accomplishment of Francis' papacy is 
creating listening spaces. "I think a real way 
of confronting, of stopping colonialism is 
permitting different voices to express 
themselves and to be heard," she said, 
emphasizing that this goes beyond "being a 
voice for the voiceless or giving voice to the 
other." 

Nzumbu agreed, writing, "Synodality will 
reduce the impression of a still colonial 
church in the Global South," adding that he 
thought other institutions, like the United 
Nations, should take note of Francis' 
approach. 
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'Ideological colonization' 

Since 2015, Francis has frequently used the 
term "ideological colonization" to criticize 
how societies in the Global North might 
impose their values on those in the Global 
South. He has also used the phrase to 
generally criticize what he calls "gender 
theory" or "gender ideology." 

Dani Dempsey, an associate professor of 
religious studies at Mount Allison 
University in New Brunswick, Canada, who 
studied Francis' use of the term for their 
dissertation, says Francis uses "ideological 
colonization" to refer to feminism, trans 
inclusion and queer and same-sex attraction 
inclusion. 

However, Dempsey, who uses all gender 
pronouns, said that Francis' analysis is 
ahistorical. Dempsey said that the Roman 
Catholic Church and other types of 
Christianity enforced normative ideas about 
"the connection between sex, gender and 
sexuality" through settler colonialism.   

"Being born with a penis or a vagina 
dictated the social and psychological 
expectations of those humans," Dempsey 
said.  

Given Francis' understanding of colonialism, 
his well-publicized statements of outreach 
and welcome to LGBTQ+ people don't sit 
well with Dempsey, because the academic 
says Francis has not changed official church 
policy with regard to gender identity and 
non-heterosexual relationships.  

 
Dani Dempsey (Courtesy of Dani Dempsey) 

"That queer and trans people and women 
and other gender minorities haven't suffered 
enough to warrant the intention of 
institutional social doctrinal change, to me, 
suggests a level of insincerity, at least in 
fact, if not in theory," said Dempsey. 

Dempsey hopes to see the church frame 
these issues as "a preferential option for the 
marginalized" and that the church will begin 
to "take seriously the suffering of some of 
these humans." 

Catholic women and scholars also critiqued 
Francis' position on gender and sexuality as 
confusing or inconsistent, given the pope's 
other anticolonial work. However, other 
women said that Francis is limited by the 
vigorous opposition that he faces. 

Mercy Sr. Ana María Siufi of Neuquén 
province in Argentina said that, while there 
is more work to be done on issues of 
inclusion of women in church governance 
and reconciliation with Indigenous peoples, 
"Neither can we believe that [Francis] will 
accomplish the miracle of transforming the 
entire church."  

Siufi said that throughout all the sectors of 
the church, there are people "who don't 
understand the responsibility of the church, 
or they don't want to see it, that 
responsibility for Indigenous genocide or for 
colonization." 
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Pope Francis and Chief Wilton Littlechild say 
farewell to each other July 29, 2022, in Iqaluit, 
Nunavut, as the pope prepares to return to the 
Vatican after a six-day visit. Littlechild, a 78-
year-old lawyer, survivor of abuse in a 
residential school and former grand chief of the 
Confederacy of Treaty Six First Nations, had 
lobbied hard for the pope to visit Canada and 
apologize to residential school survivors. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
Repairing past harm 

As Catholics look ahead to the future of 
Francis' papacy, many hope the pope turns 
his attention to the church's historic role in 
colonialism. 

"In Africa, in the Global South, the church 
has been a colonial church," said Nzumbu. 
"Africa suffered a lot for slavery." 

 
Jesuit Fr. Jacques Mwanga Nzumbu (Courtesy 
Jacques Mwanga Nzumbu) 
 
"Are we ready to go deeper in our church to 
see what the church did in all continents, not 
only here in America and to repair this?" 
Nzumbu asked. 

In 2022, Francis visited Canada, where 
Nzumbu is currently studying for his 
doctorate, and asked forgiveness for what he 
called the "genocidal work" of the church in 
the country's residential schools, a network 
of boarding schools for Indigenous people 
that removed children from their families 
and forced assimilation into the dominant 
culture.  

Francis also labeled the Doctrine of 
Discovery, a papal policy from the 15th 
century that provided theological 
justification for colonization, "evil and 
unjust." However, the pope has yet to 
formally rescind the doctrine, even though 
Indigenous nations have visited the Vatican 
to ask for its official retraction.  

Another point of pain for some Indigenous 
people is Francis' decision to canonize 
Junipero Serra, an 18th-century Spanish 
Franciscan who founded missions in 
California. While advocates for Serra 
portray him as a defender of Indigenous 
peoples, critics of Serra highlight forced 
labor and corporal punishments in the 
missions, as well as the dramatic decline of 
the Indigenous population during the 
mission period.  

 
Pope Francis celebrates the canonization Mass 
for St. Junipero Serra outside the Basilica of the 
National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception 
Sept. 23, 2015, in Washington. (CNS/Paul 
Haring) 
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In Latin America, members of ecclesial base 
communities told NCR that their anti-
hierarchical practice of worshiping in small 
communities is the decolonial way forward 
for the church.  

Rossy Iraheta in the Bajo Lempa area of El 
Salvador and Daniel Parra Toledo in 
Frutillar, Chile, both participate in ecclesial 
base communities that operate 
autonomously from the institutional 
church.   

Iraheta said that the communities represent a 
way to break from oppressive and 
patriarchal norms that have been passed 
down through the institutional church since 
colonizers converted Indigenous Latin 
Americans by force.   

Not all ecclesial base communities operate 
autonomously of the institutional church. Sr. 
Fátima Espínola of the congregation 
Compañía de María accompanies ecclesial 
base communities in Santa María de Fe, 
Paraguay.  

Espínola said throughout Francis' papacy the 
possibility of big changes in the church has 
been exciting, especially with regard to 
hopes for better empowerment of laypeople 
and poor people. 

Iraheta's community continues to learn from 
Francis, studying the 2015 
encyclical Laudato Si' and the 2020 
encyclical Fratelli Tutti, and she appreciated 
the opportunity for dialogue with the 
hierarchy in the ongoing three-year process 
for the current Synod of Bishops. However, 
she said she thinks Francis is limited by his 
own life experiences in his approach to 
women in the church. 

Parra believes that Francis will not be able 
to adequately address colonialism in the 
church despite his good intentions. "I see 

him struggling by himself against all those 
powers, and it's difficult. It's difficult to 
change such a big structure," Parra said. 

"We believe that the only possible solution 
is to encourage communities," he said. 

The legacy of a 
decade of Pope 
Francis 

 
Pope Francis attends his weekly general 
audience in the Paul VI Hall at the Vatican, Dec. 
14, 2022. (AP/Domenico Stinellis) 
 

 
THOMAS REESE 
RELIGION NEWS SERVICE 
16 March 2023 
 
When Pope Francis was elected 10 years 
ago, I was sitting in front of a BBC camera 
preparing to be interviewed and uttered a 
word I cannot print in my column. Luckily, 
my mic had not been turned on. All I knew 
about Jorge Bergoglio was that my friends 
in Latin America, liberation theologians and 
Jesuits, did not like him, calling him 
conservative and authoritarian. 



I was not alone in my ignorance. George 
Weigel, the conservative Catholic 
commentator and biographer of Pope John 
Paul II, opined in a column shortly after 
Francis' election that the sole 
disappointment in John Paul and Pope 
Benedict XVI for many cardinals was that 
these popes had not reformed the Jesuits. 
According to Weigel, the cardinals had 
decided that the only way to reform the 
Jesuits was to elect a conservative one as 
pope. 

Weigel claimed to know the mind of 
Bergoglio because he had spent time talking 
with him in Buenos Aires about the Jesuits 
and the church. My guess is that Weigel did 
most of the talking while Bergoglio sat 
poker faced, leading Weigel to think that the 
archbishop agreed with everything he said. 

Within a couple of weeks, we learned how 
wrong we both were. The cardinals had 
elected as pope a man who would change 
the style of being pope, attack clericalism, 
empower the laity, open the church to 
conversation and debate and change the 
pastoral and public priorities of the church. 

Although he did not change doctrine, he was 
revolutionary in every other way. 

The stylistic change was immediately 
evident when, from the balcony of St. 
Peter's, Francis, in simple dress, greeted the 
people informally and asked them to pray 
over him before he blessed them. 

His simple style was linked to a full-throated 
attack on clericalism. He told cardinals and 
bishops not to act like princes. Leadership 
means service, he told them. Shepherds 
should smell like their sheep. Clergy were to 
be "gentle, patient and merciful" with an 
"outward simplicity and austerity of life." 

Although Francis became known for his 
compassion and kindness, this did not apply 

to the clergy, with whom he could be very 
tough. Here he sounded like the 
authoritarian director of novices and Jesuit 
provincial that he once was. This became 
especially true in the manner he removed 
bishops who had not dealt forthrightly with 
sexual abuse. 

Linked to this attack on clericalism was his 
desire to empower the laity. Do we give the 
laity "the freedom to continue discerning, in 
a way befitting their growth as disciples, the 
mission which the Lord has entrusted to 
them?" he asked. "Do we support them and 
accompany them, overcoming the 
temptation to manipulate them or infantilize 
them?" 

 
Pope Francis, left, watches the unveiling of the 
new sculpture "Angels Unawares" on the 
occasion of the Migrant and Refugee World 
Day, in St. Peter’s Square, at the Vatican, on 
Sept. 29, 2019. (Vincenzo Pinto/Pool Photo via 
AP) 
 
Francis also opened up the church to 
conversation and debate in a way that had 
not been seen in the church since the Second 
Vatican Council. Fearing the church had 
become too chaotic, John Paul had used 
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger to clamp down on 
priests and theologians who wanted to 
continue discussing doctrinal issues in the 
wake of Vatican II. 

Francis, on the other hand, held that "open 
and fraternal debate makes theological and 
pastoral thought grow. That doesn't frighten 



me. What's more, I look for it." This freed 
theologians to talk about how the church 
could present the gospel message in a way 
that is understandable in the 21st century. 

Francis was also critical of the curia's 
control over what happened at the synod of 
bishops. He recalled being told what could 
and could not be discussed at a synod he 
was involved in leading. The synods had 
become not forums for advising the pope but 
places for participants to show their loyalty 
to the pontiff and the Vatican. 

At his first synod as pope, he told the 
participants, "Speak clearly. Let no one say, 
'This can't be said.' … Everything we feel 
must be said, with parrhesia (boldness)." He 
used the Greek word "parrhesia" describing 
how St. Paul addressed St. Peter at what 
could be called the first synod in Jerusalem, 
when the disciples discussed the obligation 
of Gentile Christians to follow traditional 
Jewish practices. 

In other words, Francis was telling the synod 
participants, "treat me the way St. Paul 
treated St. Peter." 

Francis also opened up the church to 
conversation and debate in a way that had 

not been seen in the church since the 
Second Vatican Council. 

Ironically, conservatives used this new 
freedom to attack the pope for allowing free 
debate. Those who had labeled as dissenters 
anyone who questioned the actions or 
teachings of John Paul and Benedict now 
became vocal in their dissent. "Loyalists" 
became rebels, showing that their true 
loyalty was not to the papacy but to their 
own opinions. 

Francis also changed the pastoral priorities 
of the church. He wanted a poor church for 
the poor, one that would serve, accompany 
and defend the poor. He described the 

church as a field hospital for the wounded, 
not country club for the rich and beautiful. 
His stress was on compassion, mercy and 
reconciliation. 

He felt that the church's message was too 
complicated. "We lose people because they 
don't understand what we are saying, 
because we have forgotten the language of 
simplicity," he said. 

And while others blamed the faithful or the 
culture for the exodus from the church, 
Francis feared that people saw the church as 
"too weak, … distant from their needs, … 
cold, … caught up with itself, … a prisoner 
of its own rigid formulas, … a relic of the 
past, unfit for new questions." 

For Francis, the first words of 
evangelization are about God's love and 
compassion. We should preach the gospel, 
not the catechism or a rule book. As the 
Gospel of Matthew teaches us, living the 
faith (orthopraxis) is more important than 
how we talk about faith (orthodoxy). 

 
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, left, meets with 
Pope Francis in Najaf, Iraq, on March 6, 2021. 
(Courtesy of Office of the Grand Ayatollah Ali 
al-Sistani) 
 
Francis also changed the public priorities of 
the church. In an interview during his first 
year in office, he said he would not obsess 
over abortion, same-sex marriage and birth 



control since everyone knows what the 
church teaches on these topics. 

Rather he attacked unregulated capitalism 
and globalization. He criticized war and 
called for peace. In words and actions he 
defended migrants, refugees and the 
marginalized. He continued and advanced 
the work of John Paul in interreligious 
dialogue, meeting and issuing joint 
statements with the top Shia leader in Iraq 
and the top Sunni leader in Egypt. 

Finally, he wholeheartedly embraced the 
environmental movement and called on the 
church and the world to deal with global 
warming. 

Although I love and support Francis, he is 
not perfect. His language about women 
drives First World feminists nuts. One might 
call him a Third World feminist because he 
is concerned about human trafficking and 
poverty, not language. He will promote 
women to positions of power in the church 
bureaucracy, but will not ordain them 
priests. 

Nor has he completed the work of curial 
reform. Rather than firing people who are 
incompetent or disloyal, he calls them to 
conversion. The church is terrible at human 
resource management. It tends to be either 
authoritarian or too gentle, paternalistic or 
bureaucratic. 

Nor has he been willing to spend the money 
on the lay expertise necessary to reform 
Vatican finances. Cleaning up the Vatican 
bank cost over a million dollars in 
accounting fees. Cleaning up the rest of the 
Vatican finances will have similar costs. 
Forensic accountants are not cheap. 

Francis is not a miracle worker. Because 
he has not won over large numbers of 
bishops and clergy to his vision for the 
church, his impact has been limited. 

Although Francis is 86, his papacy is not 
over. The Synod on Synodality is on track to 
meet in October this year and again next 
year. For Francis, I believe, the synodal 
process is more important than any decisions 
that come out of the synod. His hope is that 
the process will transform the church into a 
synodal church. This will be disappointing 
for progressive Catholics who want results: 
married priests, women priests and changes 
in church teaching on sex and gender. 

Francis is not a miracle worker. Because he 
has not won over large numbers of bishops 
and clergy to his vision for the church, his 
impact has been limited. People love 
Francis, but they often do not see him in 
those leading their parishes or dioceses. 

As Francis continues to the end of his 
papacy, he is likely to be attacked from the 
right and the left. Conservatives are 
already plotting to make sure there is a 
return to something like the papacies of 
Benedict and John Paul. There are even 
rumors that "opposition research" is being 
done to dig up dirt on cardinals who might 
continue down Francis' path. 

And yet the odds are still in favor of 
continuity between this pope and the next; 
Francis has already appointed two-thirds of 
the cardinal electors and still has time to 
appoint more. 

No matter who is elected, the impact of 
Francis on the papacy will be long lasting. 
Like Vatican II, he has opened windows that 
are difficult to close. 
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Ambassador 
Donnelly: Pope 
Francis and U.S. 
share a strong 
connection 
 

 
Pope Francis walks with Joe Donnelly, new U.S. 
ambassador to the Holy See, during a meeting 
for the ambassador to present his letters of 
credential, at the Vatican April 11, 2022. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 

 
BY JOE DONNELLY 
16 March 2023 
 
Ten years ago, my family and I watched 
Pope Francis walk onto the balcony of St. 
Peter's Basilica and introduce himself to the 
world. From the first moments of his 
papacy, I was struck by his warmth and 
genuine concern for others. 

As a U.S. government official, I am 
profoundly grateful for Pope Francis' close 
relationship with the United States. He 

believes, as I do, that the United States and 
the Vatican are close friends and partners. 

At the U.S. Embassy to the Holy See, we 
seek to partner with the Vatican. A strength 
of the Holy See is its ability to reach 
powerfully and poignantly around the world. 
Together, the Vatican and the United States 
can be a tremendous force for good. 

Pope Francis and President Joe Biden share 
a strong and special connection. This close 
friendship allows our diplomatic mission to 
look for areas of tangible collaboration with 
the Vatican and work toward closer 
alignment in the places we don't quite see 
eye to eye. 

We have many successes to celebrate. 
Thanks to Pope Francis' advocacy and 
passion, the church has expanded its 
outreach to Jewish and Muslim communities 
around the world. The United States stands 
with the Holy See to encourage religious 
freedom and respect through interreligious 
dialogue. Pope Francis' teachings are a 
model for the promotion of religious 
understanding, tolerance and cooperation 
among people everywhere. 

The promotion for respect for and protection 
of human rights is a shared value that is 
evident in the way Pope Francis upholds the 
dignity of every person. He shepherded 
recent changes in procedures to pave the 
way for women to reach some of the highest 
leadership ranks of the Vatican. He 
expressed remorse and apologized to 
Indigenous peoples for past abuses. The 
Holy Father has shifted the church's 
relationship with the LGBTQIA+ and 
disability communities by opening the door 
for all to participate in the church. 

The Holy Father has harshly denounced 
human trafficking and the scourge of 
modern slavery. We have done tremendous 
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work together, especially in partnership with 
Catholic non-governmental organizations, to 
educate and prevent trafficking and protect 
victims' lives and their human dignity. 

Pope Francis has worked tirelessly in the 
sphere of diplomacy, promoting peace and 
dialogue through many critical moments in 
history. He was a crucial mediator between 
the United States and Cuba in 2014 and 
hosted an important meeting between Israeli 
and Palestinian presidents at the Vatican 
gardens that same year. He has visited 
refugee camps all over the world, bringing 
awareness and interest to issues on the world 
stage. 

 
Pope Francis talks with Joe Donnelly, new U.S. 
ambassador to the Holy See, during a meeting 
for the ambassador to present his letters of 
credential, at the Vatican April 11, 2022. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 

Pope Francis has worked tirelessly in the 
sphere of diplomacy, promoting peace and 
dialogue through many critical moments in 

history. 

His Holiness has written poignantly on the 
dignity of the human person, and the integral 
nature of ecological and economic realities. 
In my view, Pope Francis' second 
encyclical Laudato Si' with the subtitle "on 
care for our common home" is a plea for us 
to all stay connected. This theme has new 
meaning today, through the lens of a recent 
global pandemic, Russia's brutal war against 
Ukraine, mounting bad news on the health 

of the Earth, and social and political unrest 
around the globe. The United States and the 
Holy See are united in our concern for the 
Earth, our fragile island home. 

A year into Russia's savage aggression 
against Ukraine, the United States is united 
with those around the globe who are 
committed to a sovereign and independent 
Ukraine. Pope Francis has spoken of the 
bravery, courage and dignity of the 
Ukrainian people. We are grateful for his 
moral leadership. 

Ten years into his remarkable papacy, Pope 
Francis has truly transformed many aspects 
of the church and the world. His work 
continues and the United States remains his 
friend, ally and partner. I look forward to 
deepening our connections and growing our 
commitment to each other, and to the world. 
 

Pope Francis 
embodies the essence 
of our shared 
vocational life 
RELIGIOUS LIFE 

 
Josephite Sr. Jayne Helmlinger, then president-
elect of the Leadership Conference of Women 
Religious, greets Pope Francis after an audience 
during the 2019 LCWR visit to Rome. (Courtesy 
of LCWR) 
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BY SISTER CAROL ZINN 
16 March 2023 

Editor's note: On March 13, 2013, Cardinal 
Jorge Mario Bergoglio became Pope 
Francis. This week, leaders of four 
organizations of women religious reflect on 
what his papacy has meant, particularly for 
women religious, in columns for Global 
Sisters Report.  

 
The saying "a picture is worth a thousand 
words" is largely attributed to Frederick R. 
Barnard, an advertising executive in the 
early 1900s, describing how he attracted 
customers with images of products rather 
than with words alone. The multibillion-
dollar global advertising industry exists as 
testimony to his insight, and a recent study 
revealed that the images or logos of products 
are more recognizable than the name or 
company that makes the product. 

As the universal Catholic Church and global 
community pauses to note the 10th 
anniversary of the election of Argentina's 
Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio as Pope 
Francis, the insight that "a picture is worth a 
thousand words" comes to mind. It provides 
a meaningful way to reflect on what this 
decade of his personal, pastoral pontificate 
brought to life in the church and world and 

to those who share with Pope Francis the 
same vocation: consecrated religious life or, 
as Francis likes to say, "concentrated Gospel 
life." 

As I prayed over this invitation to offer a 
reflection on the impact of this past decade 
of the life, mission and ministry of Pope 
Francis — shepherd, leader, disciple, 
mentor, companion, brother, and friend — I 
returned to the Scriptures of March 13, 
2013. I feel confident that Francis prayed 
with those Scriptures that day. I also looked 
to the Scriptures of March 13, 2023, with the 
same confidence that he would pray those 
Scriptures as he marked his 10th anniversary 
as pope.   

 
Leadership Conference of Women Religious 
leaders stand on the balcony of a Vatican office 
that overlooks St. Peter’s Square during the 
2019 LCWR annual visit. At the time, the sisters 
held these positions: from left, Sister of Charity 
of the Incarnate Word Teresa Maya, LCWR 
past-president; Josephite Sr. Jayne 
Helmlinger,  president-elect; Josephite Sr. Carol 
Zinn, LCWR executive director; and Holy Cross 
Sr. Sharlet Wagner, president. (Courtesy of 
LCWR) 
 
In addition to the Scriptures that bookend 
his decade of service to the Gospel message 
and mission of the church in the world, three 
images stayed with me: 

1) Our first glimpse of Pope Francis as he 
stood on the Vatican balcony after his 
election and asked the crowd gathered in St. 



Peter's Square and the millions gathered via 
livestream to pray — pray with him and 
pray for him. In that moment of personal 
and communal silence, the church and world 
knew that we had witnessed this pope's 
personal relationship with God and his 
modus operandi: prayer — deep personal 
prayer — as a way of life. 

2) His return from the Greek island of 
Lesbos in April 2016 as he ascended the 
steps to the plane followed by a single file of 
12 migrants he had invited to return to Rome 
with him. In this visual, we saw how he 
would minister as pope: present, passionate 
and pastoral in real time, with real people, in 
real situations, and for real help and healing. 

3) The lone, solitary figure standing in the 
night rain leading the Good Friday services 
early in the COVID-19 pandemic in April 
2020. We felt his presence and leadership as 
vulnerability, courage, fidelity and service in 
any and all circumstances, offering hope, 
comfort, strength and love. 

As women religious in the Leadership 
Conference of Women Religious, we see in 
Pope Francis the essence of our shared 
vocational life: the critical place that prayer, 
community, service, fidelity, hope, passion 
and love hold in this life. We resonate with 
his call to have the Gospel be our daily 
manual: Evangelii Gaudium ("The Joy of 
the Gospel") without any dilutions or 
distractions. We hear his challenge in 
"Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common 
Home" to live the Gospel message and 
Catholic social teaching in ways that bring 
an integral ecology to bear on all our 
thoughts, words and deeds. We embrace his 
concept that relationships are at the center of 
the life of Jesus and that the example of the 
good Samaritan in Fratelli Tutti ("On 
fraternity and social friendship") must 
become our response to the signs of the 
times and the needs of the world. 

But it is his commitment to his religious 
vocation that captures our minds and hearts. 
It is palpably clear that Pope Francis seeks a 
"lifelong, undistracted, single-focused God-
quest," the words Sr. Sandra Schneiders, a 
member of the Sisters, Servants of the 
Immaculate Heart of Mary of Monroe, 
Michigan, uses to describe consecrated 
religious life. We see in him the depth of 
prayer; the evidence of the daily practice of 
discernment; the presence of the joy of a 
vowed life of poverty, consecrated chastity 
and obedience; the fullness of a life lived in 
community in which the common good 
takes precedence; and the interior freedom 
of one whose life is in God's hands and for 
God's purpose. 

 
Sr. Sharlet Wagner, then president of the 
Leadership Conference of Women Religious, 
greets Pope Francis after an audience during the 
2019 LCWR visit to Rome. (Courtesy of 
LCWR) 
 
Thus, the return to the Scriptures of both 
2013 and 2023. The responsorial psalm 
(Psalm 145) on the day of his election 
proclaimed: 

The Lord is gracious and merciful, slow to 
anger and of great kindness. 
The Lord is good to all and compassionate 
toward all his works. 
The Lord is faithful in all his words and holy 
in all his works. 
The Lord lifts up all who are falling and 
raises up all who are bowed down. 
The Lord is just in all his ways and holy in 
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all his works. 
The Lord is near to all who call upon him, to 
all who call upon him in truth. 

We, the LCWR women religious, see in 
Pope Francis that the Lord is, indeed, 
gracious and merciful. 

The Gospel (John 5) that day announced: 

I cannot do anything on my own; because I 
do not seek my own will but the will of the 
One who sent me. 

We, the LCWR women religious, see in 
Pope Francis the truth of these words as we 
recommit ourselves to the same availability 
and fidelity to the invitations from God. 

And the responsorial psalm (Psalm 42-43) 
for March 23, 2023, proclaims and 
announces: 

Athirst is my soul for the living God. When 
shall I go and behold the face of God? 

Send forth your light and your fidelity; they 
shall lead me on and bring me to your holy 
mountain, to your dwelling-place. 

Then will I go to the altar of God, the God 
of my gladness and joy; 

Then will I give you thanks upon the harp, O 
God, my God! 

As the hind longs for the running waters, so 
my soul longs for you, O God. 

We, the LCWR women religious, see in 
Pope Francis the embodiment of the 
psalmist's prayer that one's whole life is a 
journey to the heart of God now and for all 
eternity. 

As the world and church celebrate the 10th 
anniversary of the election of Pope Francis, 
perhaps you might reflect on the Scriptures 
that he prayed on March 13, 2013, and on 

March 13, 2023, and bring to mind the 
images of his service and leadership these 
past 10 years. Then, in your own prayer, 
give thanks for this brother of ours, this 
consecrated religious who calls us to live 
our consecrated life full of joy, hope, love, 
faith and compassion. 

We, the LCWR women religious, promise 
our ongoing prayer and support for our 
brother, Francis. 

Santa Rosa Diocese 
files for bankruptcy 
in face of potentially 
200 abuse claims 

 
Bishop Robert F. Vasa of Santa Rosa, Calif. 
concelebrates Mass in the crypt of St. Peter's 
Basilica during an "ad limina" visits to the 
Vatican Jan. 27, 2020. Vasa announced the 
diocese would file for bankruptcy on March 13, 
2023, in order to address potentially 200 new 
claims brought against the diocese by survivors 
of child sexual abuse. 
(CNS photo/Stefano Dal Pozzolo) 
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Santa Rosa, Calif. —15 March 2023 
The Diocese of Santa Rosa filed for 
bankruptcy March 13, days after its bishop 
finally concluded the decision was necessary 
in order to address potentially 200 new 
claims brought against the diocese by 
survivors of child sexual abuse. 

Bishop Robert F. Vasa said in a March 10 
statement posted to the diocese's website 
that after "months of careful and prayerful 
consideration" -- including consultation with 
the diocese's priests, the diocese's finance 
council, and other professionals retained by 
the diocese, "it was clear that such an action 
was necessary." 

Vasa pointed out the diocese faces at least 
160 new claims against it as a result of 
California legislation opening up a three-
year window in the statute of limitations, 
from Jan. 1, 2020 to Jan. 2, 2023, that 
allowed survivors of child sexual abuse to 
file lawsuits within that time frame. He 
acknowledged those claims could potentially 
exceed 200. 

"These cases are too numerous to settle 
individually and so they have accumulated 
until the closing of the three-year window," 
he said. 

The March 13 petition to file for Chapter 11 
bankruptcy submitted by Vasa before the 
U.S. Bankruptcy Court for the Northern 
District of California informs the court the 
diocese has between $10 million to $50 
million in assets and faces $10 million to 
$50 million in liabilities, and potentially 200 
creditors or more to satisfy. 

Vasa said the diocese faced similar 
circumstances in 2003, "but with many 
fewer cases." He pointed out the diocese at 
the time sold excess property, borrowed 
funds, and paid out "approximately $12 
million dollars with an additional $19 

million coming from insurance." Since then, 
he said, it has paid "an additional $4 million 
on individual settlements." 

"Now, facing at least 160 new cases, with 
excess property depleted, with insurance for 
many of the years either nonexistent or 
exhausted it is impossible to see any way 
forward without recourse to the bankruptcy 
protections our country makes available," he 
said. 

The bishop outlined two important goals for 
the Chapter 11 bankruptcy filing: first, to 
"carefully evaluate and compensate" all 
sexual abuse claims against the diocese 
"fairly and finally" under the supervision of 
the bankruptcy court, and second, to provide 
a way for the diocese to continue its 
charitable ministries. 

Because the Santa Rosa Diocese was 
organized as a "corporation sole," he said 
the only legal entity filing for bankruptcy is 
"the Roman Catholic Bishop of Santa Rosa." 

The diocese's parishes and Catholic schools 
are not parties to the filing. However, the 
bishop's note indicated that whether that 
remains the case depends on the bankruptcy 
proceedings. 

Vasa said while he has been anticipating the 
need to file for bankruptcy, "it is most 
distressing to have the duty of actually 
proceeding with this filing." 

"Nevertheless, I remain convinced that it is a 
necessary step for the Diocese and the only 
way to resolve the claims which have been 
presented against it," he said. 

However, the Survivors Network of those 
Abused by Priests advocacy group, or 
SNAP, criticized the bankruptcy filing in a 
March 14 statement, arguing the diocese is 
"shielding itself from true accountability and 



abusing court rules to keep the public and 
parishioners in the dark about the true scope 
of clergy abuse in their area." 

"California’s Child Victims Act aimed to 
give survivors access to the truth and a route 
to justice, but this proposed bankruptcy 
strategy would restrict a victim's ability to 
obtain compensation and, more importantly, 
would bar them from obtaining the Bishop's 
confidential records which would reveal the 
scope of previous and present cover-ups," 
the group stated. 

In his March 10 statement, Vasa maintained 
the diocese and its various parishes 
"continue to be vigilant in fostering safe 
environments for all of our children, in 
screening all employees and volunteers and 
in periodically reviewing our Diocesan 
Policy for the Protection of Children and 
Youth." 

"These things have been done for the past 
twenty years and it is our prayer that 
children are actually kept safer now than in 
the past and that all in our pews are more 
aware and vigilant about potential risks," he 
said. "Nevertheless, we are deeply saddened 
that so many have endured abuse in the past 
and that the scourge of child sexual abuse is 
a part of our diocesan history." 

Vasa said he hoped the bankruptcy process 
would help provide "for those who have 
come forward and who are yet to come 
forward at least some compensation for the 
harms they have endured." 

Hope for change 
endures decades 
after Vatican II and 
Detroit's '69 synod 

VATICAN 

VIEW FROM THE VATICAN 

 
Then-Archbishop John Dearden of Detroit talks 
with troops stationed outside St. Rose of Lima 
Church on Detroit's east side as a group of 
Catholic sisters listens nearby during the 1967 
unrest. Dearden launched a three-year synodal 
process that took place in Detroit, culminating in 
its 1969 diocesan synod. (CNS/Archdiocese of 
Detroit Archives) 
 

 
BY CHRISTOPHER WHITE 
Vatican Correspondent 
16 March 2023 
 
Countless pieces of analysis have used the 
occasion of the 10th anniversary of the 
election of Pope Francis to argue that he is a 
breath of fresh air as he urges the church to 
consider difficult topics, most notably 
through the ongoing synodal process.   
And while that's true, the spirit of synodality 
can also trace its origins in the United States 
to much earlier.   

In the years immediately following the 
Second Vatican Council, Detroit's 
Archbishop John Dearden launched a 
process that feels thoroughly in sync with 
the goals of Francis. I learned more about 
this important history during a recent visit to 
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Detroit, at the invitation of retired Auxiliary 
Bishop Thomas Gumbleton, to speak to a 
group of reform-minded Catholics carrying 
on that historic work and eager to see how 
the current process plays out. 

"The Church is not a building. It is not a set 
of rules. The Church is what we are — with 
our joys and sorrows, our strengths and 
weaknesses. The Church will always be in 
reform, but this does not excuse us from the 
awesome responsibility which is ours to 
fulfill."  

While the words may have a familiar echo, 
they are not an advertisement for Pope 
Francis' ongoing synodal process, but 
instead a 1967 announcement for a three-
year synodal process in Detroit, Michigan, 
culminating in its 1969 synod.   

Over three years, some 80,000 Catholics in 
the Detroit Archdiocese were engaged 
through 7,200 "Speak Up" listening groups 
that met in 335 parishes over a period of six 
weeks for free-ranging conversation and 
debate modeled after the "openness … [and] 
freedom shown at Vatican II."  

The end result was a restructured 
archdiocese, led by locally elected vicars 
where decision making took place through 
parish councils. At the beginning of the 
process, Dearden, who presided over the 
synod, said the purpose of the initiative was 
"to hear the free voice of our people on all 
topics — even those beyond my authority."  

At the conclusion of it, Dearden, who was 
present at the Second Vatican Council and 
was elevated to the College of Cardinals in 
1969 by Pope Paul VI, wrote that "the 
Synod breathes the spirit of the Vatican 
Council." 

"It was needed to give life, warmth, strength 
and intensity to the council directives," he 

said. "The Synod is a beginning, not an 
ending." 

Dearden's words and the legacy of the 1969 
synod were very much present in Detroit 
where I spoke on March 9, tasked by 
Gumbleton to provide an overview of where 
things stand in the global synod process for 
a group, called "Elephants in the Living 
Room," started 20 years ago by Fr. Gerry 
Bechard.  

Bechard told me the name of the group is 
inspired by the naming of the animals from 
the book of Genesis and the need to "name 
the elephants in the room" when it comes to 
fostering a greater willingness to discuss 
issues in church life that have long been 
considered taboo by some church leaders.   

 
Retired Auxiliary Bishop Thomas Gumbleton of 
Detroit joins local Palestinians and international 
visitors for a Palm Sunday procession from 
Lazarus' tomb in Bethany to the Bethany Gate at 
the Israeli separation wall March 16, 2008, in 
the West Bank. He was a co-founder of Pax 
Christi USA in 1972. (CNS/Debbie Hill) 
 
As someone who has long called for greater 
inclusion of women and LGBTQ individuals 
in the church, Gumbleton, who is 93 years 
old, knows firsthand the consequences of 
speaking freely, having been retired by Pope 
Benedict XVI in 2006, despite petitioning to 
remain in office. But in Detroit last week, he 
told me that 60 years after the council and 
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nearly 50 years after Detroit's 1969 synod, 
the global synod is giving him new hope.   

Trying to understand whether that hope is 
warranted was also the topic of another 
panel, one marking the pope's anniversary, 
that I moderated this week. 

As part of our NCR coverage to mark the 
occasion, on March 14, we hosted an NCR 
Live conversation with Bishop John Stowe 
of Lexington, Kentucky, and Kate McElwee, 
executive director of the Women's 
Ordination Conference. Both offered 
glimpses at the very different types of 
discourse happening in the Catholic Church 
today under Francis. 

During the event, Stowe said that he agreed 
with recent remarks from Cardinal Robert 
McElroy of San Diego and Cardinal Blase 
Cupich of Chicago that the church should 
reconsider the language of the Catholic 
Catechism that describes homosexuality as 
"objectively disordered."  

"I would love to see that language changed, 
because it does more harm than good in the 
church today. It does more harm to 
individuals who already struggle with their 
self-understanding and their relationship 
with the church," Stowe told me.  

On the question of women in the church, 
Stowe said, "I hope to see the day when 
women are restored to the diaconate." 

"I think it's time. I think it would be another 
great sign of inclusion for so many young 
people who can't understand a church that 
appears to be sexist or a church that appears 
to be so exclusive. And for families who 
have daughters that want to see them have 
every opportunity in the church, as well as 
their sons, I think that would be wonderful."  

"I think it's undeniable that Francis' papacy 
has lifted a kind of culture of silencing that 
many of us have experienced," said 
McElwee, who is married to NCR's news 
editor, Joshua McElwee.  

While she said that many "wounds" remain 
over the way Francis has at times spoken 
about women and his reiteration of Pope 
John Paul II's position against the ordination 
of women, she said at the grassroots level, 
people have grown "louder and more 
emboldened." 

"That is because Francis has invited more 
people into the church," McElwee 
continued.  

And in the same spirit of Dearden, 
Gumbleton and others involved in the synod 
process, both of yesterday and today, she 
added: "I think he's infused some hope that 
things might change." 

Pope Francis seeks a 
synodal church that 
is always reforming 

 
Pope Paul VI makes his way past bishops during 
a session of the Second Vatican Council in 1964. 
Vatican II, in its Dogmatic Constitution on the 
Church ("Lumen Gentium") promulgated by 
Blessed Paul VI on Nov. 21, 1964, presents 
succinctly the church's teaching on the role of 
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the laity in the church and in the world. (CNS 
file photo) 
 
SERENA NOCETI 
RAFAEL LUCIANI 
17 March 2023 
 
The Second Vatican Council was a council 
of reform. We see this in the speeches 
Popes John XXIII and Paul VI delivered at 
the beginning of the first and second periods 
of the council's work. The former spoke of 
aggiornamento ("updating"). The second 
spoke of renovatio ecclesiae ("ecclesial 
reform"). Even using an expression of 
Luther, the decree on ecumenism — Unitatis 
redintegratio — speaks of ecclesia indiget 
reformation ("church needing reformation"). 
The ecclesial form to which the conciliar 
reform aimed was described by one of the 
most brilliant minds of Lumen gentium, 
Belgian Cardinal Leo Suenens. Shortly after 
the 1965 conclusion of the council, Suenens 
emphasized that the two richest elements of 
the ecclesiological renewal were the image 
of the People of God as a whole and the co-
responsibility in the mission for all its 
members. 

Deepening the spirit and the text of the 
council, the pontificate of Pope Francis 
initiates a new phase in the reception of 
Vatican II and recovers the conciliar image 
of an Ecclesia semper reformanda ("the 
church must always be reformed,") as he 
said in a morning homily at the Vatican's 
Santa Marta guesthouse on Nov. 9, 2013. 
Days later, in the apostolic exhortation 
Evangelii Gaudium, Francis said it is not 
only about revising certain church 
structures, but a permanent process of 
ecclesial conversion rooted in the 
ecclesiology of the people of God. 

Francis began his papacy amid a church that 
was beginning to be global and culturally 
polycentric, and was inaugurating a 

pontificate whose roots go back to the Latin 
American ecclesial experience. In fact, the 
notion that would shape his ideal of reform 
at the beginning of his pontificate would 
come from the reception of Vatican II by 
two general conferences of the Latin 
American Episcopal Council, commonly 
known as CELAM. The notion is pastoral 
conversion. 

Appearing first in the text from the 1992 
CELAM conference in Santo Domingo, 
Dominican Republic, this notion called for a 
revision of "personal and community praxis, 
relationships of equality and authority, and 
structures and dynamics." 

In the text from the 2007 conference in 
Aparecida, Brazil, the implementation of 
pastoral conversion responds to the model of 
the church as People of God and requires 
"an attitude of openness, dialogue and 
availability to promote co-responsibility and 
effective participation of all the faithful." 
Especially, the bishops were calling for "the 
laity to participate in the discernment, 
decision-making, planning and execution" of 
the ecclesial mission. 

 
Pope Francis leads a meeting with the presidents 
and coordinators of the regional assemblies of 
the Synod of Bishops at the Vatican Nov. 28, 
2022. (CNS photo/Vatican Media) 
 
This does not mean that Francis' pontificate 
wants to implement the Latin American 
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ecclesial model. In an interview with an 
Argentine news agency in July 2022, the 
pope emphatically said: "The things I did 
were not invented or dreamed up after a 
night of indigestion. I gathered all that the 
cardinals had said in the pre-conclave 
meetings that the next Pope should do. We 
said the things that had to be changed." 

The preparatory document for the 2021-24 
process for the Synod of Bishops points out 
the challenge the pope encountered, and still 
encounters today: 

The whole Church is called to confront the 
weight of a culture impregnated with 
clericalism, inherited from its history, and 
forms of exercising authority in which 
various types of abuse (of power, economic, 
conscience, sexual) are inserted. A 
conversion of ecclesial action is unthinkable 
without the active participation of all the 
members of the People of God.  

Francis is responding to this reality by 
means of a synodal conversion that, as the 
Aparecida document said, leads to "spiritual, 
pastoral and institutional reforms." 

Reform in a synodal key 

For many people, the reforms Francis has 
undertaken are circumscribed around the 
renewal of the Synods of Bishops. 

One of the changes refers to praxis, 
extending the listening phase to the entire 
People of God. Examples are the two 
questionnaires of the 2014 and 2015 Synods 
on family life, the pre-assembly ahead of the 
2018 Synod on young people, and the 
consultation of more than 80,000 
people during some 270 preparatory 
meetings for the 2019 Synod for the nine-
nation Amazon region. 

Today, this is deepened by the current three-
year process for the Synod on Synodality. It 

is the most important event since Vatican II 
and the broadest effort the Catholic Church 
has made to involve all the faithful in "the 
work of ecclesial renewal and reform," as 
described by Unitatis redintegratio. 

However, to speak of a process of reform in 
a synodal key goes beyond the celebration 
of synods. It is a process of maturation of 
the ecclesiology that finds its foundation in 
Chapter II of Lumen gentium. We can speak 
of a reform in a synodal key because 
synodality is the way of constituting the 
church as People of God with the co-
responsible participation of all. 

The 2018 document of the International 
Theological Commission defines synodality 
as a constitutive dimension of the whole 
church because it refers to "the specific way 
of living and acting/operating (modus 
vivendi et operandi)," which implies 
reviewing "relationships and mentalities" 
(being), and "communicative dynamics and 
structures" (operating). 

In this sense, synodality is not something 
optional. Francis' words to the Diocese of 
Rome in September 2021 are enlightening in 
this regard: 

The theme of synodality is not the chapter of 
a treatise on ecclesiology, and even less a 
fashion, it is not a slogan or a new term to be 
used and instrumentalized in our meetings. 
No! Synodality expresses the nature of the 
Church, its form, its style and its mission. 
Therefore, we speak of a synodal Church, 
thus avoiding that we consider it to be a title 
among others or a way of thinking about it, 
foreseeing alternatives.  
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Bishops are pictured in a file photo during a 
Vatican II session inside St. Peter's Basilica at 
the Vatican. (CNS file photo) 
 
Challenge of walking together 

In his 2015 address for the 50th anniversary 
of the synod, Francis made this vision 
explicit and maintained that "the path of 
synodality is the path that God expects of 
the Church of the third millennium." He said 
he has invited the whole church to undertake 
processes of consultation, listening and 
discernment that contribute to building a 
new institutional model. 

In the same speech, the pope described the 
new model with the following words: "what 
the Lord is asking of us, in a certain sense, is 
already all contained in the word 'Synod.' To 
walk together —laity, pastors, Bishop of 
Rome." But what does this mean? 

The preparatory document for the Synod on 
Synodality explains that walking together 
can be understood from two perspectives. 
The first "looks at the internal life of the 
particular Churches" and the second 
"considers how the People of God walks 
together with the entire human family." 

As the 2018 document from the theological 
commission states, the church "manifests 
and concretely realizes its communion in 
walking together, in gathering in assembly 

and in the active participation of all its 
members in its evangelizing mission." 

This implies that any reform process must 
seek ways to involve the whole People of 
God, in its entirety, through processes of 
listening, communal discernment, 
elaboration and decision-making because, as 
the commission maintains, "the synodal 
dimension of the Church must be expressed 
through the realization and governance of 
processes of participation and discernment 
capable of manifesting the dynamism of 
communion that inspires all ecclesial 
decisions." 

This pontificate has initiated a process of 
ecclesial renewal that implies a change in 
the understanding of the collective 
conscience of what it means to be church as 
People of God, which entails the challenge 
of generating new ways of relating among 
the ecclesial subjects (conversion), as well 
as the updating of existing structures and the 
creation of others (reform) that would allow 
the exercise of an effective co-responsibility 
of all the faithful. 

This will require a new ecclesial institutional 
way of proceeding. 

A new institutional model 

Francis speaks of the new model using 
communicative dynamics. In his speech for 
the 50th anniversary of the synod, he said 

a synodal Church is a Church of listening ... 
It is a reciprocal listening in which everyone 
has something to learn ... It is listening to 
God, to the point of listening with him to the 
cry of the people; and it is listening to the 
people, to the point of breathing in them the 
will to which God calls us. 

The exercise of listening is indispensable for 
any ecclesial change because it starts from 
the recognition of the identity and the proper 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/october/documents/papa-francesco_20151017_50-anniversario-sinodo.html
https://www.synod.va/content/dam/synod/common/preparatory-document/pdf-21x21/en_prepa_book.pdf


contribution of each ecclesial subject — 
laity, priests, religious, bishops and pope. It 
expresses an institutional praxis that 
recognizes horizontal relationships that flow 
from our baptismal dignity, the participation 
in the common priesthood of all the faithful 
and the exercise of co-responsibility in the 
mission. 

The practice of listening activates a process 
of conversion and reform toward a new 
institutional model inspired by the classic 
principle that says: what affects all must be 
treated and approved by all. 

Therefore, in a synodal church, listening 
takes place within the framework of a bigger 
process, because its purpose is not simply to 
meet and get to know one another better, 
but, as Francis described to the Diocese of 
Rome, to discern and elaborate pastoral 
decisions that will affect us all, "following 
what we can consider the first and most 
important manual of ecclesiology, which is 
the book of the Acts of the Apostles." 

Moreover, it is a matter of listening to 
others, and especially the poor, "in order to 
know what the Spirit is saying to the 
Churches (Revelations 2:7)" and to find 
ways of proceeding in keeping with our 
times. Therefore, listening includes those 
who have different points of view, those 
who have not been heard or are excluded. 
We cannot pretend to tame the Spirit and tell 
it where to speak. 

Synodality may be new for us, but it's not 
new in the long and rich tradition of the 
church. 

We can conclude by recalling the golden 
rule of St. Cyprian, bishop of Carthage, 
which offers the most appropriate 
interpretative framework for thinking about 
today's challenges: "Do nothing without the 

advice of the presbyters and the consensus 
of the people." 

For Bishop Cyprian, taking counsel from the 
presbyterate and building consensus with the 
people were fundamental experiences 
throughout his episcopal exercise to 
maintain communion in the church. He 
implemented methods based on listening, 
dialogue and discernment involving all the 
faithful and not only ordained ministers. 

Today, Francis leaves us with this great 
challenge for the third millennium: to build 
a synodal church that lives communion 
based on the participation and co-
responsibility of all the faithful as members 
of a Church People of God in a permanent 
state of conversion and reform. 
 

EWTN on fake 
news: Physician, 
heal thyself 
 

 
Prudence Robertson with EWTN Pro-Life 
Weekly announces the "Journalism in a Post-
Truth World" conference, hosted by EWTN and 
Franciscan University of Steubenville. 
(EWTN/YouTube screenshot) 
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The headline at the National Catholic 
Register was funny, in a sad kind of way. 
"EWTN CEO Michael Warsaw: Catholic 
Journalists Are Called to Be 'Truth Tellers,' 
" it read. Funny because Warsaw is CEO of 
the Register, and their understanding of 
"truth" is far more relativistic than most 
Catholic journalistic enterprises. 

As my colleague Brian Fraga reported on 
the two-day conference about journalism in 
a "post-truth" cultural landscape, jointly 
sponsored by EWTN and Franciscan 
University of Steubenville, Warsaw, in his 
keynote address, observed, "When it comes 
to news related to the church, and even 
religion in general, as we all know the issue 
of fake news is compounded by the fact that 
many in the secular media simply have little 
knowledge on religious subjects, and 
especially of the Catholic Church." 

Warsaw added, "Catholics only need to look 
around us to see the effects of the post-truth 
era in the discussions about abortion, 
gender, healthcare and religious liberty." 

Now, to be sure, I have observed many 
times, as recently as my newsletter on 
Tuesday, our culturally conditioned 
understanding of what counts as "true" is 
always a bit in flux. People ignore the best 
scientific evidence we have about climate 
change if they are invested in fossil fuels, 
but they certainly want the scientific 

advances made in treating heart disease if 
they fall ill. 

Ours is an ideological age, so you would 
think more time would be spent on attaining 
ideological consistency. Nope. It was always 
remarkable to me that during the debate on 
the Affordable Care Act and its 
implementation, you could watch Fox News 
insist that government needed to stay out of 
the examining room, and if you were 
watching MSNBC during discussions of the 
Dobbs' Supreme Court decision on abortion 
you heard the exact same thing. 
Libertarianism for me but not for thee. 

Warsaw, and the network he leads, however, 
suffer from a particular blind spot, and that 
is their inability to transcend the myopia of a 
variety of conservative American 
Catholicism. They repeatedly and 
continually forget, to borrow an insight from 
the late Fr. Andrew Greeley, that the 
opposite of Catholicism is not Protestantism; 
the opposite of Catholicism is sectarianism. 
And EWTN epitomizes a sectarian 
Catholicism that equates their own 
understanding of the demands of faith with 
the totality of the demands of faith. This 
violates common sense, of course, but also 
violates the first commandment. It makes an 
idol out of one's own opinions. 

In this case, to associate "fake news" with 
only one side in the culture wars is itself a 
kind of fake news. Yes, those on the left talk 
about the unborn child as if it is not a child. 
But former President Donald Trump raised 
fake news to an art form. Who can forget 
poor White House press secretary Sean 
Spicer being made to defend the insane 
proposition that Trump's inauguration was 
the largest ever.  

There is a deeper problem than EWTN's 
political hackdom. It is the way the network 
and its various outlets misunderstand both 

https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ncronline.org%2Fnode%2F236701
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https://www.ncronline.org/node/236701&via=NCRonline&text=EWTN%20on%20fake%20news:%20Physician,%20heal%20thyself
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https://www.ncronline.org/node/236701&via=NCRonline&text=EWTN%20on%20fake%20news:%20Physician,%20heal%20thyself
mailto:?subject=National%20Catholic%20Reporter%3A%20EWTN%20on%20fake%20news%3A%20Physician%2C%20heal%20thyself&body=By%20Michael%20Sean%20Winters%0AMarch%2017%2C%202023%0A%0AAssociating%20%22fake%20news%22%20with%20only%20one%20side%20in%20the%20culture%20wars%20is%20itself%20a%20kind%20of%20fake%20news%2C%20says%20columnist%20Michael%20Sean%20Winters.%0A%0ARead%20more%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ncronline.org%2Fnode%2F236701
https://www.ncregister.com/cna/ewtn-ceo-michael-warsaw-catholic-journalists-are-called-to-be-truth-tellers
https://www.ncronline.org/node/236386
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PKzHXelQi_A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PKzHXelQi_A


the Christian and the journalistic vocation. 
Montse Alvarado, the president and chief 
operating officer of EWTN News, gave the 
game away when she said, "The journalists 
for EWTN, they're not searching for the 
truth. They've found the truth, and they want 
to communicate it."  

Both journalists and Christians must always 
be searching for the truth. Thinking "we've 
found it" turns the faith into a possession. 
True faith possesses us, we do not possess it. 

When then-Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger 
warned about the "dictatorship of 
relativism" in his 2005 sermon Pro Eligendo 
Romano Pontifice, his warning was not the 
bumper sticker it has since become among 
conservative U.S. Catholics. He said: 

Today, having a clear faith based on the 
Creed of the Church is often labeled as 
fundamentalism. Whereas relativism, that is, 
letting oneself be "tossed here and there, 
carried about by every wind of doctrine", 
seems the only attitude that can cope with 
modern times. We are building a 
dictatorship of relativism that does not 
recognize anything as definitive and whose 
ultimate goal consists solely of one's own 
ego and desires. We, however, have a 
different goal: the Son of God, the true man. 
He is the measure of true humanism.  

The problem is that the culture warriors at 
EWTN fail to grasp the relationship of 

their faith to the culture, conflating God's 
horizon with their politics. 

Ratzinger was calling us to an adult faith. It 
is true that some theologians in the post-
conciliar era drank too deeply at the wells of 
various ideological persuasions, but most 
did so out of a sincere effort to better 
understand the faith and the questions our 
times pose to that faith. The "definitive" and 
"ultimate" goal Ratzinger described cannot 

be identified simply with the nostalgic faith 
on display day in and day out at EWTN.   

The problem here is not that the Lord Jesus 
cannot find a place in a conservative heart 
just as he cannot find a place in a liberal 
heart. The problem is that the culture 
warriors at EWTN fail to grasp the 
relationship of their faith to the culture, 
conflating God's horizon with their politics. 

"If we have no faith in the absolute 
faithfulness of God-in-Christ, it will 
doubtless be difficult for us to discern the 
relativity of our faith," wrote H. Richard 
Niebuhr in his classic book Christ and 
Culture. "Because that faith is weak, 
therefore we shall always endeavor to make 
our personal or social faith into an 
absolute."  

This is the insight to which Ratzinger 
pointed but which is missed by almost all 
actors in the religious culture wars. EWTN's 
journalism conference was simply one more 
example of American Catholic myopia. 
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