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Week Twelve: Cultivating a Beginner’s Mind 
  

Adopting a Beginner’s Mind 
  

Jesus shows that children can teach the 
rest of us how to adopt a “beginner’s 
mind.” Richard Rohr writes: 

Jesus calls us to exactly what Zen masters 
call their students. I once stayed in a Zen 
monastery in Japan. The master was calling 
monks who had been there for years to have 
what they named “beginner’s mind.” 
Similarly, one of Jesus’ favorite examples is 
a child. Every time the disciples are tempted 
to get into their heads, into their religious 
smugness, or to settle the dust before 
they’ve learned its lessons, Jesus brings a 
child in front of them. [1] 

In Matthew 18:3, and I’m paraphrasing, 
Jesus says, “I’m telling you once and for all, 
if you do not go back to square one and start 
over like a child, you will never be able to 
see the new reality.” In other places, similar 
advice follows on the disciples’ rather heady 
discussion around divorce. It is at that point 
Jesus brings out a child (Mark 10:15). 
Another time the disciples are discussing the 

possibility of celibacy. Their conversation is 
only on the theoretical level, and Jesus 
brings a little child out (Matthew 19:14). 
Notice when Jesus counsels the beginner’s 
mind. Every time he welcomes little 
children, it’s when the disciples are 
discussing topics that to this day lend 
themselves to heady, ideological 
discussions. One group can come down as 
right and the other group can come down as 
wrong. Basically, Jesus says it’s a waste of 
time. He’s telling them, “You’re not seeking 
truth; you’re seeking to be in control.” [2] 

Jesus says the only people who can 
recognize and be ready for what he’s talking 
about are the ones who come with the mind 
and heart of a child. It’s the same reality as 
the beginner’s mind. The older we get, the 
more we’ve been betrayed and hurt and 
disappointed, the more barriers we put up to 
the beginner’s mind. We move further away 
from the immediate delight and curiosity of 
small children. We must never presume that 
we see, and we must always be ready to see 
anew. But it’s so hard to go back, to be 
vulnerable, and to say to our soul that “I 
don’t know anything.” 

Try to say that: “I don’t know anything.” 
We used to call it tabula rasa in Latin. 
Maybe we could think of ourselves as an 
erased blackboard, ready to be written on. 
By and large, what blocks spiritual teaching 
is the assumption that we already know, or 
that we don’t need to know. We have to pray 
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for the grace of beginner’s mind. We need to 
say with the blind man, “I want to see” 
(Mark 10:51). 

Spirituality is about seeing. It’s not about 
earning or achieving. It’s about relationship 
rather than results or requirements. Once we 
see, the rest follows. We don’t need to push 
the river, because we’re in it. The life is 
lived within us, and we learn how to say yes 
to that life. [3] 
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Week Twelve: Cultivating a Beginner’s Mind 
  

Be Present as a Child 
  

Father Richard describes how a 
beginner’s mind opens us to awe, 
wonder, and true presence with God 
and others: 

Let me try to sum it up and describe it in this 
way. Beginner’s mind is a readiness to 
always be in awe, to always be excited. We 
see it in children and in people who don’t 
filter everything through the brain. 
Beginner’s mind is one’s mind before the 
hurts of life have made us cautious and self-
protective. We can still be excited, we can 
still be in awe, we can still expect tomorrow 
to be different than today. Mostly, 

beginner’s mind is someone who’s 
not in their mind yet. That’s the freedom. 
They can still experience naked being apart 
from filtering it through mental categories. 
That’s what it comes down to. And I think 
those people are capable of what Catholics 
would call “Real Presence.” Presence cannot 
be defined. Presence can only be 
experienced. We tried to define the 
Eucharist, how Jesus was in the bread and 
wine, and we divided churches over these 
mental categories. But the only people who 
can experience “Real Presence” are those 
who are vulnerable and don’t have any ego 
boundaries to defend. [1] 

Author Cole Arthur Riley identifies the 
freedom available to us when we return to 
childlike awe and wonder: 

Children are made of awe. We have much to 
learn from them, but we seldom aim to. 
When we encounter the freedom of a child, 
we can choose to participate in their 
liberation, or we can grow to resent the 
freedom in them. The 
words childish and juvenile are made 
derogatory as we become overly concerned 
with the serious. It is a feigned superiority. 
The tragedy is that as we distance ourselves 
from the delight of our youth, we become 
increasingly prone to disillusionment. 
Wonder and beauty are not precise cures for 
disillusionment, but they certainly can stave 
off the despair of it. To reclaim the awe of 
our child-selves, to allow ourselves to be 
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taken by the beauty of a thing, allows 
goodness to take up the space it’s often 
denied in our interior worlds…. 

As we grow older, the “serious” becomes a 
simulacrum for wisdom and even honor. 
Impoverished by the honor withheld from us 
in childhood, we become very willing 
participants in a kind of spiritual maturation 
that honors the profound and grave, even at 
the expense of the simple and beautiful. In 
fact, the path to wonder is not sophistication 
or intellect or articulation; it is a clock 
wound backward…. 

My faith is held together by wonder—by 
every defiant commitment to presence and 
paying attention. I cannot tell you with 
precision what makes the sun set, but I can 
tell you how those colors, blurred together, 
calm my head and change my breath. I will 
die knowing I lived a faith that changed my 
breathing. A faith that made me believe I 
could see air. [2] 
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Week Twelve: Cultivating a Beginner’s Mind 
  

The Humility to Be Taught 
  

Father Richard describes Timothy, 
Saint Paul’s devoted young disciple, as 
an exemplar of the beginner’s mind, 
which makes us both available to God 
and to generative relationship with 
others:  

The letters of Paul give a very positive 
impression of Timothy as a man who could 
be taught to be a leader. What gave him such 
a teachable spirit so young?  

Timothy is sometimes described as fearful 
or timid, and maybe he was just afraid of 
being wrong or afraid of not being liked or 
just afraid of himself, as many of us are. If 
that is true, he made a virtue out of it. His 
fear was seemingly transmuted into what we 
call “beginner’s mind,” which is what grace 
always does—it turns our vices into another 
way to love and serve God’s reality. What 
starts as timidity becomes humility and 
openness and teachability. It is that enduring 
sense of openness and humility that does not 
close down by reason of failure, facts, or 
cynical old age. It asks for and listens to 
good advice. It creates and values team over 
grandstanding and self-made careers. In fact, 
Timothy’s intense knowledge that he cannot 
do it gives him the certainty that 
God is doing it. His healthy self-doubt 
allows him to trust and admire another. Not 
a bad metamorphosis for fear.   

The first part of the name Timothy could be 
translated “awe-filled” or “wonderstruck.” 
We see this in almost all descriptions of 
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authentic religious encounter. Every biblical 
theophany from Moses to Mary speaks of 
the recipient as being “afraid” in this sense, 
aware of their own finiteness and incapacity 
to receive what is happening. Yet the word 
from God is invariably the opposite: “Do not 
be afraid.” “Don’t waste time asking 
questions of worthiness,” God seems to say. 
“I am not concerned about worthiness (think 
intelligence, knowledge, purity) but about 
readiness and receptivity.” To be 
wonderstruck is to allow the distinction, to 
suffer one’s own littleness, and to stand 
under the mercy anyway. “He looks upon 
me in my lowliness, and all generations shall 
call me blessed,” Mary says (Luke 1:48). 
These are the chosen, who are never the 
same as the worthy. Yes, many are called. In 
fact, all are called. But very few allow 
themselves to be chosen (Matthew 22:14). 
They would rather be “worthy.”   

Timothy had that enduring and rare 
beginner’s mind, and maybe in the 
beginning it was even his weakness or vice 
when it manifested as timidity, but in a 
certain sense he gave it back as a virtue to 
the overly self-assured Paul, who finally 
learned that “it was when he was weak that 
he was strong” (2 Corinthians 12:10). This 
ever-rediscovered beginner’s mind, which is 
a deathlike vulnerability before reality, kept 
each of them forever growing and forever 
young. They kept each other in contact with 
a pattern that was very old and endlessly 
fruitful—the vulnerable pattern of the 

universe, which is always, it seems, 
beginning anew.  
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Week Twelve: Cultivating a Beginner’s Mind 
  

Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind 
  

Psychotherapist Fiona Gardner 
describes the idea of having a childlike 
or “beginner’s mind” in Eastern 
spirituality:  

Eastern thought has long understood the 
value of the child mind in the adult seeker 
for spiritual maturity. The child mind is seen 
as a place of surrender, alertness, and 
nakedness. It is seen as a space where there 
is little if any self-consciousness; there is no 
judgment of others. It is a time of humility. 
It involves an awareness of the person’s 
nothingness—where the person is no-thing. 
The child mind recognizes the person’s 
smallness and yet connection in the scheme 
of things, and in Eastern practices it is seen 
as a state that can be developed through 
silent meditation, and often in solitude. 
There can be glimpses or breakthroughs or 
longer periods of such awareness; it is 
experiential and not knowledge-based or a 
doctrine that can be learnt.… 
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Buddhism teaches that there is a spark in 
each person that represents one’s true 
nature; this is sometimes called Buddha 
Nature or the Original Mind. This spark is 
the child mind, fresh and always curious 
about experience. The Zen Buddhist 
concept shoshin is sometimes called 
“beginner’s mind” and reflects the open and 
enthusiastic qualities of a child’s mind in the 
present moment. One Zen master called the 
beginner’s mind a child’s mind, a mind that 
is empty and ready for new things. [1] 

Zen monk Shunryū Suzuki (1904–1971) 
helped popularize Buddhism in the United 
States, and taught about “beginner’s mind”: 

In Japan we have the phrase shoshin, which 
means “beginner’s mind.”…  

Our “original mind” includes everything 
within itself. It is always rich and sufficient 
within itself. You should not lose your self-
sufficient state of mind. This does not mean 
a closed mind, but actually an empty mind 
and a ready mind. If your mind is empty, it 
is always ready for anything; it is open to 
everything. In the beginner’s mind there are 
many possibilities; in the expert’s mind 
there are few. 

If you discriminate too much, you limit 
yourself. If you are too demanding or too 
greedy, your mind is not rich and self-
sufficient. If we lose our original self-
sufficient mind, we will lose all precepts. 

When your mind becomes demanding, when 
you long for something, you will end up 
violating your own precepts: not to tell lies, 
not to steal, not to kill, not to be immoral, 
and so forth. If you keep your original mind, 
the precepts will keep themselves. 

In the beginner’s mind there is no thought, 
“I have attained something.” All self-
centered thoughts limit our vast mind. When 
we have no thought of achievement, no 
thought of self, we are true beginners. Then 
we can really learn something. The 
beginner’s mind is the mind of compassion. 
When our mind is compassionate, it is 
boundless. Dogen-zenji, the founder of our 
school, always emphasized how important it 
is to resume our boundless original mind. 
Then we are always true to ourselves, in 
sympathy with all beings, and can actually 
practice. [2] 
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Week Twelve: Cultivating a Beginner’s Mind 
  

Manna from Heaven: A Lesson 
in Beginner’s Mind 

  

Estelle Frankel, a therapist, spiritual 
director, and teacher of Jewish 
mysticism, describes how the lessons of 
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Exodus encourage us to practice a 
“beginner’s mind”: 

The compulsion to repeat the past is 
apparent in the biblical myth of the Exodus. 
When Moses led the Israelites to freedom, 
they often yearned to return to Egypt. 
Though they were miraculously provided for 
throughout their forty years of wandering in 
the desert, the Israelites were often nostalgic 
for the “good old (bad) days” in Egypt: “We 
remember the fish we ate free in 
Mitzrayim—also the cucumber, melons, 
leeks, onions and garlic” (Numbers 11:5)…. 
Somehow, the miracle of the manna that fell 
from heaven each day in the wilderness did 
not satisfy the Israelites’ hunger for security. 
They missed the predictability and sense of 
control they felt in Egypt—where 
everything was known. Though in actuality 
they were oppressed and enslaved by the 
Egyptians, the Israelites looked back on 
their time in Egypt with nostalgia because 
they could not bear the uncertainty they 
faced as a free people. Freedom is, 
ultimately, uncertain and unpredictable. One 
of the first lessons we all must learn in order 
to be free is how to “bear” uncertainty and 
trust in the unknown. In the biblical myth of 
the Exodus, the manna was a vehicle for 
learning this lesson. Each day for forty 
years, the Israelites would have to go out 
and gather their daily supply of manna—just 
enough for that day…. The manna provided 
the necessary preparation for becoming a 
free people, for freedom requires an ability 

to bear uncertainty, to not know what is 
going to happen next, and to trust in the 
unfolding journey…. To go forward, the 
Israelites also needed to exercise curiosity—
to take in and explore new experiences, to 
practice beginner’s mind. The manna 
became a vehicle for this learning…. 
 
The manna challenged the Israelites to 
develop beginner’s mind—to experience 
something new and fresh while eating the 
very same thing each day. Instead of seeking 
the answers that might put their questions to 
rest, the manna taught the Israelites to 
continually live the questions, to understand 
that the journey to freedom is about 
remaining awake and curious and not going 
into sleep mode.  

Frankel encourages us to adopt this same 
“mind” in even the most mundane routines 
of our own lives: 

It’s not just food that requires this attitude. 
Beginner’s mind is a way of life. Each day 
we are challenged to see the same familiar 
people and landscapes with new eyes. Just 
as the cosmos is created and sustained anew 
each moment, everything is alive and 
changing, ourselves included, if we are 
spiritually awake and paying attention. The 
manna teaches us that “[humans] do not live 
on bread alone,” on the physical dimension 
of reality, “but by every word that issues 
forth from the divine utterance” 
(Deuteronomy 8:3). When we see existence 



as alive with possibility, we come out of 
Egypt, our personal places of bondage and 
constriction. 
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Week Twelve: Cultivating a Beginner’s Mind 
  

Entering the Cloud of 
Unknowing 

  

Drawing on teachings from The Cloud 
of Unknowing, a fourteenth-century 
text on contemplative prayer, Father 
Richard describes the necessity of a 
“beginner’s mind”:   

The author of The Cloud of Unknowing is 
always saying you’ve got to balance your 
knowing with a willingness not to know. 
The mind of itself, the brain in itself, is 
incapable of wisdom. It’s only at an 
experiential level of existence that 
we know something, but that knowing is not 
subject to telling. I think that’s why we 
don’t like it. It gives us no ego rewards. We 
can’t prove it. We can’t measure it. We can’t 
convince anyone else that we’re right.  

What the author says is that first we have to 
enter the Cloud of Forgetting—to forget all 
our certitudes, all our labels, all our 
explanations, just forget them! They are all a 

waste of time. They are nothing but our ego 
projecting itself and announcing itself. It has 
nothing to do with objective reality. If the 
world doesn’t learn this kind of humility, 
what we’re calling beginner’s mind, I think 
we’re in trouble. And we’re seeing it at the 
highest levels—the absolute arrogance of 
“knowing” and of being convinced we do 
know and no one else knows like we know. 
To think the United States has often been 
willing to stand alone against all the other 
nations of the world. We’re so convinced 
that we know, it’s frightening.  

The author of The Cloud teaches that after 
we enter into the Cloud of Forgetting, letting 
go of our hurts and our labels, then we must 
go into the Cloud of Unknowing, where we 
actually don’t need to label anymore; we 
don’t need to know that we know. I think the 
biblical word for that–and hear it now in 
whole new way—is faith. Many of us have 
heard that word ever since we were children. 
That’s why Jesus idealizes faith so much 
and congratulates people who have it. It’s 
this willingness to live with a certain degree 
of humility. 
When the ego invests itself in its knowing, it 
is convinced that it has the whole picture. At 
that point, growth stops. The journey stops. 
Nothing new is going to happen to us after 
that point. The term we’re using here, 
“beginner’s mind,” comes from Buddhism. 
For Buddhists, it seems to refer to an urgent 
need to remain open, forever a student. A 
beginner’s mind always says, “I’m a learner. 
I’ve got more to learn.” It has to do with 
humility before reality, and never assuming 
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that I understand. If there are fifty thousand 
levels of the mystery, maybe I’m at level 
forty-five. Maybe there’s more that needs to 
show itself to me. Can you imagine what a 
different world it would be if we all lived 
with that kind of humility? 
 
 

 Pope Francis faces 
chance to radically 
reshape US Catholic 
hierarchy 
13 American archdioceses and 21 
dioceses could need new bishops by 
2025 
NEWS 

 
Archbishop Wilton Gregory of Washington 
holds a box containing his pallium — a vestment 
symbolizing his office and communion with the 
Holy See — as he poses with a well-wisher after 
Pope Francis' celebration of Mass marking the 
feast of Sts. Peter and Paul in St. Peter's Basilica 
at the Vatican June 29, 2019. Gregory, who was 
installed on May 21, 2019, as the seventh 
archbishop of Washington, turned 75 in 
December. (CNS photo/Paul Haring) 
 

 
BY BRIAN FRAGA 

20 March 2023 
 
If Pope Francis continues to serve as bishop 
of Rome for another two years, he may have 
a notable opportunity to refashion the U.S. 
Catholic hierarchy. Dozens of bishops, 
several in historically significant 
archdioceses, will be required by canon law 
to submit resignation letters upon turning 
75. 
At least 13 archdioceses and 21 dioceses 
could have new episcopal appointments by 
February 2025. In addition, two dioceses — 
Fairbanks, Alaska, and Houma-Thibodaux, 
Louisiana — are operating without 
bishops. The number of episcopal openings 
could increase because of deaths or 
resignations. 

If he names new bishops to all those local 
churches, Francis will have appointed 64 
percent of the U.S. episcopate since 
becoming pope in March 2013. Forty-six 
percent of current U.S. bishops are Francis 
appointees, said Catherine Hoegeman, a 
Missouri State University sociology 
professor who tracks U.S. episcopal 
appointments. 

"Over the next two years, it looks like 
Francis is going from [having appointed] a 
little less than half of active bishops to a 
little less than two-thirds. I think that's a 
notable shift," said Hoegeman. Since 1969, 
she said, popes have made an average of 15 
episcopal appointments every year in the 
United States. 
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Cardinal Robert W. McElroy of San Diego holds 
his crosier as he speaks with journalists before 
Mass on the campus of the University of San 
Diego Sept. 8, 2022.  He was elevated to the 
cardinalate Aug. 27. (CNS photo/David Maung) 
 
She also told NCR that the likely openings 
in the next two years represent an unusually 
high potential turnover among archbishops. 
"Out of 34 total retirements in the next 
couple of years, a third of them are going to 
be in the archdioceses. That seems to be a 
little skewed with a higher percentage of 
archdiocesan retirements," Hoegeman said. 

By February 2025, the archbishops of New 
York, Hartford, Chicago, Cincinnati, 
Detroit, Kansas City, Milwaukee, Omaha, 
Houston, Mobile and New Orleans will have 
turned 75. Cardinal Wilton Gregory of 
Washington turned 75 in December 2022. 
Cardinal Sean O'Malley of Boston turns 79, 
four years beyond the traditional retirement 
age, in June. 

Meanwhile, seven sitting bishops have 
already turned 75 and another 14 will hit the 
retirement age over the next two years in 
dioceses across the country — from 
Honolulu and Kalamazoo, Michigan, to 
Palm Beach, Florida and Portland, Maine. 

Although Catholic bishops must send 
resignation letters to the pope upon reaching 
age 75, Francis can decide to let a bishop 
remain in position up to age 80. 

Whether all the potential new bishop 
appointments translate into a U.S. Catholic 
hierarchy that more closely reflects Francis' 
priorities is unknown. 

Church historians and other scholars told 
NCR that the "talent pool" of potential 
bishops was primarily formed in the 
pontificates of John Paul II and Benedict 
XVI, both of whom inspired conservative-
leaning men to enter seminaries with visions 
of fighting "the culture of death" and the 
"dictatorship of relativism." 

 
Natalia Imperatori-Lee (Courtesy of Manhattan 
College) 
 

'I don't know that the pool of potential 
bishops and cardinals is of the caliber 

where we would really get revolutionary 
change in the U.S. hierarchy.' 

— Natalia Imperatori-Lee 

"To have great bishops, you need great 
seminaries. You need vibrant engagement 
with the intellectual life of the church, and I 
just don't see that happening," said Natalia 
Imperatori-Lee, chair of religious studies at 
Manhattan College in the Bronx, New York. 

Imperatori-Lee told NCR that she believes 
the pope will have a difficult time finding 
enough "Francis-type bishops" in the United 
States to change the church's path from an 



institution engaged in the culture wars to 
one that more faithfully models Francis' 
"culture of encounter." 

"I am hopeful the men who Francis appoints 
will be in the style that he has done, men 
who are pastors first, and bureaucrats 
second, who are not careerist climbers," she 
said. "But I don't know that the pool of 
potential bishops and cardinals is of the 
caliber where we would really get 
revolutionary change in the U.S. hierarchy." 

No 'perfect' bishop candidates 

In an interview with NCR, retired Cardinal 
Justin Rigali, who as a former member of 
the Vatican's Congregation for Bishops 
helped advise the pope on which priests to 
select as bishops, described the process by 
which those candidates are identified and 
chosen. 

 
U.S. Cardinal Justin Rigali, retired archbishop of 
Philadelphia, waves as he arrives for a general 
congregation meeting at the Vatican March 5, 
2013, ahead of the conclave that would elect 
Jorge Bergoglio pope. (CNS 
photo/Reuters/Stefano Rellandini)  
 
In the United States, Rigali said that every 
few years bishops in different regions of the 
country meet to discuss potential bishop 
candidates, and send their names to the 
Vatican's nunciature, or embassy, in the U.S. 
From there, the ambassador, known as an 

apostolic nuncio, seeks information from 
priests, deacons and lay people who know 
the candidates. 

He said when he served at the Congregation 
for Bishops — now the Dicastery for 
Bishops — the office would present the 
pope with a list of three names for a diocese, 
sometimes with the congregation's 
recommendation for a particular candidate. 
Rigali, a former archbishop of St. Louis and 
Philadelphia, said no candidates are "perfect 
in every category," but that they reflect the 
sitting pope's priorities for a bishop. 

"There's definitely a common thread; the life 
of the church in a particular time, and what 
is deemed appropriate and necessary in the 
choice of a pastor," Rigali said. "Like 
anything else, there are going to be some 
differences of opinion, but we go by what 
the church teaches and what the Second 
Vatican Council says about bishops." 

 
Bishop Mark J. Seitz of El Paso, Texas, kneels 
at El Paso's Memorial Park holding a "Black 
Lives Matter" sign June 1, 2020. In 2010, he was 
ordained and appointed as auxiliary bishop of 
Dallas. In 2013, Pope Francis appointed Seitz as 
the sixth Bishop of El Paso. He is 69. 
(CNS/Fernie Ceniceros, courtesy Diocese of El 
Paso) 
 
Aided by Archbishop Christophe Pierre, the 
apostolic nuncio since 2016, and his own 
appointments to the Dicastery for Bishops, 
Francis' selection of bishops to date in the 



United States by and large reflect his vision 
that church leaders should be pastoral and 
eschew divisive culture wars about issues of 
sexual morality. 

Francis appointees such as Archbishops Paul 
Etienne of Seattle and John Wester of Santa 
Fe, New Mexico, as well as Bishops Mark 
Seitz of El Paso, Shawn McKnight of 
Jefferson City, Missouri, and John Stowe of 
Lexington, Kentucky, are among prelates 
who have been lauded for their pastoral 
touch and work on issues such as 
immigration, war, poverty, and outreach to 
LGBTQ people and other marginalized 
communities. 

"These are the kind of people we should be 
bringing up to major archdioceses," said Fr. 
Steve Avella, a church historian at 
Marquette University who has studied the 
history of how Catholic bishops have been 
selected in the United States. 

"The [archdioceses] need men of stature, of 
maturity, of solid theological grounding, and 
I really hope Francis is paying attention," 
Avella said. 

 
New cardinals visit with Pope Francis and 
retired Pope Benedict XVI at the Mater 
Ecclesiae monastery after a consistory for the 
creation of 20 new cardinals in St. Peter's 
Basilica at the Vatican Aug. 27, 2022. (CNS 
photo/Vatican Media) 
 
Mixed record of 'Francis's bishops' 

However, several bishops who were 
appointed to their dioceses over the last 
decade have acted in ways that some might 
not have expected from so-called "a Francis 
bishop." 

One of Francis' 2013 appointments, Bishop 
Michael Olson in Fort Worth, Texas, in 
2022 forced the resignation of the local 
Catholic Charities president for organizing a 
women's empowerment summit that Olson 
saw as being too aligned with "the principles 
of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion espoused 
by postmodern theorists."  

 
Bishop Michael Olson of Fort Worth, Texas 
(CNS/North Texas Catholic/Juan Guajardo) 
 
Bishop Earl Fernandes of Columbus, Ohio 
— appointed by Francis in April 2022 — 
sparked protests when he evicted the Paulist 
Fathers from campus ministry at Ohio State 
University within weeks of his installation. 

Two bishops whom Francis appointed to 
Minnesota dioceses in recent years 
— Robert Barron in Winona-
Rochester and Andrew Cozzens in 
Crookston — have aligned themselves with 
cultural conservatives who oppose the 
current pope's priorities.  

"The thing that unites all [Francis' episcopal] 
choices is that he seems to prefer pastoral 
guys to others. But ideologically, they've 
been all over the place," said Jesuit Fr. Mark 
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Massa, the director of the Boisi Center for 
Religion and American Public Life at 
Boston College. 

Massa told NCR that he does not see much 
willingness from Francis, unlike his two 
immediate predecessors, to "really reshape 
the American episcopate." 

 
New York Cardinal Timothy M. Dolan pauses in 
front of a portrait of Pope Benedict XVI while 
celebrating Mass for the repose of the late 
pontiff's soul at St. Patrick's Cathedral in New 
York City Jan. 1. Dolan was appointed 
archbishop of New York by Pope Benedict XVI 
in 2009 and appointed to the College of 
Cardinals in 2012.  He will turn 75 on Feb. 6, 
2025. (OSV News/Gregory A. Shemitz) 
 
"Under John Paul II and Benedict, there 
seemed to be a unified field theory about 
who should be a bishop, and they were all 
basically bishops in their image," Massa 
said. "But I have been stymied to try to 
figure out what Francis' agenda is. I think it's 
simply to appoint pastoral bishops, and he's 
less concerned about where they are 
ideologically. Because otherwise, it seems 
that his appointments are completely 
random." 

Massimo Faggioli, a theologian and church 
historian at Villanova University, told NCR 
that Francis has had "a mixed record for 
sure" on episcopal appointments because he 
has had to "work with what's available." 

"His choices for cardinals and for promotion 
[to archbishops] have been successful. 
They've been very intentional and very 
strategic," said Faggioli, who referenced 
Francis creating cardinals like Blase Cupich 
in Chicago, Joseph Tobin in Newark and 
Robert McElroy in San Diego. 

"But on many other appointments, the 
record is mixed," Faggioli said, "Because 
there was the expectation or promise that 
they were going to be Francis-like bishops. 
Instead they are vaguely good pastors but 
not something you would necessarily see as 
an episcopate that's shaped by Francis' 
pontificate." 

 
Boston Cardinal Sean P. O'Malley arrives to 
attend the funeral Mass of Pope Benedict XVI in 
St. Peter's Square at the Vatican Jan. 5. O'Malley 
turns 79 in June. That's four years beyond the 
traditional retirement age for Catholic bishops. 
(CNS photo/Paul Haring) 
 
Avella, the church historian, told NCR that 
he has scratched his head at some of Francis' 
appointments. 

"Some of these men who are in positions of 
authority are either not very competent, not 
very in tune with the culture, or have just 
become de facto the Republican Party at 
prayer," said Avella, who added that issues 
like LGBTQ rights and the church's message 
on abortion require intelligent and 
sophisticated responses that he suggested 
most prelates are not capable of delivering. 



"These issues are crying out for responsible, 
intelligent and pastoral leadership on the 
part of bishops, and they are going to require 
a little more oomph than even [Cardinals] 
Cupich, Tobin, or even at this point 
McElroy have been able to give," Avella 
said. 

Imperatori-Lee of Manhattan College said 
that selecting more Hispanic bishops to 
reflect the growing Latino Catholic 
community in the United States could 
promote cultural sensitivity at the national 
bishops' conference and change the tenor of 
the church's engagement in culture war 
issues. 

"It would be symbolically important, and it 
could potentially be ecclesiologically 
important as well," she said. 

Hoegeman, the Missouri State University 
professor, told NCR that there is "definitely 
a pool of liberal-leaning bishops" who 
Francis could appoint to one of the 
archdioceses, but she added that archbishops 
tend to be older when promoted. 

"It will be interesting to see where someone 
like Cardinal McElroy goes as these major 
sees open up," said Hoegeman, who added 
that it is more likely that in 2025 the 
American hierarchy will reflect Francis 
more in the sense that it will have fewer 
culture warriors. 

"You might not be getting a bunch of 
Cupichs or McElroys" made bishops, 
Hodgeman said, adding it is also unlikely 
that hardline conservatives will rise in the 
mold of Joseph Strickland of Tyler, Texas, 
or retired Archbishop Charles Chaput of 
Philadelphia. 

"The middle ground guys will be 
appointed," she said. 

Amid Pope Francis' 
anniversary, 
Catholics need a new 
'Faithful 
Citizenship' 

 
People at the Smyrna Community Center in 
Smyrna, Georgia, visit an early voting location 
Nov. 3, 2022, during midterms. During their 
2022 fall general assembly, U.S. bishops voted 
to keep their document "Forming Consciences 
for Faithful Citizenship" and supplement it with 
inserts, social media components and an 
introductory note. (CNS/Reuters/Jonathan Ernst) 

 
BY STEPHEN SCHNECK 
20 March 2023 

 
For decades, timed with each U.S. 
presidential election cycle, the U.S. bishops 
regularly drafted a guide for faithful political 



engagement. That stopped with the papacy 
of Pope Francis. Why is unclear. As we 
celebrate the 10th anniversary of Francis' 
election, what is clear is the need for a new 
document, one that speaks to the sweeping 
changes that have occurred in America and 
globally, and one that reflects this papacy's 
sharpening of church teachings about the 
role of the church in the world. 

The last guide, "Forming Consciences for 
Faithful Citizenship," was drafted in 2007 
amidst lingering Catholic division following 
John Kerry's 2004 presidential candidacy 
and that election’s Communion wars. It 
reads like a time capsule of that era. While 
much should be admired about "Faithful 
Citizenship," America and the world have 
seen dramatic changes in the intervening 
years.   

 
Pope Benedict XVI greets Argentine Cardinal 
Jorge Mario Bergoglio at the Vatican in this Jan. 
13, 2007, file photo. Bergoglio was elected 
March 13, 2013, the 266th Roman Catholic 
pontiff and the successor to retired Pope 
Benedict. (CNS/L'Osservatore Romano) 
 
In 2007, Benedict XVI was pope. The Gulf 
War was raging. The first iPhone appeared 
and social media was in its infancy. AI, data 
mining and gene editing were not yet 
things.  Human-caused climate change was a 
theory still in doubt. Roe was still settled 
law; LGBTQ rights were not. It was written 
before the Great Recession, 

#OccupyWallStreet, #MeToo, the Arab 
Spring, Black Lives Matter, fake news, 
Russia's invasions of Ukraine, surging white 
Christian nationalism and before Jan. 6. 

The year 2007 also marked a meeting of 
Latin American bishops in Brazil, 
at Aparecida, from which a pastoral 
theology emerged, championed by Cardinal 
Jorge Mario Bergoglio. Six years later he 
would be pope and that theology refocused 
the church's role in public life.   

Putting the Gospels ahead of canon law, 
Aparecida theology takes Christ at his word 
in Luke's Gospel where he reads from 
Isaiah, "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me to bring glad 
tidings to the poor." Francis speaks similarly 
of Matthew 25 and the Beatitudes, as the 
"twin pillars of Christianity." Within days of 
the papal election Francis remarked, "Oh, 
how I would like a poor Church, and for the 
poor," reflecting the heart of Aparecida 
theology and offering a touchstone for 
rewriting "Faithful Citizenship."   

Since the early Church Fathers, Christianity 
has taught that politics must be for the 
common good of the whole community. 
Inspired by the Gospels, Aparecida offers 
the gauge of the common good to be the 
lived life of the poor. That insight bears 
repeating: The measure of the common good 
is the lived life and dignity of the poor. The 
measure of civilization is the life and dignity 
of the poorest among us. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/bishops-supplement-rather-revise-faithful-citizenship-voter-guide
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A man holding a rosary with the U.S. flag as a 
backdrop is silhouetted in this photo illustration. 
(CNS illustration/Catholic Courier/Mike Crupi) 
 
The poor of whom the Gospels speak are not 
only those without money. They are those 
on the peripheries of society — the ignored, 
powerless, oppressed, discriminated against, 
immigrants and refugees, racial minorities, 
the imprisoned, the elderly, the sick, those 
not yet born and even abused creation 
itself.   

Christian citizenship calls us to measure 
engagement in public life for what it means 
for the life and dignity of these poor. Every 
law, policy, institutional procedure and 
social norm must reflexively and 
continuously be considered against the 
criterion that is the real lives of these 
"poor."  

If this sounds like charity, it is. Reiterating 
his predecessors, Francis locates politics 
among the highest forms of charity. Yet, 
charity (caritas) cannot be downward-
looking pity that reinforces marginalization. 
Politics as charity must open itself to those 
on the periphery and bring them into 
communion, brotherhood and sisterhood, 
and into a just equality with all. 

As Francis explains in Amoris Laetitia, this 
is done by: welcoming, accompanying, 
discerning situations and integrating. It is 

also synodal inasmuch as the church's role in 
public life is not to judge, but to be open to 
the world (never closed), listen and 
dialogue. True politics is caritas, directed 
toward the common good, the measure of 
which is the life of the poor. 

Would this mean that the work of governing 
and political engagement should never be 
concerned about other matters like the 
economy, transportation, agriculture or even 
the military? Not at all. It means that such 
policies can only be right when they 
improve or at a minimum do not further 
harm those whom Christ in Matthew 25 
calls the "least" among us. 

Previous political guides from the U.S. 
bishops were informed by canon law, 
judging policies and candidates against 
church ordinances. The Holy Father, 
however, has remarked that church teaching 
is best without "shall nots," that instead a 
genuine encounter with the word of God and 
with the person of Jesus Christ must be 
foundational — much as Aparecida theology 
emphasizes the Gospels. Similarly, a new 
"Faithful Citizenship," informed essentially 
by concern for the poor, would put 
evangelization and a positive vision for 
Christian political life center stage.  

The Holy Father criticizes the idea of 
Catholic or Christian political parties and 
utterly rejects any imagining of Christian 
political life as a crusade of holy warriors 
against sinners. In his encyclical Fratelli 
Tutti and elsewhere, he speaks of "a better 
kind of politics" in contrast to the low-form 
politics too often seen in practice. 

https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250302847/afutureoffaith
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Pope Francis speaks in a video message to an 
online international conference on "A Politics 
Rooted in the People" in this still image taken 
from video released April 15, 2021, by the Holy 
See Press Office. (CNS/Holy See Press Office) 
 
A better kind of politics is not ideological, 
not partisan, open to dialogue (not closed in 
self-righteousness), directed to the common 
good (not private interests), 
wielding caritas (not power), and ever intent 
on building bridges rather than walls of us-
versus-them. Understood in this way, he 
reaffirms traditional church teaching on the 
true nobility of politics and public service.  

It might be objected that rewriting "Faithful 
Citizenship" from the Gospels' emphasis on 
the poor lacks the specificity and juridical 
edge that came with terms such as "intrinsic 
evil," "material cooperation" and "non-
negotiable." Yet, with the lived life of the 
poor as the measure of the common good, a 
wide-ranging, comprehensive theory of 
government and politics can be discerned 
and a general vision for promoting policies 
and laws is evident. 

With the lived life of the poor as the 
measure of the common good, a wide-

ranging, comprehensive theory of 
government and politics can be discerned 

and a general vision for promoting policies 
and laws is evident. 

Concerned with lifting up the marginalized 
and bringing those on the peripheries into 
solidarity, and recognizing the equal dignity 

of all and empowering the powerless, the 
Aparecida approach would support 
democracy for all, diverse inclusivity, 
expansive human rights and popular 
sovereignty. Accordingly, the power of the 
state would also be limited and checked. 
These are the earmarks of liberal 
governance. 

Similarly, a broad vision for policies is 
evident the Aparecida approach. It would 
encompass everything from assisted housing 
and health care to education and 
employment. Welcoming refugees and 
migrants, caring for creation, peacebuilding, 
anti-racism and developing an economic 
system that does not overly reward some 
while impoverishing others — these too are 
evident policies of a noble politics measured 
by what we do for the life and dignity of 
those on the peripheries. 

"Faithful Citizenship" was written for a 
different time, amid different demands for 
faithful citizenship. It was written before 
Pope Francis offered the church his insight 
for refocusing the role of the church in 
public life. American Catholics need a new 
document, one that speaks to our new times 
and one that reflects the teachings of this 
papacy. 

Francis is asking the 
church to dream 
again. Why do so 
many oppose him? 
 



 
Pope Francis celebrates Mass at Ndolo airport in 
Kinshasa, Congo, Feb. 1. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 

 
BY STAN CHU ILO 
21 March 2023 
 
When the new pope was presented to the 
cheering crowd at St. Peter's Square on 
March 13, 2013, not many people in the rest 
of the world outside Latin America knew 
much about Argentine Cardinal Jorge Mario 
Bergoglio. I was working as an African 
expert on global Catholicism for Canada 
Television (CTV) and I went blank when he 
was presented to the world on live TV. I was 
speechless and could only run off the list of 
what we African Catholics wanted from the 
new pope, while buying some time to get 
some biographical information. 
Today, most Catholics not only know and 
love Pope Francis, but they also see a deep 
connection between his message and 
priorities and their dreams and hopes for a 
better church and a world. 

One constant word that Francis uses, 
especially since COVID-19, is "dream." The 
title of one of his recent books is Let Us 
Dream, and in Querida Amazonia, the 
document from the Amazon synod, he 

writes of four dreams: cultural, social, 
ecological and ecclesial. 

He also described his recent trip to Africa as 
a dream come true. He used the same image 
of dream to capture his hope for Africa, the 
church and the world in a virtual 
conversation with African young people on 
All Saints Day in 2022. He told his young 
African audience never to stop dreaming 
about a better future for Africa because if 
young Africans stop dreaming countries will 
die. 

This dream was captured so well when 
Francis stood alone at St. Peter's Square on 
March 27, 2020, during the COVID-19 
pandemic and spoke words of hope to the 
world when he asked humanity "to 
reawaken and put into practice that 
solidarity and hope capable of giving 
strength, support and meaning to these hours 
when everything seems to be floundering." 

 
Pope Francis leads a prayer service in an empty 
St. Peter's Square at the Vatican March 27, 
2020. At the conclusion of the service the pope 
held the Eucharist as he gave an extraordinary 
blessing urbi et orbi ("to the city and the 
world"). The service was livestreamed in the 
midst of the coronavirus pandemic. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
He invited the world to embrace the courage 
to dream again. In the darkest hour that 
faced humanity in recent memory, Francis 
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stood strong as a courageous prophet, whose 
words and gestures were like diverse points 
of illumination to a wounded and broken 
world, caught in an anxious long night of 
pain, perils and pandemic. 

The 10th anniversary of this consequential 
and disruptive papacy is a joyful moment to 
reflect on the significance of this pope who 
calls us to dare to dream again. Why is this 
dream of a new church in a new world being 
opposed by many within the church? 

When I left my home country of Nigeria for 
studies in Rome 20 years ago, my father 
made one request of me: "Please when you 
return for holidays from Rome, please bring 
me holy water from the fountain at St. 
Peter's Square." 

He, like many ordinary Catholics, did not 
want to be bothered with the politics or 
battles in Rome, and the vestiges of 
ultramontanism that have sustained the 
fortress mentality of ideological and 
dogmatic Catholicism. Many committed 
African Catholics like my late father, who 
worked in missionary schools to raise a new 
crop of African disciples for the church, 
wish to have a deep spiritual connection 
with Rome and the communion with world 
Christianity through this ancient institution. 

For many Catholics today, there is still that 
idyllic image of Catholicism as a deep 
spiritual well, and a bridge that connects 
them to diverse cultural and spiritual 
experiences from cultures and peoples all 
over the world. 

Many other Catholics experience 
Catholicism in a special way through their 
parish celebration of the sacraments, and the 
social and spiritual bonds of solidarity and 
supportive networks built around their 
parish. 

The Catholic Church, despite its weaknesses 
and many scandals, continues to be for many 
a reliable source for creedal certainty in a 
world ideologically awash with diverse 
theological, moral and spiritual standpoints. 
Most Catholics take pride in their church — 
for better or for worse, and some rather 
triumphantly — as the gold standard of 
Christian orthodoxy and a link between the 
spiritual traditions of the past and the 
present. 

However, Catholicism for those outside of 
it, and more so for those inside of it, remains 
a cultural and spiritual heritage that can 
never be contained in one vessel, 
historically, theologically and otherwise. 
Sadly, the binaries of inclusion and 
exclusion, which have often been 
legitimated by some versions of a presumed 
Catholic orthodoxy and fidelity rooted in 
Christendom's ideas and projects, continue 
to be a challenge to many Catholics. 

This is not only a challenge in the erstwhile 
European Christian heartland, but also in 
Africa and the rest of the Global South, 
depending on which side of the doctrinal 
divide one inhabits. 

This challenge is even harder for those 
Catholics who still hold on to the defunct 
idea that the Catholic Church is an 
ahistorical and homogeneous sacrament of 
salvation, without any internal cultural 
differentiation. This worldview makes it 
hard for some in the church to accept any 
changes or to embrace diversity in the 
church. 

Many in this camp do not yet see or joyfully 
embrace the changing faces of Catholicism 
with this shift of the center of gravity from 
the West to Africa and the rest of the Global 
South. This is why in many churches in 
North America and Europe, seeing a black 
priest, or an Indian nun or a Filipino cardinal 



holding some important positions in the 
church is still a novelty that surprises many, 
excites a few, and distresses some others. 

 
Pope Francis greets young people during an 
audience with participants in the Syro-Malabar 
Youth Leaders Conference, at the Vatican June 
18, 2022. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
When Francis champions issues around 
climate change, decolonization, exploitation 
of Africa and the poor, clericalism, 
immigration and inclusion of women, many 
high-ranking officials within the church 
respond with severe criticism and rebuke 
because it unsettles their culture of 
entitlement. 

Striking a balance in Francis' papal priorities 
and strategies continues to be an unfinished 
task, just like it is a challenge finding the 
best way to handle the criticism directed at 
him, knowing as he does that the church like 
the net of the Lord will always have 
different kinds of fish. 

Whatever perspectives one admits in the 
schismatic binaries in Catholicism today, the 
times seem appropriate for the emergence of 
new prophets who will lift our gaze beyond 
the imprisoning certainties about the things 
we do not know, beyond the pride of an 
ecclesial mindset that seeks to provide 
definitive answers to indefinite questions 
and mysteries that define what it means to 
be human in an infinitely boundless cosmos. 

The challenge facing Catholics today is the 
humble embrace of a new Catholic 
imagination and creative appropriation of 
the treasures of the church to meet the 
challenges of the times. This is why I think 
that we are now in an era of the prophets 
who are like sentinels on the mountaintop 
pointing the church and the world to new 
pathways that may never have been 
followed before. 

Such prophets also help us to see beyond the 
certainties and imprisonment that often 
block religious groups from seeing the 
infinite horizon as they get locked up in 
repetitive communal practices, rituals and 
institutional culture that often no longer 
elicit the same meaning and response from 
the present generation as they did in the 
past. 

Francis is such a prophet needed for our 
times. As we celebrate 10 years of his 
papacy, it is important that Catholics 
throughout the world answer his invitation 
to the church to embrace a culture of 
encounter. We must courageously set apace 
on this synodal pilgrimage because it is 
possible for Catholicism to find within her 
bosom a new way of being church, and new 
paths for meeting the challenges of today in 
fidelity to the God of surprises and renewal. 

Jesus asks that no 
one be excluded 
from his table, pope 
says 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 
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Pope Francis greets people during his general 
audience in St. Peter's Square at the Vatican Oct. 
5, 2022. Vatican News March 10, 2023, 
published excerpts of a new interview with RSI, 
a Swiss radio-television broadcasting in Italian, 
marking his 10 years as pope. (CNS photo/Paul 
Haring) 
 
CAROL GLATZ 

 
CATHOLIC NEWS SERVICE 
Vatican City — 10 March 2023 
 
The Catholic Church is not selective: each 
one of its members is a sinner and part of the 
holy, faithful people of God, Pope Francis 
said in an interview marking his 10 years as 
pope. 
Vatican News March 10 published excerpts 
of the interview with RSI, a Swiss radio-
television broadcasting in Italian. The full 
interview was to be aired and available 
online March 12. 

Responding to why some people feel 
excluded from the church, the pope said, 
"Sin is always there. There are men of the 
church, women of the church who create this 
distance." 

"There is a bit of the vanity of the world, 
feeling more righteous than others, but it is 

not right," he said. "We are all sinners. At 
the hour of truth put your truth on the table 
and you will see that you are a sinner." 

When Jesus asks that everyone be brought to 
his table, "it means that no one is excluded," 
the pope said. 

"When the guests did not come to the feast, 
he said go into the main roads and invite to 
the banquet whomever you find: the sick, 
the good and the bad, the small and the 
great, the rich and the poor, everyone," he 
said. 

"We must not forget this: the church is not a 
home for some, it is not selective," the pope 
said. "The holy, faithful people of God are 
this: everyone." 

When asked how much he has changed 
since his election March 13, 2013, he 
responded, "I am old. I have less physical 
endurance, the knee injury was a physical 
humiliation, although it is healing well 
now." He said he felt "a bit ashamed" having 
to use a wheelchair. 

The thing he misses most from the time 
before he was elected pope is "walking, 
going down the street. I used to walk a lot. I 
used to catch the underground, the bus, 
always with people." 

When asked what a pope "from the ends of 
the earth" brings to the papacy, he pointed to 
the late Argentine philosopher, Amelia 
Podetti, who said that "reality is better seen 
from the extremes than from the center. One 
understands universality from a distance." 

Speaking about the problem of war and 
conflict in the world, he said a third world 
war is underway. "It started in bits and 
pieces and now no one can say it is not 
worldwide. The great powers are all caught 



up in it. The battlefield is Ukraine. Everyone 
is fighting there." 

Asked what he would say if he were able to 
meet with Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
he said, "I would speak to him as clearly as I 
speak in public. He is an educated man." 

The pope explained how the day after 
Russia launched its full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine, "I went to the Russian embassy to 
the Holy See to say that I was willing to go 
to Moscow if Putin would give me a 
window to negotiate." Sergey Lavrov, 
Russia's foreign minister, "wrote to me 
saying thank you but now is not the time." 

"Putin knows I am available. But there are 
imperial interests there, not only of the 
Russian empire, but of empires elsewhere," 
he said. "It is typical of the empire to put 
nations in second place." 

The conflicts in Yemen and Syria and what 
is happening to "the poor Rohingyas in 
Myanmar" are also close to the pope's heart. 
"Why this suffering? Wars hurt. There is no 
spirit of God. I don't believe in holy wars." 

Francis praised his predecessor, Pope 
Benedict XVI, who died Dec. 31, 2022, and 
spoke about how good it was to have him 
nearby. 

"I would ask for his opinion. He would tell 
me what he thought; he was always 
balanced, positive, a wise man," he said. 

He said the liturgists in charge of papal 
ceremonies faced a real challenge in 
organizing "the funeral of a non-reigning 
pope. It was difficult" to find ways in the 
Mass to honor the retired pope while making 
clear he was no longer in office. 

"I have now told them to study the 
ceremony for the funerals of future popes, of 
all popes. They are studying and also 

simplifying things a little, removing the 
things that liturgically are not correct," Pope 
Francis said. 

The pope has repeatedly said he does not 
plan on resigning any time soon, but when 
asked what would lead him to step down, he 
responded that it would be the kind of 
fatigue that "does not make you see things 
clearly. A lack of clarity, of knowing how to 
evaluate situations. A physical problem, too, 
perhaps." 

He said he always asks people who know 
him well and "even some intelligent 
cardinals" for their advice about "How are 
things going? Do you think I should. … And 
they tell me the truth: 'Carry on, it is fine.' 
But please: give me a shout in time." 

When asked why he always asks people to 
pray for him, he said he believes everyone 
prays, but if they are not religious and don't 
pray then he asks they "send me good 
vibes." 

This idea of sending "good vibes," he said, 
"it is a pagan way of praying, but it is a 
loving way. And to love someone is a 
prayer." 

Vatican closes 
embassy in 
Nicaragua after 
Ortega's crackdown 
VATICAN 
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Catholics take part in a reenactment of the 
Stations of the Cross during the Lenten season at 
the Metropolitan Cathedral in Managua, 
Nicaragua, Friday, March 17, 2023. Amid 
tensions between the Vatican and the Daniel 
Ortega government, Catholics staged the 
devotional commemoration of Jesus Christ's last 
day on Earth in the gardens of the Cathedral due 
to the police ban on celebrating religious 
festivities on the streets. (AP Photo/Inti Ocon) 
 
NICOLE WINFIELD 
GABRIELA SELSER 
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 
Vatican City — 20 March 2023 
 
The Vatican said March 18 it had closed its 
embassy in Nicaragua after the country's 
government proposed suspending diplomatic 
relations, the latest episode in a yearslong 
crackdown on the Catholic Church by the 
administration of Nicaraguan President 
Daniel Ortega. 
The Vatican's representative to Managua, 
Msgr. Marcel Diouf, also left the country 
March 17, bound for Costa Rica, a Vatican 
official said, speaking on condition of 
anonymity. 

The Vatican action came a week after the 
Nicaraguan government proposed 
suspending relations with the Holy See, and 
a year after Nicaragua forced the papal 
ambassador at the time to leave. It's not clear 

what more the proposed suspension would 
entail in diplomatic terms. 

Relations between the church and Ortega's 
government have been deteriorating since 
2018, when Nicaraguan authorities violently 
repressed anti-government protests. 

Some Catholic leaders gave protesters 
shelter in their churches, and the church later 
tried to act as a mediator between the 
government and the political opposition. 

Ortega branded Catholic figures he saw as 
sympathetic to the opposition as “terrorists” 
who had backed efforts to overthrow him. 
Dozens of religious figures were arrested or 
fled the country. 

Two congregations of nuns, including from 
the Missionaries of Charity order founded 
by Mother Teresa, were expelled from 
Nicaragua last year. 

Prominent Catholic Bishop Rolando Álvarez 
was sentenced to 26 years in prison last 
month after he refused to board an airplane 
that flew 222 dissidents and priests to exile 
in the United States. He also was stripped of 
his Nicaraguan citizenship. 

Pope Francis had remained largely silent on 
the issue, apparently not wanting to inflame 
tensions. But in a March 10 interview with 
Argentine media outlet Infobae, after 
Álvarez's sentencing, he called Ortega’s 
government a “rude dictatorship” 
comparable to Hitler’s that was led by an 
“unbalanced” president. 

According to Vatican News, the care of the 
Vatican’s embassy, or nunciature, was 
entrusted to the Italian government, 
according to diplomatic conventions. The 
report said diplomats of the European 
Union, Germany, France and Italy gave 
Diouf, the chargé d’affaires, a farewell 



salute before he shuttered the diplomatic 
post and left. 

During the farewell ceremony, Germany's 
ambassador to Nicaragua, Christoph 
Bundscherer, expressed regret at the 
embassy's closure and asked Diouf to share 
a message with Francis, according to a 
statement on the German Embassy’s 
Facebook page. 

“Together with the Catholic Church, the 
representatives of the European Union in 
Nicaragua will also always defend the 
Christian values of freedom, tolerance and 
human dignity,” Bundscherer said, 
according to the statement. 

The Nicaraguan government, which since 
September 2018 has banned all opposition 
demonstrations in the country, also restricted 
Catholic activities inside churches, including 
banning the traditional street processions 
that thousands of Nicaraguans used to 
celebrate in the lead up to Holy Week and 
Easter. 

The restrictions forced church authorities to 
hold the Stations of the Cross procession on 
the grounds of the Metropolitan Cathedral of 
Managua, as they did March 17. 

'Bangkok 
Document' discerns 
new pathways for 
the church in Asia 
after continental 
synod 
NEWS 

 
This is the logo of the Federation of Asian 
Bishops' Conferences, which led an online 
ceremony March 15, 2023, for the release of the 
40-page "Bangkok Document," the bishops' 
continental synod document compiling 
discussions held during the federation's general 
conference in October 2022. (OSV 
News/screenshot Vatican News) 
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Churches in Asia need to play an active role 
in addressing pressing realities including 
migrants, refugees, indigenous peoples, 
climate change, family issues, women and 
youth, Asian bishops said in their 
continental synod document. 
The leaders of the Federation of Asian 
Bishops' Conferences released the 40-page 
"Bangkok Document" March 15 during an 
online ceremony. It is a compilation of the 
discussions held during the federation's 
general conference in the Thai capital last 
October. 

The Oct. 12-30 gathering, which also 
marked the federation’s golden jubilee, drew 
church leaders and delegates from about 29 
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countries. The meeting was followed up 
with the Asian Continental Synod Assembly 
Feb. 24-26. 

The document is to be presented during the 
synod on synodality at the Vatican. 

During the launch, federation president 
Cardinal Charles Bo of Yangon, Myanmar, 
said the document highlights the Asian 
Church's "journey together by responding to 
the call of ideality, reflecting on the various 
emerging realities confronting the church in 
Asia, and envisioning new pathways for the 
future." 

Its former president, Cardinal Oswald 
Gracias of Bombay, said the document is not 
a "finished product (but) the beginning of 
(the) journey" and urged all to approach it as 
"a spiritual document." 

"To my mind, it is a spiritual document, a 
document for prayer, for discernment, for 
spiritual conversation," the prelate said. 

Federation secretary-general Archbishop 
Tarcisius Isao Kikuchi of Tokyo, clergy, 
laity and media personnel from across the 
globe joined the virtual launch. 

Filipino Bishop Pablo Virgilio David of 
Kalookan, the coordinator of the 
documentation committee, said the 
"Bangkok Document" is divided into five 
parts based on the biblical narrative of the 
three Magi, who are journeying together, 
looking, discerning, offering gifts and 
making new pathways. 

The first part is titled "Journeying" and 
draws inspiration from the synod on 
synodality, he said. 

"Synodality's basic principles of 
communion, participation and mission have 
actually given a fuller expression and 
affirmation to FABC's long-standing 

affirmation to triple dialogue: namely with 
religion, culture and the poor of Asia," 
David said. 

The second part, titled "Looking," takes a 
"serious phenomenological look at the 
emerging realities confronting the churches 
in Asia," he pointed out. 

The section deals with nine of the most 
important realities in Asian societies -- 
migrants, refugees and Indigenous people 
displaced from their homelands, families, 
gender issues, the role of women, youth, the 
impact of digital technology, promotion of 
an equitable economy, climate crisis and 
interreligious dialogue. 

The third part, titled "Discerning," deals 
with the answer to the question of "what the 
Spirit is telling the churches in Asia in the 
present times." 

The fourth section, "Offering Our Gifts," 
reflects on what Asia can contribute to the 
universal church specifically focusing on 
Asian culture and spirituality drawing 
inspiration from St. John Paul II's apostolic 
exhortation "Ecclesia in Asia." 

The last part is titled "Following New 
Pathways" and aims to "articulate the new 
directions that the federation feels it is called 
to undertake in the wider dynamics of the 
life and mission of the church in Asia." 

The continental synod in the last section 
identified five pathways that it aims to take: 
from dominative to "inculturated" 
evangelization; from basic Christian 
communities to ecclesial communities that 
promote basic human communities; from 
dialogue to synodality; from proclamation to 
storytelling; and from beaten tracks to new 
pastoral priorities. 



David pointed out that the "Bangkok 
Document" "underscores the new pathways 
that had been taken by the 16th-century 
Italian Jesuits Matteo Ricci and Alessandro 
Valignano." 

Frs. Ricci and Valignano and other 
missionaries in the 16th and 17th centuries 
"chose to follow a different pathway in their 
approaches to mission," David said. 

He said the FABC seeks to follow the 
footsteps of figures such as Ricci who chose 
"interreligious and intercultural dialogue" 
rather than the more convenient way of 
"royal patronage" for evangelizing the 
newly found peoples. 

The "Bangkok Document" will be circulated 
across all dioceses and parishes in Asia, and 
it is open for further improvements, FABC 
officials said during the press conference. 

Francis' papacy has 
been good news for 
US Catholics 

 
Pope Francis leaves a meeting for religious 
liberty with the Hispanic community and 
immigrants on Independence Mall in 
Philadelphia Sept. 26, 2015. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 

 
BY HOSFFMAN OSPINO 
22 March 2023 
 
This month marks the 10th anniversary of 
the election of Pope Francis who, as the 
leader of the Roman Catholic Church and its 
1.3 billion members, continues to capture 
the attention of Catholics and non-Catholics 
worldwide. 
 
Several historical firsts accompanied his 
papal election: first Latin American, first 
Jesuit and first to choose the name Francis. 

Along with these "firsts," Francis' 
pontificate has also signaled some possible 
"lasts," even if temporarily. His predecessor 
could be the last Western European pope for 
some time, mindful that most future popes 
may come from those parts of the world 
where Catholicism is flourishing most 
abundantly: Africa, Asia and Latin America. 
European popes may be the exception for 
long periods of time. 

Structural reforms that Francis has 
introduced may well be the end, despite 
strong resistance, to only-clergy 
consultations, offices and meetings 
addressing church life. With the 
incorporation of more lay voices, we may 
also be witnessing the end of a centuries-old 
era when women were left outside and their 
voices were not adequately heeded on 
practical and doctrinal matters. 

Francis has also been a strong critic of 
clericalism, calling it a "perversion" and a 
"plague." This corruption affects not only 
ordained ministers, but also laypeople who 
see themselves above others because of their 
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social or ecclesial status, the power they 
yield from a given position, or the use of 
their resources to advance their particular 
interests. 

For so many Catholics, it has been a gift to 
witness a papacy like Francis', marked by 

new beginnings and signaling some 
endings. Because of his papacy, 

Catholicism will be significantly different 
in the decades that follow. 

His 10-year papacy has delineated a more 
credible, although not perfect, path forward 
to confront the reality of sexual abuse of 
minors by clergy within the church. The 
painful wounds caused by this heartbreaking 
scandal brought the U.S. Catholic 
community to its knees, both in prayer and 
distress. We witness today other 
communities in the world also reckoning 
with this disorder. 

Although his policies have made Catholic 
communities throughout the world safer for 
all, a true conversion of hearts and structures 
must take place for this to never happen 
again. 

Francis has also been adamant about giving 
life to the pastoral wisdom and vision of the 
1962-65 Second Vatican Council. Ordained 
in 1969, four years after this defining 
gathering, Francis' ministry has been marked 
by the desire to engage the needs and hopes 
of the people of our day. 

For so many Catholics, it has been a gift to 
witness a papacy like Francis', marked by 
new beginnings and signaling some endings. 
Because of his papacy, Catholicism will be 
significantly different in the decades that 
follow. Despite the viewpoints of critics 
who do not see eye to eye with Francis, this 
pope has ignited a renewed sense of hope. 

A particular group for whom Francis's 
papacy has been good news is U.S. Catholic 
bishops. This observation may be surprising 
to many, particularly since it is known that a 
significant sector of bishops in the country, 
as well as Catholics in the pews, have had 
difficulty embracing the Jesuit pope and his 
calls for ecclesial reform. 

Francis, however, has been good news for 
U.S. Catholic bishops in two clear ways. 

First, many of the reforms that Francis has 
proposed for the Roman Curia and the entire 
Catholic world have already been tested in 
dioceses and parishes throughout the United 
States. Perhaps no other place in the world 
has as many lay women and men involved in 
ecclesial structures, education and even 
decision-making processes as the Catholic 
Church in the United States. Cultural, 
linguistic and demographic diversity are the 
order of the day in thousands of Catholic 
churches, schools and organizations. 

Secondly, differences of perspective define 
the interaction among American Catholic 
bishops on many topics: politics, the 
economy, racial tensions, and the embrace 
of members of LGBTQ+ communities, 
among others. The reasons for such 
differences may vary from bishop to bishop, 
including how they and their advisers 
interpret biblical texts as well as church 
teachings. Sometimes these differences are 
discussed passionately in the public arena, 
as in the case of the reaction to San Diego's 
Cardinal Robert McElroy's recent proposal 
of what he calls "radical inclusion." 

Instead of curtailing the freedom to express 
disagreement or to silence conversations, 
Francis has widely encouraged Catholics to 
engage in open conversations, even when 
these talks are charged with tension — not 
to cause scandal or to confuse, but to discern 
together and build a stronger communion. 
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That includes bishops. It is OK for bishops 
to disagree with one another, just as 
theologians or faithful teachers do, as long 
as they do it with respect and remember the 
ties that bind them. Regardless of what they 
think on certain matters, this papacy has 
given bishops standing to "build communion 
amid disagreement." 

Most recently, Francis has led the Catholic 
world into a multiyear process of listening 
and dialogue called the "synodal path." It is 
a call to "walk together." All Catholics are 
invited to share our thoughts, including 
novel or controversial ideas, to imagine 
better ways of being church. 

The synodal path has been proposed as a 
permanent way of being church. All U.S. 
bishops have been involved in the process in 
various ways, some more than others. Little 
involvement or no involvement at all is still 
participation. 

Earlier this month, Boston College hosted a 
major national gathering where cardinals, 
bishops, theologians and leaders from 
several Catholic organizations came together 
to discuss the importance of listening and 
discerning together in a synodal spirit. The 
major takeaway was clear: Francis is the 
good news that God desired for our church 
here and now. He has been good news to 
American Catholic bishops and the rest of 
the Catholic community during the last 
decade. He is our pope. 

Pope Francis, you 
have two years to 
remake the US 
hierarchy. Get to it. 
 

 
Bishops attend Mass at the Basilica of the 
National Shrine of the Assumption of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary Nov. 14, 2022, on the first 
day of the fall general assembly of the U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops in Baltimore. 
(CNS/Bob Roller) 
 

 
BY MICHAEL SEAN WINTERS 
22 March 2023 
 
When will Pope Francis start making some 
legacy appointments in the U.S. church? 
When will he, and those who can help him, 
throw long, aim for the end zone, in naming 
new bishops? Those are the questions 
beneath the surface of my colleague Brian 
Fraga's article about the many dioceses and 
archdioceses that are coming open in the 
next few years. 
 
In Canada, the pope just threw long, naming 
51-year-old Bishop Francis Leo as the next 
archbishop of Toronto, the largest diocese in 
the country. Leo had only been a bishop for 
five months when he was named to replace 
Cardinal Thomas Collins. That is more than 
throwing long; that is placing a big bet. 

In the United States, Francis has made major 
appointments. His 2014 decision to elevate 
Bishop Blase Cupich to the archbishopric of 
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Chicago was the first that clearly indicated a 
new direction for the U.S. hierarchy. Cupich 
had long been a voice of sanity at meetings 
of the U.S. hierarchy, for example, opposing 
efforts to deny Communion to politicians 
based on their voting records and other 
culture war approaches. 

Appointing Bishop Robert McElroy to San 
Diego the following year and transferring 
Archbishop Joseph Tobin from Indianapolis 
to Newark, New Jersey, in 2016 sent a 
similar signal: The pope passed over more 
conservative candidates and, in all three 
cases, sources tell me the decision was made 
in spite of the urgings of the apostolic 
nuncio at the time, Archbishop Carlo Maria 
Viganò. 

All three appointments were also named 
cardinals, Cupich and Tobin in 2016 and 
McElroy in 2022, further demonstrating the 
pope's confidence in them. 

 
From left, Cardinals Wilton Gregory of 
Washington, Blase Cupich of Chicago and 
Robert McElroy of San Diego exchange the sign 
of peace during Mass at St. Patrick's Church, 
official home of the U.S. Catholic community in 
Rome, on Aug. 28, 2022. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
The decision in 2019 to transfer Archbishop 
Paul Etienne from Anchorage, Alaska, to 
Seattle showed a similar determination for a 
different style of episcopal leadership. 
Retiring Archbishop Peter Sartain had 
requested a coadjutor and many anticipated 
it would be Bishop Robert Barron, a close 

friend of Sartain. But the pope selected 
Etienne, a man whose charisma matches that 
of the telegenic Barron, but whose 
ecclesiological leanings are more obviously 
in line with those of Francis. Etienne has 
never done a dog-and-pony show 
with Jordan Peterson, for example. 

Other appointments showed the pope's 
desire for more pastoral, less culture-warrior 
prelates. Sending Archbishop Wilton 
Gregory to Washington in 2019, and then 
naming him cardinal, guaranteed there 
would be no showdown over denying 
Communion in the nation's capital. 

Similarly, the appointment of 
Bishop Shelton Fabre last year to the 
venerable see of Louisville, Kentucky, 
indicated that same preference for pastors 
over bomb-throwers. And replacing Bishop 
Thomas Olmsted with Bishop John Dolan in 
the nation's fastest-growing city, Phoenix, 
was another great appointment. 

Pope Francis has been pope for 10 years 
and, in an unprecedented way, many U.S, 
bishops refuse to get on board. It is time to 
turn decisively, not slowly, by selecting new 

bishops who are not stuck in the past. 

There is an old saying in the Vatican 
diplomatic corps about how to remake a 
hierarchy in the face of opposition: "Two for 
us, one for them." The idea is that the church 
is a large ship, and people stake their souls 
on its practices and beliefs, so if you wish it 
to move in a new direction, you must turn it 
slowly. 

Pope Francis has been pope for 10 years 
and, in an unprecedented way, many U.S, 
bishops refuse to get on board. It is time to 
turn decisively, not slowly, by selecting new 
bishops who are not stuck in the past. 
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Last fall, the U.S. bishops selected 
Archbishop Timothy Broglio as the 
president of the U.S. Conference of Catholic 
Bishops. There were a variety of reasons for 
the choice, and some bishops whom I think 
of as being very pro-Francis did not realize 
that they had chosen someone with a history 
of bad blood with Francis, nor were they 
aware of his sketchy connection to the late 
Cardinal Angelo Sodano, with all that 
implies. 

Broglio showed his indifference to the task 
of uniting the conference when he published 
a sermon he recently delivered in 
Washington. In it, he contradicts McElroy 
without mentioning him, quoting from an 
article by E. Christian Brugger in The 
Catholic World Report. The Brugger article 
repeatedly misrepresented McElroy's 
argument, a fact Broglio ignored. 

I was not surprised to find Broglio was 
unsympathetic toward the position staked 
out by McElroy, but I was surprised to find 
out he had found a way to be, at the same 
time, divisive in attacking McElroy and 
cowardly in not naming him. We should 
expect more from the president of a bishops' 
conference. 

 
Pope Francis greets Archbishop Timothy 
Broglio, president of the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, during a meeting with the 
presidents and coordinators of the regional 
assemblies of the Synod of Bishops at the 
Vatican Nov. 28, 2022. (CNS/Vatican Media) 

The recent election of Archbishop 
Alexander Sample to the executive 
committee of the U.S. bishops' conference 
only confirms the anti-Francis sentiment of 
the U.S. bishops. Sample has distinguished 
himself mostly for his active support for the 
Tridentine rite, even suggesting that all 
seminarians should learn to perform the old 
rite. 

Still, it was a different election at last 
November's meeting of U.S. bishops that 
showed why the nuncio, the Dicastery for 
Bishops and the pope himself must really 
scrutinize their candidates for the 
episcopacy carefully, and be willing to take 
some risks. 

In selecting a new secretary for the 
conference, the bishops last year chose 
Oklahoma City Archbishop Paul Coakley — 
who had issued a statement of support for 
Viganò when Viganò called for the pope to 
resign — over Tobin by margin of 130-104. 
Coakley has never retracted his encomium 
to the now-disgraced former nuncio. He is 
also the "ecclesiastical adviser" to Tim 
Busch's Napa Institute, the place where 
Catholic social teaching goes to die. Yet 
Coakley beat Tobin by 26 votes. 

Twenty-six votes need to be flipped within 
the next three years so that, in 2025, the U.S. 
bishops can select a new president who is 
committed to that most basic understanding 
of Catholic ecclesial life: The unity of the 
Roman Catholic Church is founded on 
communion with the bishop of Rome. 
Period. 

That is why for the next few years the motto 
cannot be "two for us, one for them." Now it 
must be "30 for us, nothing for them." 
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The lesson of Silicon 
Valley Bank: 
Regulations protect 
good businesses as 
well as consumers 

 
A pedestrian passes a Silicon Valley Bank 
branch March 13 in San Francisco. (RNS/AP 
photo/Jeff Chiu) 
 

 
FATHER THOMAS REESE, SJ 
RELIGION NEWS SERVICE 
22 March 2023 
 
The recent threats to the banking system 
show that libertarian capitalists are 
hypocrites. They hate government 
regulations — until they are in trouble and 
expect the government to bail them out. 
The seeds of the current crisis were planted 
years ago when Silicon Valley Bank 
invested its depositors' tech-boom winnings 
in U.S. Treasury bonds, socking the deposits 
away in long-term instruments to maximize 
their gains. This strategy looks smart as long 
as nothing goes wrong. Of course, 
something went wrong: Inflation hit, the Fed 

raised interest rates, reducing the value of 
the bank's bonds, and when the depositors 
suddenly wanted their money back, Silicon 
Valley Bank had to sell their bonds at a loss 
to cover the withdrawals.  

Medium-sized banks such as SVB are the 
very ones that lobbied Congress to free them 
from regulations set after the 2008 crash to 
protect depositors. The safe banking rules 
prevented them from taking greater risks, 
which could lead to losses and bank runs. 
Campaign contributions from these bankers 
greased the legislative wheels so that they 
got what they wanted. 

The government, in other words, is now 
guaranteeing the deposits of those financiers 
who complained the loudest and lobbied 
hardest to reverse government regulations.  

It's the same lesson Turkish property owners 
learned after the recent earthquakes exposed 
widespread ignoring of building codes by 
developers and government officials. 
Building codes also have an impact in the 
United States on whether a home survives a 
hurricane, a flood or a forest fire. But 
developers want to build as cheaply as 
possible to make greater profits.  

Libertarians hate government regulations 
because they claim they want to leave the 
market free to determine what businesses 
should and should not do. In truth, the 
marketplace cannot work without 
government regulations. Government laws 
and courts protect and enforce contracts, 
patents and copyrights, without which the 
marketplace would be a jungle. 

Catholic social teaching has always 
acknowledged a role for government 
regulation of the economy. The economy is 
to promote the common good, not benefit 
owners and investors alone. 



Catholic social teaching is founded on a 
respect and concern for human dignity, 
especially the dignity of workers. A top 
concern has been protecting workers in 
dangerous occupations. The church has 
supported outlawing child labor and 
ensuring a living wage and health care for 
workers and their families. 

More recently, papal teaching has demanded 
that the environment be protected from 
destruction by unregulated exploitation. The 
world belongs to everyone and must be 
developed not just for individual profit but 
for the common good of humanity. 
Destroying the environment threatens 
humans today and in the future. 

Those who wish to ignore the moral 
foundations of Catholic social teaching 
should at least recognize that good 
government regulations are in their own 
economic interest. 

In this case, bankers put good banks at risk 
by refusing to settle for lower returns. But 
we have also too often seen the agricultural 
and livestock industries put at risk by 
producers who cut corners and bring tainted 
goods to market. Time and time again, bad 
actors put good business people at risk. 
Good regulations protect not only 
consumers but good business people.  

No one should think this means all 
government regulations are good. 
Regulations should be as simple as possible, 
especially for small businesses. If there is a 
simpler and easier way of accomplishing the 
same goal, governments should adapt. 

Regulations can also be abused. Zoning laws 
have been used by NIMBY (not in my 
backyard) activists to stop multiple-family 
dwellings being built in California suburbs. 
Environmental and zoning laws are being 
used to stop the construction of solar and 

wind farms, as well as transmission lines, 
necessary to respond to global warming. 

Government regulations have to be 
reasonable and support the common good. 
Debate about their proper use is essential to 
the democratic process, but opposing 
regulations and then coming to the 
government trough for a bailout is 
hypocritical and immoral. 

The magnet of the 
age vs. the 
foundation of the 
age 

 

 
BY SISTER JOAN CHITTISTER 
23 March 2023 
 
I don't know about you, but there are things 
that concern me about life, as it has 
developed, which I would rather not admit. 
Every so often, it seems, society outruns 
itself. It fixes on the particulars of an era, 
casts all caution to the wind, and throws 
itself — mind, soul, spirit and future — onto 
the latest magnet of the age. 



Then, all of a sudden, everything changes. 
Whatever drove society before this new 
period simply melts away. Quietly. 
Uncaringly. 

With the industrial revolution of the 19th 
century, for instance, even the slightest 
quiver of change opened fissures of major 
import in what had been a basically 
agricultural world. Most Americans had 
never traveled more than several miles 
away from their homes before this. Life 
revolved around horses who ambled through 
life at a steady pace, and we with them. Few 
men were educated and even fewer women. 

 
Standard Oil Refinery No. 1 in Cleveland, Ohio, 
in 1889 (Wikimedia Commons) 
 
And meanwhile, the world around us was 
stumbling through strikes, labor unions and 
even war. 

But in the 20th century came tangles of 
railroad tracks, new roads, super highways 
— and cars. 

And with cars came a moment of massive 
change. A new world. A new approach to 
life. A different sense of time. Another way 
of living — whatever its values. Where cars 
were concerned, for instance, people could 
move from place to place, however far away 
from their homes. 

At this point, the very notion of "the 
American family" had fragmented even 
more. It found itself far flung from its past, 
basically one-generational now, more 
independent — even more alone — than 
families a generation before them. 

Young people left home in search of either 
alluring work or hard-to-find work rather 
than take over the local business from their 
parents. 

Middle-aged couples watched the family 
disappear but clung to the nearest housing 
estates in hopes of not having to move next 
to strangers. 

The elderly registered early for elder care 
since it was clear that none of the kids 
would get home more than a week or so a 
year. 

So they bought themselves a big computer 
screen to watch their grandchildren grow up 
on Zoom. 

The stress of change, the burdens, the 
emptiness, the resettling from one kind of 
society to another always overshadows the 
end of the old society. And this one made 
the nuclear family more nuclear than ever. 

We made all those switches relatively well, 
however much we may still long for the 
quieter, more intimate world that grew us. 

Instead, we are now caught up in a world 
without familiar neighborhoods, without 
people whose families have been there for 
years, without intimacy, without generations 
in which we once grew from one era of 
music, and winning regional schools and 
local arts to learn from. 

Perhaps, whether we realize it or not, our 
families may also be less one history teacher 
and English teacher and debate team and 
school librarian to introduce this new culture 
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to the great books. We have lost a panoply 
of history teachers at the dinner table now to 
make this new generation probe the 
difference between democracy and 
communist philosophy. Or there simply 
aren't enough people in the old book group 
in which to argue with about which great 
character was right or wrong or confused or 
manipulative or a new Hamlet, in our own 
lifetime. 

The question is an urgent one: How shall we 
grow this new generation an adult soul? 
Where shall we get practice in being human 
beings? On what philosophical principles? 
For what dream? With what hope? And 
what kind of changes did we miss in the 
process? 

Our new world now is the world of STEM. 
Everyone is running to get a piece of life's 
most recent recipe for salvation. This time it 
is the marvels of science, of technology, of 
engineering, of math that will save us. But 
when we're all tired out from doing the 
equations, sick of designing new gadgets, 
discouraged with physics, rattled by the 
repetition of the numbers in math, it may be 
time to look again at the interplay between 
mind and soul, between what is and what 
must be if humanity is ever to be fully 
human again. 

It may be time for an audit of old values and 
new social virtues. 

In the last 10 years, student commitment to 
STEM courses of college curriculums has 
risen dramatically while humanity and 
liberal arts courses have plummeted. And so 
what? 

 
Well, here's so what. 

Where will we go to learn how to be social 
leaders now that we know how to get right 
answers where only right answers are the 
prize we're offering this decade's 
intellectuals? In a world full of multiple 
choices and distinct political positions and 
global decision-making in the midst of 
moral, immoral and amoral disconnect, how 
shall we prepare for that? When the 
scientific possibilities we have discovered 
can be used for both good and bad, from 
what perspective shall this decade's 
intellectual stars make their conclusions, or 
decide between them? On what basis will 
this next generation weigh character over 
acquisition? 

While our cars are getting faster and better 
every year, our ideas, our feelings, our 
insights and our freedom of belief are 
getting less and less important. Technology 
counts, social status counts, capital counts, 
but where will we go to decide what 
shouldn't be done even if we have suddenly 
figured out how to do it? 

The historic truth is that the first thing 
dictators do is suppress thought. 

While we are burning books in this country, 
these are important things to think about. 
When we allow politicians to decide our 
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medical plans, we need to rethink some 
things. When we destroy the educational 
system of the country, whitewash its history 
so it can never repent or reject its errors in 
the future, we are coming dangerously close 
to the edge of a cliff called the demise of 
democracy. 

When politicians and judges take the will of 
the people away from the people 
themselves, the humanity of humanity has 
been sold off by the very people who should 
be protecting and increasing it. 

As democracy teeters and wisdom is out of 
style, I want to know who will stand up in 
the great chambers of our institutions and 
say no to profit gained by deregulation of 
the banks; no to profit over principle; no to 
political correctness over character. And 
why will they say it? Will it be because they 
have taken the answers in STEM as 
knowledge enough or because something 
they heard in the history of the humanities 
had touched and turned their souls? 

From where I stand, for the sake of life as it 
is developing under the tutelage of this latest 
magnet of the age, I hope we are becoming 
more knowing than we are smart.  

Iowa conference 
celebrates Pope 
Francis 
OPINION 

NCR VOICES 

 
The "Francis at 10: A Papacy of Possibilities" 
conference at St. Ambrose University in 
Davenport, Iowa, concludes on March 18 with a 
panel of all eight keynote speakers. (Courtesy of 
St. Ambrose University) 
 

 
BY HEIDI SCHLUMPF 
Davenport, Iowa — 23 March 2023 
 
Although a number of universities, Catholic 
organizations and even NCR held events for 
the 10th anniversary of Pope Francis' 
election, the only multiday conference in the 
U.S. dedicated to marking a decade of his 
pontificate was held in Davenport, Iowa. 
Nearly 300 people from 17 states and three 
countries attended the March 16-18 "Francis 
at 10: A Papacy of Possibilities" conference 
at St. Ambrose University, while another 
100 joined online. 
Yes, if you build it, they will come. (OK — 
I know the "Field of Dreams" is in 
Dyersville, near Dubuque, not Davenport, 
but close enough!) 

The St. Ambrose event had a celebratory 
feel, and even included a performance of an 
original composition commissioned 
specifically for the event. Composed by St. 
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Ambrose music professor William 
Campbell, "Venite Exultemus," was sung by 
the university's Chamber Choir at the 
opening dinner. 

The three-day event featured eight keynote 
addresses and dozens of workshops, on 
topics ranging from Franciscan spirituality 
to an African perspective on the papacy to 
environmental justice. NCR news editor 
Joshua McElwee gave a lunchtime talk on 
"Covering the Pope of Surprises." 

Although most speakers and attendees were 
positive about Francis' papacy, several were 
critical about parts of his agenda or legacy 
so far, particularly about the role of women. 

 
On March 16, the St. Ambrose Chamber Choir 
performs "Venite Exultemus," an original 
composition created by music professor William 
Campbell for the "Francis at 10: A Papacy of 
Possibilities" conference at St. Ambrose 
University in Davenport, Iowa. (Courtesy of St. 
Ambrose University) 
 
Tom Higgins, a 1967 St. Ambrose alum, 
philanthropist and former state 
representative who helped organize and 
underwrite the event, said Francis is 
"building on the work of Vatican II." 

"I love Pope Francis," admitted Higgins in 
his Thursday evening keynote address. "His 
papacy has already proven to be 
transformative. His historic encyclicals, 
reforms in church governance and 
transparency, the lifting of those on the 

margins of society — all of these 
demonstrate his true leadership." 

Higgins (who is related to the famous labor 
priest Msgr. George Higgins), praised the 
synodal process, yet said voices in the first 
listening phase were clear: "Women, who 
are — after all — more than half of the 
world's population, must be at the center of 
the church's mission. They must not suffer 
continued discrimination in the body of 
Christ." 

Kerry Robinson, partner for global 
initiatives at Leadership Roundtable, noted 
that on the issue of women's leadership, "it 
is under this pontificate that we have been 
able to measure some progress." 

In her keynote on Saturday, Robinson 
shared how Francis has been a source of 
inspiration and hope for her. "These 10 
years with Pope Francis have felt like a sign 
of God's providence, and it happened in just 
the nick of time," she said, given some of 
the people on the world stage during this 
past decade. 

Tony Annett, author of Cathonomics, 
pointed out that Francis is in continuity with 
his predecessors on his critique of market 
capitalism and the need for governments to 
protect the poor. "He speaks forcefully and 
bluntly and with urgency," said Annett. "He 
can't be tuned out by those who want to 
ignore these critiques." 

In her keynote, Phyllis Zagano highlighted 
that the Davenport Diocese's synodal 
report included critical feedback about 
women's leadership. In the section on the 
church's image, the report said, "The lack of 
women's leadership and voice is viewed as a 
major factor harming the image of the 
church in society and thus our effectiveness 
in mission." 
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The diocese's "58,000 Cups of Coffee" 
initiative sought to bring in more voices to 
synod listening sessions by urging each 
Massgoer to have coffee and conversation 
with three other people, asking them what 
fills their heart and what breaks their heart 
about the church. 

Zagano noted other parish and diocesan 
listening sessions were not so inclusive and 
made it difficult for people — especially 
women — to participate. "But even where it 
appears not to be working, it's working," she 
said. 

Robinson and Zagano both received 
standing ovations after their keynotes. 

In his presentation about 
synodality, Massimo Faggioli said that, for 
the sake of his own daughter, he hoped there 
would be a moment during the synod when 
young girls are listened to. "I don't know if it 
will happen," he said. 

Faggioli praised the synod process but 
named several cautions: that it not become 
part of the "paperwork church" but instead 
make room for silence and contemplation; 
that it not be seen as an individual enterprise 
but a communal one; and that lack of 
engagement by some in what has become a 
"two-party church" not be used as a 
mechanism for further division. 

In the end, the synod "is not an adventure," 
said Faggioli, "it's a home and it's a family." 

 
Austen Ivereigh, coauthor with Pope Francis 
of Let Us Dream, speaks on "Pope Francis' 
'Great Reform' 10 years On" at St. Ambrose 
University in Davenport, Iowa, March 17. 
(Courtesy of St. Ambrose University) 
 
Austen Ivereigh, coauthor with Pope Francis 
of Let Us Dream, said that Francis is trying 
to evangelize the culture and that "a synodal 
church is an evangelizing church." 

Francis insists that the church needs to not 
just "go out," said Ivereigh, but to "go out 
from itself." This move from being "self-
referential" to evangelizing happens through 
a culture of encounter and attending to those 
on the peripheries, as Francis has modeled, 
he said. 

Ivereigh calls this new way of being an 
evangelizing church "the Francis option." 

He said the church's synod on synodality is 
the "largest exercise of self-transcendence in 
history," but said the question remains 
whether the church is capable of such self-
transcendence. "Francis has given us a 
model, but has it made a change at our 
parish or diocese?" 

Cardinal Joseph Tobin of Newark, New 
Jersey, also challenged those at the 
conference to the "pastoral conversion" that 
is the hallmark of Francis' papacy. "We are 
constantly called to change our minds," the 
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cardinal said in his morning keynote. "And 
not only do our hearts need to change, but 
also our structures and strategies." 

"The church is neither a spectator sport nor a 
fast-food restaurant," said Tobin. "We're co-
responsible for being church, and structures 
have to reflect that co-responsibility." 

Local Bishop Thomas Zinkula of Davenport 
attended all three days of the conference, as 
did apostolic nuncio Archbishop Christophe 
Pierre and St. Ambrose University's 
president, Amy Novak. Several keynoters 
mentioned that they had never been to Iowa 
before. If St. Ambrose hosts another 
conference about Francis, I suspect they 
would be back. 

Pope calls European 
bishops to be 
prophetic voices for 
peace 
VATICAN 
VATICAN NEWS 

 
Pope Francis speaks to members of the 
Commission of the Bishops' Conferences of the 
European Union during an audience at the 
Vatican March 23, 2023, with members 
attending the commission's plenary meeting. 
(CNS photo/Vatican Media) 
 
 
 

CINDY WOODEN 

 
CATHOLIC NEWS SERVICE 
Vatican City —23 March 2023 
 
While promoting dialogue and building 
relationships with leaders of the European 
Union contribute to peace, bishops in EU 
countries also must be prophetic in 
denouncing war and encouraging all 
possible efforts to restore peace, Pope 
Francis said. 
"One principle should be shared by all with 
clarity and determination: war cannot and 
should no longer be considered a solution to 
conflict," the pope said March 23 during a 
meeting with bishops participating in the 
plenary assembly of the Commission of the 
Bishops' Conferences of the European 
Union. 

"If the countries of today's Europe do not 
share this ethical-political principle, then it 
means they have strayed from the original 
dream" of the European Union, the pope 
said. "If, on the other hand, they do share it, 
they must commit themselves to 
implementing it, with all the effort and 
complexity that the historical situation 
requires." 

During the commission's assembly, 
members elected Bishop Mariano Crociata 
of Latina, Italy, as their new president. He 
succeeds Cardinal Jean-Claude Hollerich of 
Luxembourg, who finished his five-year 
term. 

Crociata told the pope that the commission 
members "feel a strong responsibility" to 
unite their bishops' conferences with "the 
pope and with his indications, convinced as 
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we are that only in the witness of unity can 
the presence and action of the church be 
effective in a European journey marked by 
ever new crises, the latest among them the 
war in Ukraine." 

The war in Ukraine has shaken Europe, the 
pope said. "Neighboring nations have done 
their best to welcome refugees," and 
Europeans have shown tremendous 
solidarity with the Ukrainian people, 
donating massive amounts of food, clothing 
and emergency equipment. 

"This choral response on the level of charity 
should be matched by a cohesive 
commitment to peace, but it is clear that this 
is neither easy nor obvious," Francis said, 
because with the countries of the European 
Union being "involved in multiple alliances, 
interests, strategies," a single response to 
ending the war has been difficult to find. 

As a bridge between the church and the 
institutions of the European Union, 
commission members have a mission to be 
"builders of relationships, of encounter, of 
dialogue. And that is already working for 
peace. But it is not enough," the pope said. 
"It also takes prophecy, it takes foresight, it 
takes creativity to advance the cause of 
peace." 

World Council of 
Churches head says 
pope backs plan for 
Russian, Ukrainian 
Orthodox summit 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 

 
The Rev. Jerry Pillay, general secretary of the 
World Council of Churches (Wikimedia 
Commons/WCC/Peter Williams) 
 

 
BY CHRISTOPHER WHITE 
Vatican Correspondent 
23 March 2023 
 
Pope Francis on March 23 offered his 
support for a new effort to bring together 
divided Russian and Ukrainian Orthodox 
church leaders for an in-person, roundtable 
summit as the 13-month war against Ukraine 
continues to splinter religious communities, 
with repercussions throughout Christendom. 
The initiative is being organized by 
the World Council of Churches, a fellowship 
of more than 350 churches in more than 120 
countries. According to its general secretary, 
the Rev. Jerry Pillay — who met with 
Francis at the Vatican on March 23 — the 
pope gave his blessing to the proposed 
encounter and reiterated the need to put 
"Christ in the center" of the conversation 
ahead of political or national divisions. 

"The pope has expressed a concern, like we 
have done, that churches are seemingly too 
divided because of political issues," Pillay 
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told NCR in an interview following his 
meeting with the pontiff. 

Since the invasion began in February 2022, 
Russian Orthodox Patriarch Kirill has 
become a key backer of Russia's war 
effort, leading to a split between Ukraine's 
Orthodox Churches, one that still maintains 
ties to Moscow and one that has been 
granted independence. The war has also led 
to a further fracturing among other Orthodox 
communities beyond the two countries. 

Yet the World Council of Churches is 
seeking to bridge some of those divides, 
with hopes to host a three-day summit aimed 
toward dialogue and reconciliation. 

The tentative plans, according to Pillay, are 
for a one-day meeting of Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church leaders, followed by a 
one-day meeting of Russian Orthodox 
leaders, and then a roundtable discussion 
with all of the participants on the concluding 
day. To date, no participants have been 
announced, though plans are for the meeting 
to take place in Geneva, where the World 
Council of Churches is headquartered. 

"People are exhausted about what is 
happening in the world and the relentless 
war that continues," said Pillay. The goal of 
the summit, he said, would be to consider 
the question of "How do we rise above these 
things and respond to these things with the 
Christian Gospel in front of us?" 

In light of Kirill's use of religion to back the 
war, the World Council of Churches 
has faced pressure from some of its member 
churches to expel the Russian Orthodox 
Church from its membership. 

The council has consistently rejected those 
efforts. 

"We believe that we provide a platform for 
differing views and we continue to 
encourage dialogue until dialogue gets 
exhausted," Pillay told NCR. "If we have 
them around the table, we can talk. If we 
don't have them at the table, then it's a lost 
cause." 

"And I think that's the Christian spirit, as 
well, to bring people into the conversation," 
he added. 

At the same time, he vowed that the council 
would "not forsake its prophetic witness" 
and will continue to "clearly and 
categorically denounce war," both in 
general, and specifically when it comes to 
the invasion of Ukraine. 

The South African-born Pillay, who began 
his five-year term as the council's new 
general secretary in January, said he also 
discussed with Francis plans for the 
celebration of the 1,700th anniversary of the 
Council of Nicaea in 2025, which he said he 
anticipates being an ideal time to "maximize 
the potential to display Christian unity." 

Francis has previously noted the 
significance that both Eastern and Western 
Christian churches will share a common date 
for Easter that year and the hope that the 
communions could come to an agreement to 
make it permanent. 

Pillay also said that as a part of the Nicaea 
anniversary celebrations, he would like to 
see all Christians be able to celebrate the 
Eucharist together. 

While acknowledging the difficulties of it 
due to both doctrine and history, he said it's 
a "breakthrough" that he will continue to 
pursue. 

"If we can actually cross that bridge and 
have a place where Christians can come 
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together and break bread at the table, that 
would be a significant visible witness of 
Christian unity to the world," said Pillay. 

This Lent: 'Being is 
what we become 
when doing is done' 
Spirituality 

 
Top row, from left: St. Joseph Srs. Hope 
Greener, Kathleen Kilbane (seen with Cleveland 
Bishop Anthony Pilla), and Juanita Shealey. 
Bottom row, from left: St. Joseph Srs. Rita 
Petruziello and Loretta Schulte (photos courtesy 
of Congregation of St. Joseph archives); and 
Medical Mission Sr. Miriam Therese Winter 
 

 
BY SISTER CHRISTINE SCHENK 
24 March 2023 
 
I rarely give anything up for Lent. Over the 
years, I have discovered that Lent inevitably 
comes to me. This year was no exception. 
On Mardi Gras, I underwent a total knee 
replacement, something I had been putting 
off for a while. It is amazing to this retired 
nurse that the procedure is now performed 
on an outpatient basis. I went to the surgery 

center at 7 a.m. and at 2:30 p.m. arrived at 
our Cleveland St. Joseph Center to 
recuperate. And yes, it hurt — a lot. But this 
is why God made drugs! (We love drugs.) 

For the past three weeks, I have been 
gimping around with our senior sisters, each 
of whom is dealing with diminishment and 
the frailty of aging. 

Theirs are the sister-shoulders on whom I 
stand. 

Sr. Hope Greener — now 94 — started 
Cleveland's Providence House, a crisis 
nursery for babies who had prenatal 
exposure to crack cocaine, at a time when 
medical personnel feared these infants 
would face lifetime delays. Thankfully, the 
medical personnel were wrong, but the 
agency grew from a tiny house serving one 
or two infants to a national leader in child 
abuse prevention and now serves 30 children 
and their families at a time. 

With two now-deceased sisters, 95-year-old 
Sr. Loretta Schulte started one of the first 
transitional housing programs for homeless 
women in the United States. It, too, became 
a national model. 

Sr. Ann Kilbane was among the first parish 
life administrators in Cleveland. She raised 
tens of thousands of dollars to repair and 
maintain an inner-city parish that serves 
hundreds of refugees from all over the 
world. 

Sr. Kathleen Kilbane was one of the first 
administrators of the West Side Catholic 
Center, which assists needy with food, 
shelter, clothing and a path to self-
sufficiency. Kathleen was also the founding 
director of Seeds of Literacy, a free and 
easily accessible adult literacy program. 

https://www.ncronline.org/sections/spirituality-0
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For decades, Sr. Juanita Shealey provided 
spiritual nourishment to Clevelanders 
through weekly television and radio 
broadcasts. Sr. Rita Petruziello directed the 
spiritual care department of an inner-city 
hospital for many years before founding a 
cutting-edge spirituality center at our 
Cleveland Center. 

Their stories and those of so many of my 
sisters are worthy of columns of their own. 

But now many of my sister-"sheros" are 
living with diminishment, declining 
cognition, impaired hearing and difficulty 
ambulating. My sisters manage their 
transitions with varying degrees of 
equanimity. It is difficult to adjust to a less 
active life. Some are occasionally crabby 
while others exude a mysterious peace. A 
few seem restless and need to be in constant 
motion. 

We are accustomed to doing great things for 
the people of God. It can be hard to not be at 
the forefront of ministerial action anymore. 

The essence of Lent is stripping away 
everything that is not needed for our 

spiritual well-being. 

Even so, a spirited sense of humor is never 
in short supply around the dinner table. One 
octogenarian reflected, "We are a bunch of 
characters. It is funny how all of our 
idiosyncrasies have stayed with us our 
whole life and are still there." 

To which another sister wryly observed, 
"Yep, I think we are a bunch of deluxe 
mixed nuts." 

I laugh along with everyone else. Yet inside, 
I quietly wonder about my own 
diminishment. What will it be like? It is a 
question I have successfully avoided until 
now. (Did I mention that it is Lent?) 

On Sunday, as I sit in chapel with my senior 
sisters (whose rollators line the hallway), I 
find myself filled with a surprising peace. 
Surprising, because as in inveterate 
overachieving enneagram three (a person 
who wants success at all costs), it is hard to 
value my days if I'm not accomplishing 
something amazing every 20 minutes. 

But for the past three weeks, I have done 
pretty much nothing but eat, sleep, pray, 
read and be cared for by the most loving 
assisted-living staff on the planet. A 
compulsive caregiver, I rarely allow anyone 
to take care of me. I realize this is the source 
of my peace. I am being loved and cared for, 
for my own sake. Wow. It is a stunning 
metaphor for God's care that doesn't require 
any achievement or accomplishment from 
me. 

The essence of Lent is stripping away 
everything that is not needed for our 
spiritual well-being. It is not suffering for its 
own sake, but it helps us see that we are 
loved for our very being rather than for what 
we have, or what we have done. 

 
The doorway to the chapel at Cleveland St. 
Joseph Center (Christine Schenk) 
 
The nature of God is love. Jettisoning 
nonessentials can turn our inner lens to the 
center, where we are deeply loved and 
eternally reside — free of charge — with the 

https://www.globalsistersreport.org/node/180691
https://www.ncronline.org/node/222406


Source of our being, who is the Source of all 
Being. 

Which brings me to one thing more. This 
Lent, I accompany a lifetime sister friend 
who is now in hospice care. I am her power 
of attorney. An unexpected blessing of my 
recovery time has been the ability to visit 
her every day. One day, after informing her 
many friends that she was in hospice, she 
humorously complained: "When your 
friends find out you are dying, they all want 
to come and visit." Her calendar quickly 
filled with luncheon visits, most of which 
she has been able to enjoy. 

Then there is the death thing. Neither one of 
us is looking forward to that part, although 
my friend is not afraid. We live each day, 
sharing stories of past adventures and trying 
to be trustful and grateful. I helped her 
figure out to whom to bequeath her few 
small treasures and she has her funeral plans 
well in place. On days when she doesn't 
show up for breakfast, everyone says a 
prayer that the day won't be too difficult. 

So, this Lent, I am thinking a lot about 
diminishment, life and death. These are not 
scary or morbid thoughts. It is a reality I am 
sustained in facing — for my friend and for 
myself — because of a deep-inside, totally 
undeserved awareness of being loved by the 
Source of my Being, our dearest God, who 
knows how to make my inner desert bloom. 

In 2014, a beloved Medical Mission Sister 
friend, Miriam Therese (MT) Winter, lost 
her lifetime sister-companion, Mary 
Elizabeth Johnson. Many of today's sisters 
grew up listening to MT's Scripture songs 
and later feminist music. She is a gifted 
musician and an extraordinarily creative 
theologian. 

MT composed the hymn "We Are One" for 
Mary Elizabeth. I think it reflects both the 

hopes — and the fragility — of many sister-
elders as we wend our way to God. 

The last verse is especially representative: 

I am in you are in me, we are one. 
Wonderful has been the journey. Regrets? 
There are none. 
Now and forever: love everyone. 
Love — real love — remains when our days 
are done. 

Love everlasting remains when our days are 
done. 
Being is what we become when doing is 
done. 

Human composting, 
alkaline hydrolysis 
not acceptable for 
burial, say U.S. 
bishops 
EARTHBEAT 

FAITH 

 
St. Mary Parish's cemetery in Alexandria, Va., is 
seen in this 2017 file photo. (CNS photo/Tyler 
Orsburn) 
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Two new alternatives to burial and 
cremation fail to comply with the Catholic 
Church's teaching on respect for the bodies 
of the dead, the U.S. Conference of Catholic 
Bishops' Committee on Doctrine said. 
 
In a March 23 statement, the committee said 
it had evaluated human composting and 
alkaline hydrolysis, and concluded that both 
"fail to satisfy the Church's requirements for 
proper respect for the bodies of the dead." 
 
The methods, which rapidly accelerate 
decomposition, have gained support in 
recent years as "eco-friendly" forms of 
treating human remains. 
 
In human composting, the body of the 
departed is placed in a metal bin with plant 
material to enable microbes and bacteria, 
along with heat and oxygen, to break down 
bones and tissues. The resulting mixture is 
then offered for lawn or garden use. 
Alkaline hydrolysis dissolves the body in 
some 100 gallons of water and alkali under 
high temperature and pressure. Within 
hours, the body is dissolved, except for 
some bone material which is then dried and 
pulverized. 

Unlike flame-based cremation, which uses 
intense heat to reduce human remains to 
ashes, human composting and alkaline 
hydrolysis do not "show adequate respect 
for the human body, nor express hope in the 
resurrection," said the bishops in the seven-
page document that accompanied their 

statement. 
 
Burial is "the most fitting way to express 
faith and hope in the resurrection of the 
body," wrote the bishops, quoting the 2016 
instruction "Ad resurgendum cum Christo: 
regarding the burial of the deceased and the 
conservation of the ashes in the case of 
cremation" by the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith. The congregation is 
now the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the 
Faith. 
 
According to the 2016 instruction, flame-
based cremation is permissible, so long as 
the ashes are gathered and laid to rest in a 
sacred place, rather than being stored at 
home, distributed among loved ones, 
encased in jewelry or scattered broadly. 

 
A church employee at St. Mary Catholic Church 
in Alexandria, Va., prepares an urn burial at the 
parish's cemetery in this 2017 file photo. (CNS 
photo/Tyler Orsburn) 
 
In contrast, both human composting and 
alkaline hydrolysis leave nothing that could 
be properly interred, said the U.S. bishops. 

Following alkaline hydrolysis, "there are 
about 100 gallons of liquid into which the 
greater part of the body has been dissolved, 
and this liquid has been treated as 
wastewater," they wrote. "At the end of the 
human composting process (there is) ... 
nothing distinguishably left of the body to 
be laid to rest in a sacred place." 



Currently, six U.S. states — California, 
Colorado, New York, Oregon, Vermont and 
Washington — permit human composting. 

Katrina Spade, founder and CEO of Seattle-
based Recompose, the self-described "first 
human composting company in the world," 
said in a 2021 video interview that "you're 
not human anymore at the end of this 
process." 

Alkaline hydrolysis is legal in several states 
as well, with the Cremation Association of 
North America having expanded its 
definition of cremation in 2010 to include 
the method, which also is known as "water" 
or "chemical cremation." 

A 'nation of 
immigrants' should 
identify with 
migrants' plight and 
human dignity, says 
Boston cardinal 
NEWS 

 
Boston Cardinal Seán O’Malley speaks on the 
challenges of migration and immigration at The 
Catholic University of America's School of 
Canon Law in Washington March 22, 2023. 
(OSV News photo/Rui Barros, The Catholic 
University of America) 
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Washington — 24 March 2023 
 
A political climate hostile to the needs and 
existence of immigrants is not only morally 
wrong, it also weakens the structures of 
democratic governments, said Cardinal Seán 
P. O'Malley of Boston. 
"As a nation of immigrants, we should seek 
a sense of identification with other 
immigrants trying to enter the country," 
O'Malley reminded his audience March 22 
in delivering the James H. Provost Lecture 
at The Catholic University of America in 
Washington. 

For the cardinal, this identification began in 
1973 when he founded Centro Católico 
Hispano (Hispanic Catholic Center) in 
Washington, an organization providing 
assistance, including legal help, to 
immigrants. 

"I didn't celebrate Mass in English until I 
became a bishop in the Virgin Islands (in 
1984)," he observed. But even then, 
O'Malley found himself celebrating Masses 
late at night on cruise ships for their Filipino 
crew members. 

"Our immigrant population contributes 
mightily to the economy and the well-being 
of this country," he added, and is a major 
challenge to Catholic social teaching. 

Further, "States have an obligation to 
provide reasonable responses to 
immigration," O'Malley said. "280 million 
migrants (worldwide) conveys the scope of 
the problem." 

https://www.ncronline.org/sections/news


Migration by those escaping poverty and 
violence, such as what has occurred in 
Venezuela, "is one of the best examples of 
what are called transnational problems" not 
controlled by state boundaries, he said. 

But it requires a type of cooperation that so 
far is evasive, the cardinal said, since "no 
manner of political authority exists as a 
global government." 

Guidance for the responsibilities of nations 
exists, he pointed out, in Catholic social 
teaching, especially about the dignity of the 
person. "A shared dignity is the basis of the 
equality of persons," he said, transcending 
ethnicity and wealth. 

"Human rights flow directly from human 
dignity," but, O'Malley concluded, "The 
moral claims of immigrants may provide 
more demands than the current legal system 
provides." 

In reference to the U.S. political climate, he 
said, "These divisions are most intense 
between Congress and the executive branch. 
The division is in plain sight to the country 
as a whole." 

O'Malley, a Capuchin friar named 
archbishop of Boston in 2003 and a cardinal 
by Pope Benedict XVI in 2006, has been 
consistent in his criticism of national 
immigration policy across Democratic and 
Republican administrations. 

In April 2014, celebrating a special Mass in 
the Arizona desert, the cardinal distributed 
holy Communion to the faithful through the 
slats in the 20-foot-high fence on the U.S.-
Mexican border. 

"We have lost a sense of responsibility to 
our brothers and sisters,'' he said in his 
homily. 

In a 2019 op-ed in the Boston Globe, he 
wrote, "our policies on Central America 
seem exclusively focused on threats, 
coercion, and punishment. This is surely 
misguided." 

Last September, when Gov. Ron DeSantis, 
R-Fla., unexpectedly flew a group of South 
American migrants to Martha's Vineyard in 
Massachusetts with a vague promise they 
would have jobs there, O'Malley said in a 
statement, "In our country, a broken 
immigration system requires immediate 
reform. From the (young immigrants 
covered by the DREAM Act) who still seek 
legal stability in their lives, to those fleeing 
war in Ukraine, poverty in Latin America 
and Africa, or crises in the Middle East, the 
call of our common humanity will be with 
us for years to come." 

The cardinal's themes on migration have 
dovetailed with those emphasized by Pope 
Francis, who taught in his 2018 teaching 
"Gaudete et Exsultate" ("Rejoice and Be 
Glad") that Catholics were not to treat the 
plight of migrants as "a secondary issue 
compared to the 'grave' bioethical 
questions." 

The Holy Father said this view is not right 
for a Christian, "for whom the only proper 
attitude is to stand in the shoes of those 
brothers and sisters of ours who risk their 
lives to offer a future to their children." 

Catholic colleges cut 
humanities 
programs, citing 
student interest in 
other fields 



 
Students protest outside the Marymount 
University board of trustees meeting Feb. 24 in 
Arlington, Virginia. (Courtesy of Grace Kapacs) 
 

 
BY DENNIS SADOWSKI 
24 March 2023 
 
The unanimous vote by the board of trustees 
at Marymount University in Arlington, 
Virginia, to eliminate nine liberal arts 
majors, most in the humanities, has left 
sophomore communications major Grace 
Kapacs "dumbfounded." 
While her major won't be disrupted, Kapacs 
is concerned for fellow students who may 
decide to leave the school following the 
trustees' action as well as future students 
who may bypass Marymount because 
majors they wanted to study in a rich 
Catholic setting are no longer available. 

"They're all devastated," Kapacs said of her 
friends majoring in art, history, English and 
other disciplines. "While they're getting 
grandfathered in [to graduate in their 
majors], the legacy and why they came to 
this school doesn't really mean anything 
anymore." 

Kapacs, originally from Scranton, 
Pennsylvania, has been a vocal opponent of 

the changes as well as the process leading to 
the trustees' vote. She organized a protest 
outside of the Feb. 24 board meeting during 
which the trustees unanimously 
approved President Irma Becerra's plan to 
eliminate the majors. 

The majors are bachelor degree programs in 
art, economics, English, history, 
mathematics, philosophy, secondary 
education, sociology, theology and religious 
studies and a master's program in English 
and humanities. 

"These programs are simply not ones that 
are in demand," Nick Munson, Marymount's 
director of communications, wrote in an 
email to NCR on March 7. 

He said 74 students are enrolled in the 
affected programs; 22 of the students are set 
to graduate in May. This academic year the 
school has 4,257 students including about 
2,600 undergrads. 

Becerra has said the school will redirect 
resources to "areas of growth," such as the 
nursing and health care fields. 

Alumni and faculty also have publicly 
expressed concern for the decision to 
eliminate majors that have attracted students 
to the school since its founding in 1950 by 
the Religious of the Sacred Heart of Mary. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2023/02/24/marymount-university-humanities-majors-eliminated/
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Students protest outside the Marymount 
University board of trustees meeting Feb. 24 in 
Arlington, Virginia. (Courtesy of Grace Kapacs) 
 
Amanda Bourne, who studied English at 
Marymount, described the plan to end 
majors "incredibly shortsighted." 

"The humanities ... do a good job of 
teaching soft skills that are invaluable to 
industries of all kinds," leading to "a well-
rounded graduate who can explore a variety 
of careers," Bourne said. 

Marymount's situation is not unique. 
Officials at St. Mary's University of 
Minnesota announced in May that 11 majors 
were being eliminated in the coming years. 
Among undergraduate programs facing the 
axe are English, art, history, music, Spanish, 
theater and theology. 

The questions surrounding the future of 
humanities at the two schools are similar to 
those being confronted throughout higher 
education as school officials weigh 
reshaping their academic offerings in a time 
of changing student interests. 

That fewer students are majoring in the 
humanities also points to a debate on how 

well American society understands and 
values the "thinking" professions that 
explore human relations and bring meaning 
to life. 

Data compiled by the U.S. Department of 
Education's National Center for Education 
Statistics show that the number of higher 
education graduates in the humanities has 
declined by 29.6% from 2012 to 2020. 

The center's Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System reveals that 2020 
marked the eighth consecutive year the 
number of humanities graduates declined. In 
2012, schools reported 117,351 humanities 
graduates. The number fell to 82,646 by 
2020, the most recent year for which data 
has been released. 

The data show that some schools — 
including Catholic institutions — recorded 
steep declines in the humanities during the 
period. 

For example, the data show the University 
of Notre Dame with 50% fewer humanities 
graduates. Other Catholic schools, primarily 
small institutions, reported declines as steep 
as 93%. 

Some institutions, such as Marymount 
University ironically, showed no change in 
the number of humanities graduates from 
2012 through 2020. Some — mostly schools 
with small enrollment with up to about 30 
humanities graduates annually — registered 
modest gains in the eight-year period. 

The Association of Catholic Colleges and 
Universities, an umbrella organization of 
some 225 institutions of higher education in 
the U.S., Canada and a few other countries, 
does not track data on the kinds of degrees 
awarded by its members. 

https://www.winonapost.com/news/st-marys-university-to-cut-11-majors/article_d34be50e-d137-11ec-bbad-c33aeebace3f.html
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But in discussions with various school 
officials, Vincentian Fr. Dennis 
Holtschneider, the association's president, 
acknowledged hearing that interest in the 
humanities is waning, leading higher 
education leaders to review which majors 
are worthwhile to maintain. 

"It's not that those schools drop faculty or 
programs," he told NCR. "It's that the 
students are dropping the majors." 

Some schools have taken steps to combine 
majors in the humanities to keep programs 
alive, Holtschneider said. "What they're 
doing is buying time hoping that this is 
cyclical. But at the moment there is no 
evidence that this is cyclical," he explained. 

These days, health care, engineering and 
technology are growing in popularity, 
Holtschneider said. 

Even when majors close, Holtschneider has 
seen school officials maintain an array of 
liberal arts and humanitarian course 
requirements to provide a broad education 
for students and to keep key faculty on staff. 

Going back decades, the humanities have 
experienced upward and downward swings, 
largely paralleling economic boons and 
busts. Even after the Great Recession of 
2008 and 2009, there was an uptick in 
humanities enrollment for a few years. But 
since 2012, the number has declined even as 
the economy was strong prior to the 
pandemic. 

Rob Townsend is a longtime number 
cruncher of the federal data as program 
director for humanities, arts and culture at 
the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences' Humanities Indicator Project. 

He suggested there is a misperception 
throughout society about the value of a 

humanities degree as one factor influencing 
students entering college. 

"I feel there's a cultural change that's 
happened related to higher education in the 
years since I started thinking about this in 
the '80s. It's really a shift from the idea that 
we make society better by having a lot of 
college-educated people, especially broadly 
educated people," Townsend said. 

"That societal good notion of higher 
education, I feel, has been replaced in the 
last 20, 30 years and especially since the 
Great Recession with this idea of a kind of 
private good notion of the purpose of higher 
education. That having somebody get that 
college degree is good for all the rest of us 
as well, I think, has largely been lost." 

 
Chris Farnan, dean of the School of Liberal Arts 
at Siena College (Courtesy of Chris Farnan) 
 
Higher education leaders are striving to 
instill the idea in students and their parents 
that education in the liberal arts and 
humanities will help a young college 
graduate in establishing a meaningful career. 

Chris Farnan, dean of the School of Liberal 
Arts, at Siena College in Loudonville, New 
York, said that while the number of 
humanities majors has declined at the 
Franciscan school, faculty and 
administrators continue to stress the value of 



the arts, history, literature and theology as 
key to developing the human person. 

"Part of our Franciscan learning community 
is that we are graduating human beings that 
are going to make the world more peaceable, 
more just and more humane," Farnan said. 

"Liberal arts majors, humanities majors 
know things. They have an in-depth 
knowledge of human history. They have 
read widely and deeply. They have an 
understanding of the way human beings 
have related to each other over the course of 
the development of humankind," she added. 

Siena has no plan to eliminate majors. 

 
Sarah Mustillo, dean of the College of Arts and 
Letters at the University of Notre Dame 
(Courtesy of Sarah Mustillo) 
 
"Say there is a huge drop in business majors, 
would we be talking about the death of the 
business major?" Farnan asked. 

At the University of Notre Dame, Sarah 
Mustillo, dean of the College of Arts and 
Letters, questioned the federal data on 
humanities graduates for the school. 

She said the university has recorded a 9% 
decline in humanities graduates since 2012, 

rather than the 50% figure listed in the 
Department of Education's data. 

"There are fewer students majoring in the 
humanities compared to 10 years ago, but 
that to me is a very modest decline. It's not a 
major change," Mustillo said. 

She described the humanities as crucial for 
developing skills of "critical thinking, 
articulate speaking, writing well, empathy, 
being able to work in groups and in diverse 
teams," saying, "those are essential for the 
future." 

Across the country at the University of San 
Diego, Noelle Norton, dean of the College 
of Arts and Sciences, also was unsure of 
federal data that show 44% fewer 
humanities graduate at the school since 
2012. She placed the decline closer to 24%. 

 
Noelle Norton, dean of the College of Arts and 
Sciences at the University of San Diego 
(Courtesy of Noelle Norton) 
 
"But we still feel it," Norton said. 

The university has established a Humanities 
Center, which sponsors events such as free 
lectures, panel discussions and student-
generated podcasts geared toward helping 
students understand the importance of a 
broad-based education. 



"We want to make sure that the intersection 
of the human to science, technology, the 
social behavioral sciences and the arts is 
really clear," Norton explained. 

Back at Marymount, Kapacs is planning to 
continue the campaign with other university 
partners to convince the school's 
administration to look for other areas to 
reduce costs and keep the humanities majors 
in place. 

"This is a Catholic institution built on the 
liberal arts core," she said. "For our 
university to make those decisions, it's not 
meant for us." 
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