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Mission and the Spirit
I was invited to serve as a panelist at the Convocation of Catholic 
Leaders – The Joy of the Gospel in America. The topic was “inter-
national mission work” and one of the first questions was - “why 
am I passionate about this topic?” 

In a word, “credo” – I believe. More specifically, I believe in the 
Holy Spirit. I believe the Holy Spirit is “renewing the face of the 
earth.” I believe the Church is a “minister” of that renewal. I be-
lieve that the Church is most truly one, holy, catholic, and apos-
tolic when it is on mission. 

St. Thomas Aquinas, in his treatise on angels, defines a “minis-
ter” as an instrument with intelligence. I love that image. We 
are instruments of the Holy Spirit – it is the Spirit of the living 
God breathing in and through us – that animates us for vision, 
relationships, work, and evaluation. 

The convocation promises to be a significant moment in the life 
of the Catholic Church in the U.S. Over 150 dioceses were there, 
bishops, the key leaders in the diocese, pastors, national move-
ments – indeed, the rich diversity of expression of what it looks 
like to be Catholic in our country. What message would you take 
to such an august gathering? 

We took one message. To truly form missionary disciples, send 
disciples on mission. 

“Mission” carries with it so many meanings, hopes, and a few 
fears. Sometimes it is reduced to a particular outcome; urgent, 
important, but contained. Mission is often seen as the purpose 
of an organization or group. All these meanings of mission need 
to be heard and honored. 

Continued on the next page...
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The USCMA Mission Update is a quarterly magazine 
that provides information and reflections for its 
members. We are looking for articles, reflections, 
and scholarly works (periodic papers) on mission 
trends, spirituality, global concerns, mission educa-
tion, and more. 

If you interested in publishing your work
in Mission Update, please contact our editor, 
Jem Sullivan, at: jsullivan@uscatholicmission.org.

Personally, I see mission as a spiritual reality. Mission is that impulse within us to go beyond ourselves, to move outside of 
our comfort zone, to cross some type of border – geographical or situational – and risk a deeply personal encounter with 
an “other.” 

Julie Bourbon’s article on mission on the border reminds us that the “other” may be living right next door, that our national 
stance towards the “other” is changing dramatically, and there is a new expression of mission that is both “domestic” and 
“foreign” at the same time. Audrey Seah’s article breaks open the encounter with the “other” that challenges us to burn 
away some of our assumptions and to view life from a completely new perspective. Sr. Margaret certainly challenges us 
with a new perspective on Saint Francis and the role of education in his understanding of mission. Finally, Roberto’s review 
of the book about Pope Francis illuminates how the Holy Father is, and can be, a trusted companion on our journey to “the 
other.” 

We celebrate Easter for 50 days. I see Ordinary Time as our ongoing celebration of Pentecost; the outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit for mission. May the Holy Spirit accompany us as we give witness to the power – and the importance – of mission for 
our Church and the world. May God bless our many “mission appeals” not only with financial resources for the “missions,” 
but also a new generation of missionaries going beyond themselves, moving outside of their comfort zones, crossing bor-
ders, and discovering the “other” as neighbor, friend, sister and brother. 

Together in Mission, 

Dr. Donald R. McCrabb
Executive Director
dmccrabb@uscatholicmission.org

mailto:jsullivan%40uscatholicmission.org.?subject=
mailto:dmccrabb%40uscatholicmission.org?subject=
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Life, and Mission, on the Border
By Julie Bourbon

Barabbas and Simon of Cyrene were pulled over by Immigration and Customs Enforcement while driving home one eve-
ning from a rehearsal of the Passion. They lacked proper documentation, so they spent the night in detention in South 
Texas. Jesus and one of the weeping women were in the same car; being American citizens, they were quickly released 
from custody. 

All four called and texted their pastor, but cell coverage (like most utilities) is spotty to nonexistent in this stretch of the 
border, and it took him a while to figure out where his parishioners—the weeping woman was his secretary—had been 
taken. He stayed in the parking lot for five hours, into the middle of the night, until the two young men, brought to this 
country some 20 years ago, as babies, were let go. 

“Sometimes, even going to church becomes a radical deci-
sion,” said Fr. Michael Montoya MJ, himself an immigrant, 
from the Philippines, and a member of the Missionaries of 
Jesus. He is the pastor of the St. Anne Catholic Community, 
made up of four parishes in the Diocese of Brownsville, Tex-
as, at the southeastern tip of the border with Mexico. The 
men and women detained that evening were playing parts 
in the parish’s Holy Week celebrations. 

FatherMontoya was in the lead car, leaving a rehearsal at one of the churches, unaware that the vehicle behind him had 
been stopped. It might have been because the driver didn’t signal, or the license plate was dirty, or just because the officer 
suspected there were “illegals” in the car—he doesn’t remember. (This was before the recent passage of Texas State Bill 
4 [SB4], which allows officers to ask anyone they suspect of a crime for their papers.) He waited faithfully for his friends 
to emerge from the detention center. Once released, they returned to their church communities, undeterred. This is their 
home. They are not strangers in a strange land. 

The Third Wave

In 2007, the General Conference of the Episcopate of Latin America at Aparecida, Brazil, gave the Church new direction in 
evangelization. It issued a document on mission, written in part by Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio—better known to the world 
now as Pope Francis—that emphasized being a Church for the poor, one that goes to the periphery and maintains Christ at 
its center. It describes a Church “in permanent mission.” 

Fr. Gerald Kelly MM, a Maryknoll priest in Houston who just celebrated 50 years since his ordination, is a leader in this 
“third wave” missionary movement. He was sent to Chile as a young priest to establish Catholic parishes among the Mapu-
che Indians and turn them over to the locals (the tail end of the “second wave”). “I was a traditional missioner when I was 
ordained,” he said, his youthful voice belying his age. “It’s a different approach now.”

To that end, the Third Wave of Mission Institute, a United States Catholic Mission Association (USCMA) program in con-
junction with Maryknoll, Catholic Relief Services, and a number of other mission organizations, has created new training 
modules for the three phases of mission: preparation, immersion/reflection while on mission, and reflection upon return-
ing home. Modules cover the missioning process, culture, and twinning parishes. “Training the trainers,” as Fr. Kelly put it. 

The Maryknoll Mission Council of the Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston sends out 12 lay mission groups. Some do direct 
evangelization in Guatemala, or medical mission work in Costa Rica. Many others do their work in the Houston area or in 
Laredo, Texas, on the border. They work with low-income families, people without access to healthcare and in need of so-
cial services or help with housing or language classes. Most are Spanish-speaking, and the missioners reach them through 
the local parishes. 

Continued on the next page...

Fr. Michael Montoya, MJ blessing palms. used with permission.
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“Pope Francis points out that we’re all missionary disciples, and we have a personal relationship with Jesus. But we’re also 
missionaries, and we go forth to share this love with others. Those are our core principles,” Fr. Kelly said, adding, “and of 
course, with the home repair, with medical missions, it’s Matthew 25—feeding the hungry, visiting the sick. But the mes-
sage is very important.”

And the message of border mission seems to be this: the marginalized must not be forgotten. “It’s a mutuality in mission 
now, that we go to preach but also to learn from the people and to bring those messages back, to enable our society, our 
Catholic parishioners, to understand the imbalances that exist in our world, the separation between rich and poor,” said Fr. 
Kelly. “Our responsibility is to respond and create structures that don’t leave people behind in poverty.”

Today, countless men and women, lay and religious, are engaged in just that mission work to migrants on both sides of the 
U.S.-Mexico border, living in solidarity and friendship with the people there. They are doing the “more” of mission. These 
are some of their stories. 

The Border as Mission

The boundary that separates the United States and Mexico spans 1,954 miles 
of desert, river, mountains, wooded forests, and cities. One is as likely to build a 
stairway to the moon as to build a wall along its entire length. 

“Here at the border, this has always been considered mission territory,” said Fr 
Montoya, who was previously executive director of the USCMA. “It is a very com-
plicated setting of mission. Sometimes it’s almost like a caricature image of church 
here, when it’s presented on the national media. The realities are much more 
complicated than building a wall or having a river separate the two places.”

Montoya describes a vibrant, faithful community that exists in both north and south, with families spread among the four 
parishes over about 10 miles on the border, in towns with names like Pueblo de Palmas, Peñitas; El Flaco; and Los Ebanos. 
The pews are full on Sundays and First Communion classes are packed with children; a youth encounter for which Pope 
Francis recorded a special video message recently overflowed with more than 500 “juvenes” in tents on the parish grounds. 

“The people here, a lot of them have existed for many, many generations, even 
prior to the annexation of Texas,” he said, recounting the history of the area. 
“Some keep reminding me, ‘Father, remember we did not cross the border. 
The border crossed us.’”

One of the parishes, St. Michael the Archangel, will celebrate its 105th anni-
versary in September with a procession. Father Montoya expects a temporary 
border patrol tower to be erected, police cars to be stationed nearby, and he-
licopters and a blimp to hover overhead, as they did during last year’s proces-
sion. It’s a constant reminder that, even in church, which should be a sanctu-
ary, the authorities can reach in and take someone they believe has no right 
to be there. 

“The message the Church has here, one of the things we need to repeat time and again with our community, is our faith 
should be the thing that determines what we can and cannot do. Fear should not dictate,” said Fr. Montoya. “If we live in 
fear, it will be difficult to do anything. It’s time to reclaim our community for our faith, our culture, our people. It’s a de-
liberate missiological imperative.”

A Cross to Bear

In Douglas, Arizona, four members of the School Sisters of Notre Dame, Central Pacific Province, minister to migrants in 
the Tucson Diocese and in the State of Sonora, Mexico., These women came not to start a new mission, but to join an 
active one. That has meant working at a migrant center and shelter on the border, catechizing and leading communion 



5

services at the nearest prison, teaching English, leading citizenship classes, hosting visiting student groups in their home 
(a large, century-old convent), staffing a furniture-making business, and volunteering at a women’s co-op in Mexico that 
was recently completed with 8,000 handmade adobe bricks. This last project was supported by the Leadership Conference 
of Women Religious’ border fund. 

They are also taking part in prayer vigils to commemorate the lives of those lost trying to cross the desert into the U.S., 
called the Pilgrimage of Remembrance. 

“The people in this community are witnessing and praying weekly about the fact that there are deaths in the desert right 
around us,” said Sr. Lucy Nigh SSND. She calls it “an act of mercy” to remember by name those individuals who died trying 
to cross to a better life. A local artist makes the white wooden crosses the group carries and plants at the GPS coordinates 
where the bodies were found. “We take a long time to remember and honor them, and pray for their families.” 

When the sisters host groups of visitors, they “try to give them a picture of the complexity” of life on the border, said Sr. 
Judy Bourg SSND. “We stand on the side of compassion and understanding, and want to give some support to the stories 
of migrants, but we know that it’s not all just black and white.”

In that vein, they are friendly with a man who works for border patrol, and they usually try to introduce their visitors to 
him. “He works security and protects our country, but he is a person, also,” said Sr. Judy. “He’s able to tell our guests that 
he needs to do his job, but he will have some understanding for the migrants’ plight and treat them humanely and not take 
advantage of them.” 

While many people think of migrants as criminals or drug dealers, Sr. Judy said, “regular migrants are very vulnerable to 
everyone,” and often are taken advantage of, robbed, and abused. “Our friend is an example of someone who doesn’t do 
that.” 

Corporal Works of Mercy

They call it “La Bestia,” the train that carries migrants north from Latin America to the United States. Men and women (and 
children) risk life and limb to ride on the tops of the train cars; if they slip during the perilous journey (or are thrown), it 
means death or dismemberment. 

At St. Michael’s Parish in Poway, California, near San Diego, parishioners who volunteer with the Corporal Works of Mercy 
program collect discarded prostheses to rehab into new legs, hands, and arms for people who’ve lost their limbs to La 
Bestia, or to illness, addiction, or accidents. The discarded artificial limbs—which might be worn out, or no longer fit the 
original wearer—cannot, by law, be reused in the United States. 

The Mercy Prosthetics program has been running for about two years, and while it may literally be considered a “corporal” 
act of mercy (no pun intended), it is not the only way that St. Michael’s parishioners engage in mission along the border. 
They support a school and an orphanage in Tijuana, and a soup kitchen that serves a hot meal to 1,500 individuals each 
day, many of them recently deported and living in “el bordo,” the Tijuana canal that separates the two countries.

Brigitte Beas works with the prosthetics program, which is run out of a medical clinic above 
the soup kitchen. There, people are fitted for their new limbs, which are cast in Tijuana and 
crafted in a small town three hours south by a man some call “The Wheelchair Angel.” A child 
victim of polio who dragged himself through the dirt at the orphanage where he grew up, “He 
has a big heart for mobilizing people,” said Beas. 

Artificial limbs are expensive—Beas said a new knee might cost $10,000—prohibitively so for 
people living on the margins in border territory. In the last two years, Mercy Prosthetics has 
provided free limbs for 130 people. Some have to return repeatedly to the clinic to get the 
right fit; ideally, they have a fitting with the limb artist himself, traveling there and back again 
on the $30 the clinic provides to cover the trip. 

Continued on the next page...
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“It’s incredible, the stories, because most people just bleed to death,” when they fall from the train, said Beas. She recount-
ed the tale of one survivor who slipped off at a crossroads in front of a Red Cross worker who was sitting in a car, waiting 
for the train to pass. The worker ensured the man received immediate medical attention, saving his life. 

It is a profoundly moving experience “to see the dignity, the care, and attention,” people get when they are fitted with a 
prosthesis, Beas said. “People are ashamed and feel they’re a burden when they lose a limb.” Having a new one can change 
all of that, restoring not just dignity, but humanity. 

The Poorest of the Poor

Fr. Jesse Esqueda OMI, ordained three years ago into the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, also works in Mexico, in 
La Morita, Tijuana, at the San Eugenio Mission. “We are the poorest and the biggest parish of the diocese,” he said. “We 
go from poverty to extreme poverty.” 

Lack of infrastructure and good schools is a challenge, as is healthcare and care for the disabled. And yet, there is hope. 

It’s difficult for his parishioners to get out of poverty—many of them work six days a week in factories, or maquiladoras, 
earning $65 for their efforts. But the parish has started a youth scholarship program, and 100 kids are now in college in 
Mexico, studying to be engineers, lawyers, and doctors, Fr. Esqueda said. 

More than 300 participate in the San Eugenio Mission youth program. “It’s a beautiful thing, because the Church is alive 
and the young people are just really excited to be part of it,” he said. Weekend youth retreats are full to capacity.

Recently, the group changed its ministry charge from mission “for” youth to mission “with” youth. “That changes the way 
we look at things,” he said. “This is a mission with the people, working with them. They take ownership. And of course, at 
the heart of the mission is the good news of the Gospel.”

It’s an important distinction, said Fr. Esqueda, as is the emphasis on caring for his parishioners on both the physical and 
spiritual plane.

“First, we help them to be fully human, then Christians, then saints,” he said. “So we have to worry about their human 
needs—shelter, education, medical care, housing. And then as Christians, spreading the Gospel, being able to provide 
hope, faith formation. And then as saints, helping to bring out the best in them and helping them become missionaries.”

A Humanizing Presence

The Kino Border Initiative —“the Church without frontiers”— lies on the border, in Nogales, Arizona. Founded by the Je-
suits in 2009, the staff focuses on education, research and advocacy, and humanitarian assistance. “Our mission is to be a 
humanizing presence,” said Fr. Sean Carroll SJ, Executive Director.

The Jesuits did not enter into this space lightly, spending more than 18 months 
asking two questions of those in both the north and the south: what are the 
greatest needs you’re seeing around the issue of migration, and how can we help? 

Fr. Carroll said there was a definite pattern to the responses. There were tremen-
dous humanitarian needs in Nogales/Sonora, a central point of deportation, in-
cluding care for vulnerable women and children, pastoral support, advocacy for 
those abused by Mexican police or denied access to the asylum system in the U.S., 
and a general need for bi-national organization to facilitate cooperation along the 
border. 

“We trusted that God would speak to us through the people we were interviewing to give us a sense of whether we were 
welcome here or not,” said Fr. Carroll. The response was overwhelmingly positive. It was a call, an invitation, to be in soli-
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darity. Although the timing was not necessarily fortuitous—Carroll noted dryly that they began this new mission during a 
global recession—they had faith that this was exactly where God was calling them to be.

“We’ve been sent by God to address a very important need and to do that on the border, he said.  “Our work is very much 
in the spirit of what Pope Francis has talked about in terms of encounter, to encounter the other, and to be transformed in 
the process. I think that’s happened for us. These encounters are what help us continue to be faithful to this mission and 
to facilitate encounters for others who come to see and are transformed by the experience, as well.”

A U-Turn

Sister Pamela Marie Burganski SND recalls it was a missed turn that brought three teenage migrants into her life in Alamo, 
Texas.

“I made a wrong turn and immediately set to correct myself, and by doing that had to make a u-turn, and in making the 
u-turn, saw someone sort of collapsed down to the sidewalk,” said the plainspoken Sr. Pam, now in her third year of mis-
sion work in Alamo, Texas. “I am called to see the person in front of me and to respond when that is what is in my heart 
to do.”

The young woman had a violent migraine, and Sr. Pam transported her and her two siblings to the doctor, and then to 
lunch. A friendly relationship was begun, rides were offered, housekeeping advice was given. “They’re managing,” she said 
of the young people whose mother left them years ago and whose father remains in Mexico with another, disabled, sibling. 

This is the first time Sr. Pam’s religious community, the Sisters of Notre Dame, has had a ministry in Texas. They arrived 
three years ago, six of them, and, like the School Sisters of Notre Dame in Arizona, they looked to join an active ministry, 
not found one of their own. “We have been looking for the poor and how we might assist without establishing an institu-
tion, but working with an existing one,” she said. “It’s an attempt to match gifts with availability.” 

Next year, she’ll be the only one of her community still in South Texas. A member of the Toledo, Ohio, province, she has tu-
tored, organized classes, offered good counsel, and engaged in civil disobedience, most recently getting arrested in Austin, 
at the governor’s office, to protest the passage of SB4. “We did not go to prison, we were not hauled off in police cars, and 
everyone was on their very best behavior,” she said drolly. She’s uncertain what awaits her in another year.

Her ministry seems almost like an informal one, but for the migrants whose lives it touches, that engagement can be the 
difference between life and death, being seen and being invisible. 

“We really are searching for ways to be present with and of assistance to the immigrant population and the poor, as we can 
find them here in south Texas,” she said. “They tend to consist of simple things, like transporting someone who collapses 
on the sidewalk to the doctor. That’s not something you could have planned when you set out your daily schedule.”

Prophetic Voices

Lying just on the other side of the border from Juarez is the Hope Border Institute, 
in El Paso, Texas. “It’s sort of one big city,” said director Dylan Corbett. “You can’t 
tell where El Paso begins and Juarez ends. They’re linked culturally, economically, 
socially, and in terms of faith. The faith is really important to people.”

The Hope Border Institute focuses on advocacy for more just policies, leadership 
development of young people, and research into the causes of poverty and injus-
tice. Corbett, who worked previously at the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops in 
Washington, D.C., points out that although issues like NAFTA and the movement 
of factories into (or out of) Mexico may seem abstract to most Americans, for 
people living on the border, they have real-world consequences on their daily 
lives. 

Continued on the next page...
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Consider Making a Donation to USCMA
All donations to the United States Catholic Mission Association are tax deductible and 
will go to help USCMA fulfill its mandate to Promote Mission and Global Solidarity.

To make a donation, please contact Diane Conocchioli at (202) 832-3112 
or dconocchioli@uscatholicmission.org. 

You can  also mail your donation to:
United States Catholic Mission Association

415 Michigan Ave. NE, Suite 102, Washington, DC 20017-4502

“Here, the effects of these broken policies are really on display,” he said, in the economic system that generates inequality 
and poverty, and in the immigration system that separates families.

Corbett reflected on Pope Francis’ visit to the border—the frontera or periferia—in 2016, and the message of hope and 
dignity he brought to the marginalized living there. The Pope reminded them that they are not less than.

“Those who live an existence in mission, far from home, actually have a prophetic voice. They can be prophets of a better 
future. They have something to say. We really believe that,” said Corbett. “That’s what life in mission is, you’re a prophet of 
a better future. People who live in mission territories are poor, economically speaking, but their cultural and religious and 
social heritage is rich. There is a beauty to border existence. We must pay attention to the borders. It’s a beautiful thing 
and that’s what God is calling us to do.” 

About the Author: 

Julie Bourbon is a freelance writer and editor in Washington, D.C. She writes about religion, social justice, 
and higher education and has been published in National Catholic Reporter and Sojourners magazine, among others.

Study Guide to the Aparecida Document
In his Papal Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis speaks about the importance of the Aparecida 
Document published by CELAM, of which Pope Francis was a member before his election. 

The Study Guide is in both English and Spanish (offered in a bilingual edition) and is perfect for group 
discussions, parish trainings and further study into what it means to be a missioner. 

The Study Guide for use with the Aparecida Document is only $20.00 (includes shipping and handling). 
To order your copy, contact our office staff at uscma@uscatholicmission.org or call us at (202) 832-3112.

mailto:dconocchioli%40uscatholicmission.org?subject=
mailto:uscma%40uscatholicmission.org?subject=
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Reconciling the World to Himself: 
Promoting Cross-cultural Empathy Through Popular Piety

By Audrey Seah,
Ph.D. Student, Theology (Liturgical
Studies), University of Notre Dame

Divine Mercy in Rwanda
It was three in the afternoon on a sunny Saturday at the Divine Mercy Shrine in the district of Kabuga, just outside 
of Kigali, Rwanda. The bells of the chapel rang announcing the hour of the Divine Mercy throughout the small town. 
I took my seat on a bench at the back of the “chapel of the tomb” and hurriedly looked up the Chaplet in English 
on my phone. There were about twenty of us in the space, men, women and children. An older woman knelt at 
the front of the chapel, before a statue of Jesus lying on his side—buried—with weapons of the 1994 Rwandan 
genocide at his feet. Clutching a rosary in her right hand and with arms outstretched in the orans position, she led 
the recitation of the Chaplet in the local language.  

“For the sake of His sorrowful Passion…” she intoned; “have mercy on us and on the whole world” followed the 
people. These words, spoken in a foreign language, resounded like a mystical chant, inviting me to ponder the grace 
of Divine Mercy for the people of Rwanda. 

When the Chaplet concluded, some stayed awhile to pray silently. A boy about ten years old walked up the statue 
of Jesus and knelt before him. He put his hand on Jesus’ chest for a minute then gently stroked Jesus’ cheek. A 
middle-aged woman knelt beside the boy with her face cupped in her hands and elbows resting by Jesus’ side.  
She was wearing a dress printed with the image of Jesus the Divine Mercy in a repeated pattern—here in Rwanda, 
many literally wear their piety on their sleeves. I did not know the prayers of the woman or the young boy, but their 
gestures alone spoke a universal language. I recognized touching, stroking, and being close to another as gestures 
of love, tenderness, and mercy. At this shrine, people come to lay down their trials and suffering at the feet of Jesus, 
symbolized by the weapons of the genocide. Buried with Jesus, The Divine Mercy, pain, violence, and evil come 
here to die with Christ and rise into agents of mercy in their new life.

In December 2001, the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments issued a Directory on Popular 
Piety and the Liturgy (DPL) outlining a set of principles and guidelines regarding the relationship between the two. The doc-
ument opens with the reason for the directory, namely, “to draw attention to the need to ensure that other forms of piety 
among the Christian people are not overlooked, nor their useful contribution to living in unity with Christ, in the Church, 
be forgotten.” (DPL 1) It proceeds to explicate this point: since the renewal of the liturgy after Vatican II, “contradictory 
attitudes” toward popular piety have been noted. In some areas of the world, forms of popular piety that were “estranged 
from genuine Biblical revelation and compete with the economy of the sacraments” were rightfully abandoned. However, 
many other inherited forms were also hastily and unfairly discarded, “resulting in a void that is not easily filled.”  In other 
areas of the world, popular piety continued to thrive, even when perceived with air of suspicion by Church authorities 
aware of the constant need to “purify popular piety of equivocation and the dangers deriving from syncretism.” (DPL 1). 

As Peter C. Phan observes, after the Second Vatican Council, “’Popular’ was often derided as unsophisticated, superstitious, 
emotional, individualistic, reactionary, and even anti-liturgical” in contrast to the Roman liturgy’s superior characteristics 
of sobriety, brevity, and simplicity (Phan, v). A recent conversation I had with a millennial Catholic who teaches at a Catholic 
middle school in the Midwest speaks to Phan’s observations. The school chaplain had recently introduced the Chaplet of 
the Divine Mercy to the students. Once a week, they would sing the Chaplet to a catchy contemporary tune composed by 
Trish Short and popularized through EWTN. Apart from the earworm caused by the repetitive nature of the Chaplet, this 
young teacher was bothered by the text of the Chaplet which he found “sappy.” As we continued our conversation, I real-
ized that he did not know much about the devotion, the image of Jesus, the Divine Mercy, or Saint Faustina Kowalska apart 
from the fact that she received a revelation. For him, everything apart from the tune of the Chaplet felt foreign. 

At the risk of overgeneralization, it seems safe to say that apart from the Rosary, few American Catholics, especially young-
er ones, have much familiarity with some kind of popular devotion in the United States. Without exposure to popular piety, 
many lack an understanding of the ways of popular devotions. For youth and young adults going on short-term mission 
trips, this could result in a tendency to prematurely make negative judgments upon various practices they encounter and 
cause them to overlook deeper cultural and theological experiences present to them.

Continued on the next page...
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Approaching popular devotions with misgivings has not always been the norm, nor has popular piety been always set 
apart from the liturgy. History bears witness to the symbiotic relationship between the liturgy and popular piety that 
emerges from local cultures, particularly in the Eucharist as the central celebration of the paschal mystery. In the apostolic 
and post-apostolic periods, Christians often incorporated rites inspired by individual, domestic, and community piety into 
public worship (DPL 23). In the fourth and fifth centuries, as the liturgy became increasingly organized into discernable 
“liturgical families” reflecting local traditions, languages, and spiritualities, popular elements continued to be incorporated 
into worship (DPL 26). The pontificate of Saint Gregory the Great (590-604) saw a time of liturgical flourishing accompa-
nied by popular religious expressions and is held up as an exemplar of an era when popular piety and the liturgy mutually 
enriched each other (DPL 27). 

It was during the Middle Ages that a “decisive differentiation between liturgy and popular piety” began developing, lead-
ing eventually to a “dualism of celebration” (DPL 29). This rupture began for several reasons, three of which I consider 
the most important: 1) Incomprehensibility of the Latin Liturgy—as Christianity began spreading to lands where the Latin 
Language was not the vernacular of the majority of believers, new forms of prayer in the local tongue, speaking in ways 
that commoners could understand, emerged to fill the gaps left by an increasingly alien liturgy; 2) Increasing clericalism 
and individualism—in a Christian society with marked distinctions of roles, the liturgy came to be understood as a domain 
exclusive to priests with laity present only as spectators (DPL 30). Participating in Mass did not constitute a communal 
action. Instead, it was a “pious exercise done by an individual to obtain grace.” (Francis, 26); 3) Allegorization of the liturgy 
and diffusion of miracle stories—these genres engaged the imagination and emotions of the people, prompting the faithful 
to participate in rituals associated with them more fully (DPL 30). 

It is during this period that many devotional forms, some of which persist today, appeared as a parallel or even an alter-
native to liturgy. For instance, Eucharistic adoration compensated for the infrequent reception of Holy Communion, the 
Rosary became a substitute for the psalter, and new rites of blessings reflecting popular pre-Christian beliefs and practices 
developed (DPL 32). While these new forms of popular piety could be distinguished more clearly from the liturgy as com-
pared to the days of Christian antiquity, they nevertheless continued to inform liturgical practice and especially its theology 
(Francis, 33).

The gap between popular piety and the liturgy continued to widen after the Council of Trent when the liturgy “entered 
a period of static period of substantial uniformity” as popular piety continued to flourish (DPL 40). However, liturgy and 
popular piety were not necessarily practiced apart from each other. During this period, pious exercises were seen as an 
important means for defending the Catholic faith against Protestants, at least in the West. Some of these exercises en-
couraged the participation in the Sacraments as a means of conversion and others took places within the liturgical actions 
(DPL 41). In new mission territories, liturgical practices and popular piety of the medieval Iberian Peninsula brought to 
the “New World” by Spanish and Portuguese missionaries continued to thrive (Francis, 35). Subsequently, this form of 
pre-Tridentine Catholicism adapted to local religious sensibilities as missionaries dialogued with locals and adopted tra-
ditional expressions to explicate the faith. For instance, to re-contextualize the worship of the sun within the worship of 
the Eucharist, missionaries conflated the image of the sun with Christ, adorning the reserved host in a monstrance with 
a sunburst (Francis, 37).  These customs may not have changed the liturgy itself, but they added a context through which 
new liturgical theology emerged.

The rupture was accentuated in the West during the Enlightenment when rationalism created a gulf between the “learned” 
and the “simple people.” The “learned” promoted religious practice based on knowledge and harbored disdain for popular 
religious expressions, which they regarded as “superstitious and fanatical.” (DPL 42).

That this sentiment of distrust towards the emotionalism in popular piety remains with us today was evident in my conver-
sation with the middle school teacher. Coupled with the fact that all forms of popular piety are properly optional (though 
sometimes encouraged), in contrast to the sacraments, which are necessary for a Christian life, a person may see no reason 
to participate in any kind of pious activity outside of the liturgy. But such over cautiousness may inadvertently close one off 
to an encounter of grace through popular practices, particularly in foreign lands. 

The Directory recognizes the “expression of the profound and mature religious feeling of the people at a given moment in 
space and time” as one of the “riches of popular piety.” (DL 1) Indeed, popular devotions are unavoidably bound up with 
grace-filled stories of the people who pray the prayers, visit the shrines, and participate in the processions, often more so 
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than in liturgical celebrations, even though both are never mutually exclusive. Here at the University of Notre Dame, stu-
dents visit the Grotto of Our Lady of Lourdes to pray for more than healing from illnesses. The Grotto is where candles are 
lit in desperation after Mass during exam week, where marriage proposals happen under the gaze of our Lady, and where 
alumni take their children and retell events from their days as a student at Notre Dame. These stories revolve around 
the grotto, but transcend the grotto itself. The stories tell of particular expressions of the faith rendered visible in ritual 
expressions as part of the ongoing mystery of salvation history in the past and today. By participating in popular religious 
practices, we enter into the Christian story of others and more deeply into the universal Church through the particularities 
of salvation history. That is, popular piety is a means by which God is “reconciling the world to himself” through Christ (2 
Cor 5:19). 

This was my experience at the Divine Mercy shrine in Rwanda and what I tried to communicate to the young teacher as we 
continued our chat. I recalled the history, symbolism, and theology of the devotion and shared the sights and sounds I wit-
nessed at the Divine Mercy shine in Kabguga. I spoke of the impact the devotion has for the Rwandese people whose lives 
had been ravaged by unspeakable violence. I recounted learning about the dynamic life of the shrine and how the devotion 
synchronizes with the liturgical year, mapping the theology of mercy onto the central mysteries of the faith. I related how I 
came to the realization that in Rwanda, Jesus as the Divine Mercy helps those who have lost all hope discover new life for 
themselves and even the possibility of becoming blessings for others. 

At the end of our conversation, he indicated that he now saw the Divine Mercy devotion in new light. It was no longer 
something a class of middle school children awkwardly sang every Monday morning, but part of a larger movement of the 
Spirit animating the lives of fellow Christians who desperately need to experience God’s mercy. It was as if the historical, 
social, and theological context I provided along with the testimony of my time at the shrine incorporated his experience 
into a larger fold and made him reevaluate his own assumptions. A new awareness of the devotees’ cultural context al-
lowed him to empathize and be in solidarity with the Rwandan people and even with others who practice the devotion. 
In an age of increasing nationalism and isolationist tendencies, empathy for the other is more necessary than ever. Partic-
ipating in the popular piety of another, even if it seems foreign at first, is certainly one way to experience deep cross-cul-
tural exchange and the grace of empathy that enables human and Christian solidarity. 

Help people approach and understand popular devotional practices in 3 steps: 

1. Provide a historical context of the practice that answers the following questions: Where and when did the 
devotion originate? Who were the first devotees? What are the stories associated with the devotion?

2. Invite personal participant observations of the rituals.  Some questions that might guide the observations 
include the following: Who participates in the practice today? Where do the devotees they come from? What 
are the people wearing? What gestures do they use? What are the sights, sounds, smells, and textures of the 
place where the devotion occurs? If opportunity presents itself, speak to some devotees and learn the place 
of the devotion in their lives. 

3. Make time for thanksgiving, reflection and conversation after the experience. The reflection may be guided by 
questions such as: How did the experience make you feel? What did you observe that felt familiar or foreign? 
How does the practice relate to the Paschal Mystery of Christ? What did you learn about the people and their 
culture through this experience?

About the Author: 

Audrey Seah is a doctoral student in Theology with a concentration in Liturgical Studies and a minor in World Religion, 
World Church at the University of Notre Dame. Her experience in youth and music ministry in multicultural settings moti-
vates her research interests in sacramental theology, inculturation, and global worship.
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Revisiting Saint Francis, Mission, and Education
 

by Sr. Margaret Carney, OSF, STD

During the last months of 1999 I was eagerly preparing for a trip to Kenya 
where I, along with Sr. Elise Saggau, a member of our Franciscan Institute 
staff, would provide a twoweek program on leadership for the Franciscans of 
English-speaking African nations. It would be a time of reunion with several 
former students and class-mates and my first trip to Kenya. However, as the 
dramatic date of January 1, 2000 drew closer so did the drumbeat of fear 
that came to be known as Y2K. The Y2K was, of course, short-hand for the 
anticipated collapse of internet capability. It was rumored that planes would 
fall from the sky, computers would freeze and burn, all manner of civic and 
personal structures would simple collapse under the burden of transition to 
a new era for which we had not programmed our newly important computer 
systems sufficiently. 

mailto:dconocchoili%40uscatholicmission.org?subject=
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While many experts assured the public repeatedly that the threat was being over-dramatized, I began to worry that if any 
of the predicted chaos did occur, my early January start date for the program would pose a problem. What if, by waiting 
until after January 1st to travel I would risk not getting there in time? For some years I had planned the dramatic turn of the 
century, of the millennium, as a time of great celebrations. I envisioned great parties with family, religious communities, 
friends. Now I faced the prospect of being in a foreign country at a time I most wanted to be at home enjoying the “over 
the top” celebrations of the first world. In time, I came to see that I had to change my plan and thus I arrived in Kenya just 
a few days before the start of the New Year. 

Little did I know that my change of plan allowed my friends in Kenya to arrange a very dramatic New Years’ experience for 
me. Br. Matthew McCormack of the Franciscan Brothers who staff Beraka Agricultural College in western Kenya arrived on 
New Year’s Eve to take me through the country to the brothers’ compound. So, it was that I found myself on the eve of a 
new millennium driving through the Rift Valley while listening to a set of hilarious Irish comedy tapes sent in the Christmas 
packages along with the Bewley’s tea, currant cakes—and, yes—the Bushmills.

That evening I was part of a small gathering that met to pray until the midnight hour struck. All of the religious of the area 
came to the brothers’ house. Our quiet prayer was followed by a party of the simplest fare. When we walked out to say 
good–bye to the guests, the skies were ablaze. There in the absence of any light pollution every star of our galaxy glistened 
in a celestial benediction. Who would want to trade that for the fireworks of New York, London or Tokyo?

The next morning Matthew asked one of the African brothers to take me to the camp for a visit. The camp, as it turned 
out, was a refugee outpost occupied by a tribe recently driven from its lands by ethnic cleansing. We walked through the 
small rude huts, the lean-tos that formed a small rickety market place. As we moved along word spread of a strange white 
woman in the camp. Suddenly we were surrounded by dozens of children. They smiled, practiced their English and were 
so eager to say, Happy Millenium, Ma’am!   Happy Millenium!” Never will I forget those upturned faces. These children 
were subsisting at the very edge of existence. They had lost so much, but they were clearly filled with hope against hope 
as a new age dawned.
 
In the next few days, I saw the clinics where the brothers led AIDS education efforts. This work put them in the cross-hairs 
of controversy. They could find themselves at odds with cultural taboos, NGO regulations or Church authorities. It was 
never easy and yet it was always urgent to stop to spread of the disease that left thousands of orphans in its wake. 

As we travelled back to Nairobi, we stopped to visit in Lare. This was the loca-
tion of a small elementary school and the St. Clare Technical School. Here young 
people were prepared to advance as citizens in a rapidly changing economy with 
marketable skills in addition to the all-important literacy. Yet, in the midst of this 
place of great energy a hole of dark grief lingered. There the brothers shared the 
story of the recent assassination of the community leader, Brother Larry. He had 
denounced the manipulation of local elections and encouraged his employees 
and graduates to claim their rights at the polls. One night in a raid staged to look 
like a robbery, he and his night guard were shot in cold blood.  As we knelt on the 
tarmac where he fell, I realized that here the old, old traditions of education had 
merged with the modern proclamation of the Church’s social teaching. And as it is 
in every era, the prophetic voice risked being silenced but cried out with courage 
nonetheless.  

These vivid memories haunted me as I prepared for this presentation. Of course, 
I had seen the dramatic role of education in places of mission “ad extra.” But it 
was also true that I had always been a visitor in these places, whether the remote 
reaches of Brazil, the plains of Africa or the post-glastnost religious recovery cen-
ters of eastern Europe. To speak of this core reality of our work as a Church with 
any authenticity, I must be sure to stand in my own shoes, those of a veteran of 
fifty-five years as a Catholic educator with my most recent service being eighteen 
years of administrative work in higher education. 

Continued on the next page...
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It is from these recent years that I seize examples that demonstrate how deeply our commitment to basic education as 
a ministry, a mission imperative, is in question. At the close of my first year as president, I received a long and thoughtful 
letter from one of our alumni. It turned out that the letter was actually a report card for me. He let me know how he felt 
I had succeeded and where I needed to improve my approaches. But the final paragraph of the letter left me cold. There 
he made this plea:

Sister, please close down the school of education and in its place create a school of law. The reason is obvious. 
Those teachers we graduate will never make enough to offer substantial gifts to the university. Those who are 
successful attorneys will do just that. So, we should abandon the education program in favor of something that 
will do more good.

Bear in mind that I come from a family pretty evenly divided between lawyers and teachers so I have no quarrel with law 
as a profession. But being a teacher myself, I was flat out angry. It took three weeks for me to calm down enough to send 
a reasoned response. Needless to say, I was not going to accept his logic and it took him eight years to stop sending this 
annual proposal. 

While I was angry and saddened by his lack of regard for the profession of teaching, I had to admit that his attitude was 
symptomatic of a large swath of our population. We clearly talk a better game than we play when it comes to respect for 
the teaching profession. Think about it this way. In the weeks leading up to this lecture, the NFL draft has dominated many 
a TV news broadcast. Since our region’s team, the Buffalo Bills, have not had a playoff berth in seventeen years, the angst 
is palpable. So let’s fantasize a bit. What if we treated the process of hiring our next generation of teachers with as much 
focus as we worry about getting a new quarterback of defensive end. It would sound something like this:
The Buffalo city school system traded up today and announced the hiring of three nationally recognized elementary math 
teachers. This ensures better outcomes in next year’s Regent Exams. The system was also happy to facilitate a trade with 
three southern cities still coping with post-Kartrina population changes by placing two English teachers as a second lan-
guage master teacher and one learning disability specialist…and now for news of the suburban systems…..
Well, we can dream, can’t we? 

So, I contend that we should live in a climate of concern about the very enterprise of education in our nation. One way 
to describe this might be to indulge in a Jeremiad, a long litany of the ills that beset our systems both public and private. 
Instead, I turn to two very different voices to shed some light on the state of things as I have come to see it. 

The first of these voices is that of the recently deceased song-writer/poet, Leonard Cohen.  In the May 5th issue of Com-
monweal, Benedictine Christian Raab authors a provocative essay on the biblical roots of Cohen’s lyrics.1   He first admits 
that naming Cohen as a religious voice may shock those who focus on his early years of womanizing and drug use. Howev-
er, his life-long search for a spiritually integrated place to stand becomes clear when one surveys the body of his work and 
the content of many interviews with him. Thus, Raab summarizes the insights that Cohen’s songs offer about the spiritual 
detours of our times and the price we pay for that loss of trustworthy direction. 

Cohen was raised in an observant Jewish family with two grandfathers who were well known rabbis. He was formed by the 
Torah and his songs reveal patterns of applying these biblical insights to contemporary questions.  When Cohen looked at 
the emerging social trends of the 80s and 90s he was deeply concerned. He saw a rise of Darwinian mentalities, of extrem-
ism pushing aside the seeking a civilized pursuit of the common good. He spoke openly of the need for confidence in the 
project of fostering a pluralistic society that relied on a deep inner unity. He was equally insistent that our Western culture 
needed to recover its “center of gravity” and escape the spiritual amnesia enveloping new generations. He is reported to 
state that “…the order of soul has been overthrown and the ancient western code has been broken.” For him that ancient 
code was rooted in the Judeo-Christian tradition.

Given that his date of death was last November 11th, we know that Leonard Cohen lived to see levels of polarization and 
extremism that he only intuited years ago dominating our political discourse. And as we think about how we might learn 
from his concerns for that great tradition, we might consider it wise to speak of an Abrahamic tradition that binds all three 
Religions of the Book as we work to protect the inclusion now of Muslim citizens and immigrants in this nation. 
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The next voice is that of professor David Dark of Nashville.2 He offers this description of the call to teach after describing 
the teachers whose forbearance with his youthful arrogance ushered him into adulthood: 

These days, I try to pay this kindness forward by impersonating a teacher for a living. I describe my job this way to 
avoid shame and embarrassment. In what might be the most insanely presumptuous task undertaken by any mem-
ber of our species, I actually attempt to help people with their own thinking. I sit in rooms with women and men in 
prisons and college campuses, and, together, we make assertions, put questions to one another, tell stories, read 
poems aloud and wonder over our words. My job, as I understand it, is to help people pay deep attention to their 
deepest selves in relationship to other selves. They write sentences. I write sentences next to their sentences. And we 
get a conversation going somehow…Should we accept the mission of becoming philosophers, we will be individuals 
who want to know what is true more than we want to feel successful or right or powerful. We will desire honesty 
more than we desire winning. Or as Gift of Gab, one half of the hip-hop duo Blackalicious, instructs us, “domination 
don’t dignify diction.” Bur veneration does. Let us venerate one another enough to pursue the possibility of out-loud 
truthfulness together. 

So, we have heard three voices. 
• The Catholic lay alumnus who wanted to abolish a school of education since it does not create an economic elite.  
• The Jewish song-writer who laments the loss of our religious covenantal roots. 
• The teacher who understands the vocational clarity that teaching demands and its utter necessity in the current 

scheme of things. 

These voices bring us to the question of how we understand and venerate the role of the teacher in our communitas. 
Charles Foster offers a thoughtful and expansive reflection on this calling in his book, Teaching in the Community of Faith.3  
A dominant theme of his work is his insistence that the teacher’s role is best understood as one who knows, cherishes, 
studies, and transmits the foundational values, the deepest beliefs of the community and presents them for study and 
application to each new generation. The teacher’s work involves three components: the mastery of the living tradition 
of the community, the ability to re-present it so as to bring it into dialogue with new participants within the community, 
and—through this engagement-- the successful transmission of those values into a viable core for the community’s future 
flourishing.  Foster offers six hallmarks of the teacher’s work as understood in this context.4 

1. It is historical. The teacher transmits beliefs from the past into present in hopes that they will influence the 
shaping of a corporate future.

2. It is corporate. Teaching occurs within a community for the sake of the community.
3. It is urgent. The primary means of bridging past and future requires a deep sense of importance on the part of 

all concerned.
4. It is eschatological. Teaching seeks to ensure that the destiny of the community of faith will be fulfilled.
5. It is relational.
6. The teacher carries forth the community’s credo, but must remain open to the new experiences and questions 

of new generations of its aspiring members.
7. It is intentional. It seeks to introduce the youngest or newest members to meanings inherited from the past. 

Foster summarizes his appreciation of this vocation in this way.
Teaching is…a disturbing activity. It tests and questions people. It elicits responses from them that alter perceptions, 
change courses of action, and require hard decisions. Teachers confront people in their finitude, they question their 
idolatries. These actions require risk, challenge and courage of teachers.5  

Finally, I would add that the additional challenge facing the Franciscan family of orders is the inheritance of what appears 
to be an ambivalence, a bias, in St. Francis himself against intellectual work, the work of teachers and learners.  How often 
have we seen that a young Franciscan becomes excited about tending to this intellectual, academic work only to be dis-
couraged by claims that it is somehow un-Franciscan and dangerous to an authentic sense of minoritas. 

Yes, it is true that we can find statements attributed to Francis that warn of dire outcomes of too fond a pursuit of learn-
ing for its own sake. But these must be read in the thirteenth century context in which they were voiced.  Let us be clear. 
Francis was an educated man. His knowledge of reading and writing was well beyond that of the vast majority of the peo-
ple who filled his audiences in town after town.  He had the great good fortune to have achieved a level of literacy that 
placed him in a position of great power—the power to read and transmit meanings. He thus dedicated great effort to the 

Continued on the next page...
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creation of written texts and insisted that certain of those texts be assiduously copied and shared with the adherents of his 
movement.  (In fact, such was his insistence on having letters copied for various addressees, that I wonder that he did not 
become the patron saint of Xerox!) 

His concern for remaining orthodox in his teaching and that of his brothers implied reliance on the presence of men at his 
side who would possess the knowledge and capacity to instruct, advise and to judge any lapse from authentic Christian 
doctrine. When Francis expressed fear of the men of the schools, he expressed his repugnance for those for whom the 
credentials of university master created an intellectual arrogance that left no room for the simplicity of the evangelical 
message.  He feared his brothers being tainted by this clerical pitfall with good reason. 

We do ourselves no favor, and we do Francis a great disservice, when we permit a caricature of him as a charismatic sim-
pleton and obscure the truth of the intuitive religious savant that he was. 

For our encouragement and as a way to conclude this reflection, I offer these words on the work of Franciscan study and 
teaching from Joseph P. Chinnici, O.F.M. of the Franciscan School of Theology in San Diego.6 

I believe that we value Francis and Clare, Bonaventure and Scotus, Elizabeth and Angela not only because they 
were teachers but primarily because they were learners—descending low enough so as to discover the Incarna-
tion everywhere!  They could only teach because they had learned first. Can we see Bonaventure not only in the 
Itinerarium but also in his discussions with Leo and Giles? Can we see Bonaventure bending low enough so as to 
learn the mystery of Clare of Assisi whose footprints are all over the Itinerarium? Can we see Scotus not only in his 
texts, but in his classroom full of student brothers…bending low and learning the questions of his students—their 
modern language, and then giving them a wondrous response that spoke to them God’s word and allowed them 
to put their world together and provided them with hope? Can we see Elizabeth of Hungary in the classroom of 
the sick? I believe that when we can see all of this in the same field—then, we will catch the “bug” so to speak, 
of being a Franciscan intellectual, and we will discover a voice and we will learn to treasure — in a profound way 
— each others voices; because no matter what languages, we sit and learn, we sit and teach and that way we 
become brothers and sisters together. 

May our celebration of education as a foundational mission ministry provide us with the will and the desire to continue 
this proud tradition.

Notes: 

Presentation originally delivered in May 2017 at the Franciscan Mission Service’s World Care Benefit and Celebration, an 
annual event to honor FMS’ mission and ministry and to raise support for the organization.

1. Raab, O.S.B., Christian.” How the Light Gets In: Leonard Cohen’s Biblical Vision.” Commonweal, May 5, 2017: 15-18.
2. Dark, David. “What Do You Do with the Mad that You Feel?: Teaching liberal arts in the Trump era. America. May 1, 

2017: 28-33.
3. Charles R. Foster. Teaching in the Community of Faith. Nashville: Abingdon, 1982.
4. Foster, 109-118.
5. Foster, 121
6. From a lecture at Washington Theological Union for the Commission on the Franciscan Theological Tradition.  

Washington, D.C.,2001
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A Book Review of 

I Believe: The Promise of the Creed
By Pope Francis

Edited by Stefan V. Kempis,
Translation German Texts by Robert A. Krieg

Review by Roberto Bacalski
Coordinator, Diocese of Arlington 
Mission Office

“I Believe: The Promise of the Creed” is intended to be, in editor Stefan V. Kempis’ words, “an introduction to a spiritual 
way through the Apostles’ Creed,” with Pope Francis “as our retreat director.” Mr. Kempis has gathered and curated into 
a 175-page book excerpts from Pope Francis’ writings, homilies, speeches, and interviews given during the first two years 
of his papacy. The excerpts are arranged thematically, following the order of declared beliefs in the Apostles’ Creed. This 
deliberate disregard for chronology underscores Mr. Kempis’ conviction that Pope Francis is a man of spiritual maturity. 
Kempis is not trying to trace the evolution of the Holy Father’s relationship with God, but rather to paint a picture of the 
view from the top, (or at least the present plateau), of the journey of Francis’ life of prayer, study, and ministry.

Kempis begins with the premise that Francis’ “dynamic” understanding of the Creed is rooted in Jesuit spirituality and 
supported by Catholic dogma. Kempis supports his theory very well with his selections which are as reflective as they are 
catechetical. As such, the missionary who picks up this book before, during, or after his or her time in the missions will 
discover a pocket-sized treasure chest of wisdom and inspiration. Though clearly not intended as a daily devotional, the 
passages are short enough and pithy enough to provide motivation in the morning, solace through a difficult day, or fodder 
for an evening’s reflection.

A first-time missionary who doubts their worthiness may find encouragement in this passage from his morning homily of 
September 4, 2014:

The strength of the Christian life and the strength of the Word of God lie precisely in that moment where I, a 
sinner, encounter Jesus Christ. And that encounter turns life inside-out; it is life changing. And it gives you the 
strength to proclaim salvation to others. (pgs. 53-54)

A missionary growing discouraged by the insurmountable existential threats to the people in their assigned country might 
appreciate this clip from Pope Francis’ homily on Epiphany, 2015:

What is the mystery of God which is hidden? Where can I find him? All around us we see wars, the exploitation of 
children, torture, trafficking in arms, trafficking in persons… In all these realities, in these, the least of our broth-
ers and sisters who are enduring these difficult situations, there is Jesus. (pg. 37, Emphasis in original)

Peppered throughout the book are prompts for reflection based on the theme of the preceding passages. Questions for 
the reader such as “Do I intend to take my Christian discipleship seriously?” or “Do I allow God to act, or do I want to do 
everything myself?” pop up periodically as if to make sure the reader is taking time to digest the Holy Father’s wisdom 
and not just reading the book straight through and missing the “meat” of the message. There is a lot of “meat” to be had. 
The Apostle’s Creed makes a handy thematic frame around which to arrange the selected gems, but they could have been 
printed in any order. As such, the reader enjoys a highly accessible introduction to Pope Francis’ spirituality and a sublime 
distillation of his papacy.

This book could just have easily been titled “Bite-Sized Francis,” but that would have obscured the book’s deeply spiritual 
value. While the subtitle “The Promise of the Creed” may seem a mere device, I am happy to entertain any excuse to pub-
lish this lovely tome of wisdom.
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Invitation to USCMA members 
to review mission themed books

Would you like to read and review a book on mission related themes? By writing a review of the book you avail 
of the opportunity to read a mission themed book and share it with USCMA members as well!

From time to time the USCMA office receives books for review. We are happy to offer USCMA members an 
opportunity to write a review one of these books. Your review will be published in the next issue of Mission 
Update journal. 

If you would like to review any of the books listed below, please contact Jem Sullivan, Mission Update editor, 
at jsullivan@uscatholicmission.org for details.

Thank you for considering this invitation!

Pope Francis, Morning Homilies IV, Orbis Books, 2017

Pope Francis, Care for Creation: A Call for Ecological 
Conversion, Orbis Books, 2016

Michael Amaladoss, Interreligious Encounters: 
Opportunities and Challenges, Orbis Books, 2017.

Jacquineau Azetsop, ed. HIV & Aids in Africa: Christian 
Reflection, Public Health, Social Transformation. Orbis 
Books, 2016

Ruben L.F. Habito, Be Still and Know: Zen and the Bible, 
Orbis Books, 2017.

Stephen N. Katsourous, SJ., Come to Believe: How the 
Jesuits are Reinventing Education (Again), Orbis Books, 
2017.
Heup Young Kim, A Theology of Dao, Orbis Books, 2017

Michael Leach, Ed., Joyce Rupp: Essential Writings, 
Orbis Books, 2017

Books for review

mailto:jsullivan%40uscatholicmission.org?subject=
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Paula L. McGee, Brand New Theology: The Wal-
Martization of T.D. Jakes and the New Black Church, 
Orbis Books, 2017.

Bob Mitchell, Faith-Based Development: How 
Christian Organizations Can Make a Difference, Orbis 
Books, 2017.

Gerald O’Connell, Do Not Stifle the Spirit: 
Conversations with Jacques Dupuis, Orbis Books, 
2017.

Diarmuid O’Murchu, Incarnation: A New Evolutionary 
Threshold, Orbis Books, 2017

Agbonkhianmeghe E. Orobator, ed. The Church We 
Want: African Catholics Look to Vatican III. Orbis 
Books, 2016. 

Bishop Ricardo Ramírez, C.S.B. Power from the 
Margins: The Emergence of the Latino in the Church 
and in Society. Foreword by Cardinal Sean O’Malley. 
Orbis, 2016.

Kevin Ahern, Meghan J. Clark, Kristin E. Heyer, 
and Laurie Johnston, Public Theology and the 
Global Common Good: The Contribution of David 
Hollenbach, S.J. Foreword by Margaret A. Farley. 
Orbis Books, 2016.

Tom Roberts, Joan Chittister: Her Journey from 
Certainty to Faith. Orbis Books, 2015.

Oscar Romero, The Church Cannot Remain Silent: 
Unpublished Letters and Other Writings, Orbis Books, 
2016.

R. S. Sugirtharajah, Voices from the Margin: 
Interpreting the Bible in the Third World, 25th 
anniversary edition, Orbis Books, 2016

Books for review



20

Please remember the 
United States Catholic 
Mission Association, Inc. 
in your COMBINED FEDERAL 
CAMPAIGN #12212

Address Service Requested

United States Catholic
Mission Association 
415 Michigan Avenue, NE, Ste. 102
Washington, DC 20017-4502
Phone: 202-832-3112

www.uscatholicmission.org
uscma@uscatholicmission.org

Save the Date!

Book Your Hotel online!


