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January 2021 

Welcome to Encounter! 

It is a new year. We have a new President but one inaugurated in the aftermath of an attack on the U.S. Capital and during a crippling pandemic. We 

wait for a sign. Are the vaccines working? Is the pandemic ending?  Is the election finally over? Are we ready to move on, deal with the problems   

before us, and heal the wounds of the social unrest haunting our cities? In all of this, in this “hill we must climb,” in the slam poetry of Amanda      

Gorman, the work of mission continues. Maryknoll’s Young Adult Communities of Purpose is continuing to do mission work even during this     

pandemic. This is a community of people discerning and committing to intentional living; Maryknoll’s effort to engage young adults in the church 

and it’s mission. Don McCrabb explores how missionaries are called not to just build bridges but to be a bridge. He proposes a process to engage  

people through encounter and dialogue – even those clinging to a ridged position. Reconciliation begins with truth and truth begins with common 

ground.    

The middle of a pandemic might seem like a strange time to 
begin a new missionary initiative, but not to Maryknoll, 
which launched five Young Adult Empowerment               
Communities this past fall in Chicago, New York/East 
coast, Seattle, Los Angeles and Northern California/San     
Francisco. Hopes are high that the program might expand     
beyond those cities soon.  

 

About 50 young men and women, ages 18 to 39, have made a 
two-year commitment to a process of discernment and serving 
those at the margins. The program is an intentional effort 
to build small  communities of young adults committed to  
making the world a better place with opportunities for          
leadership development, social justice engagement, and           
discernment to find their calling, rooted in prophetic welcome 
and authenticity.  

 

Because of the pandemic, the program is largely virtual and 
members don’t live together, although they will meet in person 
when it is safe to do so.  

Before founding the initiative, Maryknoll spent three to four 
years conducting interviews and listening sessions with young 
adults, those practicing their Catholic faith as well as those who 

identify as “nones.” They found that many of those they spoke 
with felt that faith is not tangible and the church is not involved 
enough in social change.   

 

“They were looking for a safe place for authenticity, where they 
could feel like themselves, and they were looking for                 
community,” says Brenda Noriega, who works with the Young 
Adult Empowerment Community in Los Angeles, as well as 
with Maryknoll’s outreach to Hispanic youth in the                 
region. “They weren’t finding it in their parishes or local  
churches.”  

 

To help them find that authenticity, Maryknoll fathers and 
brothers act as chaplains for the communities,                          
telling their stories of mission—experiences that stretch 
back more than 40 or 50 years for some of them—
and leading discernment and theological reflections.   

 

Maryknoll’s Young Adult Communities of  Purpose   

“The program is an intentional effort to build small  

communities of young adults committed to making 

the world a better place” 

https://uscatholicmission.org/encounter
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“Discernment 
helps them to find the 
image of God in love 
and helps them see 
those places where 
God’s love is not    
breaking 
through,” Brenda says. 
It’s also a  baptismal call, 
as Pope Francis says.  

 

“Pope Francis tells 
us that the question is not who you are, but for whom you are? 
And of course, you are for God, but God has created you to be 
for others,” says Brenda, who has been in her position for 
just under one year. “I believe that is what we are doing with 
the Maryknoll communities.”  

In addition to discernment, community members will focus on 
advocacy and global solidarity and engage in  service work in a 
marginalized community, engaging in the “see-judge-act”    
process.  

“They’ll be asking what are the social and political structures 
that are not permitting people to flourish and live in dignity?” 
says Brenda. At the same time, they’ll be exploring their own          
margins.   

In a way, that’s what Brenda herself has been doing.   

A native of Guanajuato, Mexico, Brenda, 31, studied Latin 
American literature and non-profit organizational                
management at California State University, Fresno. She also did 
an internship at the Diocese of Fresno and learned about    
faith-based community organizing, later becoming  Hispanic 
ministry coordinator for the diocese. This led her to pursue a 
master’s degree in  pastoral  theology.   

“but God has created you to be for others” 

After taking part in 
the 2018 V   
Encuentro and    
representing the U.S. 
at a luncheon during 
World Youth Day 
Panama in 2019—
and meeting Pope Francis—Brenda felt called to respond as 
a young Hispanic leader in the Church. Her  participation in 
the Post synodal Youth Day Forum in Rome in 2019 sealed 
the deal for her, as it were. Her time with Maryknoll has been 
a time of walking with young people, she says, of unlearning 
things she thought she knew and of learning how to listen 
and accompany.   

“There is a sense that sometimes young adult ministry has 
been a one-size-fits-all,” says Anna Johnson, the Young Adult 
Empowerment Team Leader . She also serves as 
Maryknoll’s  church engagement division mission formation 
unit manager. “I think what we’re offering won’t be attractive 
to everybody, but the need we’re meeting is a desire for     
authenticity and authentic experience, for living life the way 
Christ did.”   

The church engagement division’s purpose is to help grow a 
culture of mission formation in the United States. 
Both Anna and Brenda believe that Maryknoll has much to  
offer in this regard, and that young adults in the Catholic 
church are hungry for it.  

“Maryknoll is an incredibly authentic message. And as we’re 
all walking together on this path, it’s been a process of people 
really deepening their faith,” says Anna. “There’s a lot of  ex-
citement and engagement around it for people who are look-
ing for it.”  

For more information on Maryknoll’s Young Adult Empowerment 
Communities, visit https://www.maryknoll.us/home/young-adult-
empowerment-community.  

“There is a sense that sometimes young adult   

ministry has been a one-size-fits-all,”  

Article by Julie Bourbon, ENCOUNTER Editor  
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Be The Bridge 
Common Ground, Dialogue, and Truth 

Dr. Donald McCrabb  

The temptation was to lead with judgement. My working title 
was “False Witness,” and it was going to be a  reflection on how 
to engage – really challenge – people who firmly believe the 
2020 presidential election was stolen by Joe Biden. Then I     
remembered Jesus and one of our basic principles of             
missiology.  
  
 
First, Jesus. He told us “judge not lest you be judged” and that 
the measure we use will be used against us. He also had      
something to say about logs and splinters in people’s eyes.   
 
 
As missionaries, we seek out those on the periphery. We 
are with and for them in their context, not our context. Imagine 
walking into an alt-right gathering to begin a dialogue. This is 
very serious stuff: Some of us are convinced that Joe Biden stole 
the election and others are convinced that he won the election 
and is the legitimate President of the United States of America.   
 

Rather than yelling at each other, staring each other down, or 
tossing talking points past each other, how can we enter an   
authentic dialogue and come to a common understanding of the 
truth? Let me offer a few ideas.   
 
First, we must ensure safety, inclusion, and voice. The peace 
circle promoted by restorative justice may be a good model to 
use. We need to ensure the other that we are not here to hurt 
them, judge them, or to change their mind. We are here to be 
with and for them. Our primary goal is to establish a relationship 
of mutual trust and  understanding.   
 
 
Second, we need to encounter the other. We need to 
hear how they think of things, learn how they get their 
information, and how they come to their conclusions. 
We need to appreciate their “horizons of significance,” 
to borrow a concept from philosopher Charles         
Taylor, that they share with others. My son Martin   
wanted a pair of Air Jordans sneakers for his birthday 
because others, significant to him, value that style and 
brand of gym shoes. Changing horizons changes       
relationships.   

Third, we need to establish a common ground. What can we 
agree on? Perhaps it begins with just some basic facts: that 
the Constitution gives the states the responsibility to conduct 
elections; that states conduct elections in different ways, but all 
states conduct their elections based on state law; that the        
mechanics of the elections are performed by paid and            
volunteer citizens of the state, and we must have some          
appreciation of their various roles.   
 
 
Fourth, once some common ground has been  established on 
how the elections operate in any given state, then we need to 
establish guidelines for identifying and validating complaints and 
accusations. We need to decide how we will determine if a   
complaint or accusation is credible; usually we expect some           
corroboration by two or three other sources.   
 
Fifth, we can then begin to examine the election results and any 
complaints of fraud (a frequent complaint 
from the political right) and voter suppression (a frequent     
complaint from the political left) that might have occurred. The 
goal is to surface the complaint or the accusation 
and explore the evidence thereof. Can we agree on what       
happened?   
 
Sixth, now the dialogue really begins to happen. We review what 
we have learned through this process and what we agree on. We 
also review the accusations (the breaking of law) and the      
complaints (errors, mistakes, etc.) and discern next steps. It 
would be good if all the parties could sign on to a statement of 
findings. What did we learn, agree upon, disagree upon, accept, 
and what actions need to be taken?  

 
Seventh, once we have established shared truth, then we must 
agree to collaborate to act on what we have learned. Validated 
complaints require action – publication of what has been 
learned, a call for reform or improvement, the holding 
of workers (paid or volunteer) to account, exploring ways 
to eliminate these types of error in the future. Validated         
accusations must be taken to court because evidence has       
surfaced that the law has been violated.   

“We are with and for them in their context,  

not our context.” 

“Validated complaints need action” 
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USCMA Happenings 
• 02.14.2021 Ash Wednesday 
 
• 02.18.2021 (2 pm ET) – Webinar: Mission and the General Directory on Catechesis. Marilyn Santos, 

from the USCCB, will lead this webinar on the NEW General Directory, explore its support for mission, 
and ways missionaries can improve their mission education, outreach to DRE’s and catechists, and parish  
engagement. REGISTER HERE.   

 
•  02.25.2021 (2 pm ET) – Accompaniment & Solidarity – an open forum for missionary-disciples. The 

theme for this gathering is Animation. REGISTER HERE.    
 
• Books for Review | USCMA receives complimentary books about missiology, theology, and spirituality for 

review. Our feature book for January is Religious Life For Our World Creating Communi-
ties of Hope by Maria Cimperman, RSCJ For this book or a current listing, email Airianna 
Beitler, USCMA Communication and Publication Associate.  

 
• Book Review| A Book Review on The Ethics of Encounter by Marcus Mescher (2021               

Orbis). Reviewed by Madeline Rose McKissick, “Creating a Culture of Encounter” 
a Franciscan Mission Service Development Associate. Article link here.   

The United States Catholic Mission Association is a national alliance of individuals and organizations committed to the mission Jesus 
entrusted to his Church. Through its members and services USCMA animates missionaries, prepares them for mission, accompanies 
them through mission, and form them for leadership. ENCOUNTER is made possible in part, by a grant from Catholic Communication 
Campaign. You build bridges of global solidarity by supporting USCMA. Donate at uscatholicmission.org. Copyright 2020.  

United States Catholic Mission Association 
7300 Hanover Drive, Suite 304, Greenbelt, MD, 20770 

202-832-3112 
www.uscatholicmission.org 

As it is now, many of those left of center (Democrats and 
their progressive wing) have little or no compassion for those to 
the right of center (Republicans and their conservative wing). 
Seeing them as liars, idiots, or delusional will not build bridges. 
The reverse, too, is true. Seeing all Democrats, and those who 
favor the Democrats or oppose President Trump, as socialists, 
communists, and pedophiles will not build bridges, either.   

This will be a hard and difficult process. It will require a good 
faith effort on all parties. In the end, it will  clarify and            
revive what we expect of each other – that every citizen has a 
right to vote, that citizens must  register to exercise that right to 
vote, that the state must make reasonable procedures to ensure 
that  everyone who is registered to vote gets to vote, and that all 
votes are counted.   
 
It would be unwise to predict the specific outcome of such a 
process; it will be different for each state. The promise, however, 
is a true experience of democracy. Through this process,       
partisan priorities are suspended to form a more perfect union 

built on a shared understanding of what is true, where the    
problems lie, and what, if any, laws have been broken.   
  
Perhaps, as missionaries, we can   become the bridge upon 
which these two groups could begin to meet, encounter one     
another, establish a common ground,  dialogue, and collaborate 
with each other.  
 
What would it be like if, in every state, missionaries and other 
church leaders invited Republicans and Democrats together for 
a “truth and  reconciliation” initiative? There are forces at play 
that want to divide our country – for political gain, profit, or 
both. If we truly want to be “We, the people” we must establish 
common ground, enter good faith dialogue, affirm the truth we 
have found together, and act on what we have found. 
 
Donald R. McCrabb, D. Min., is the Ex-
ecutive Director of the United States Cath-
olic Mission Association. USCMA is 
exploring how faithful citizenship, inspired 
by the wisdom of Pope Francis, may be 
another channel for mission and the evange-
lization of politics. Interested? Contact Don 
(dmccrabb@uscatholicmission.org).  

“Seeing them as liars, idiots, or delusional  

will not build bridges.” 

https://us02web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZYqd-2tqzsqG9XgP7mUmjHZrV1Nw4VdBIoy
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/85107408684?pwd=OWhqbHppY2pzaHFVT3BjUDBSWmw1QT09
mailto:associate@uscatholicmission.org
https://uscatholicmission.org/the-ethics-of-encounter
http://www.usccb.org/catholic-giving/opportunities-for-giving/catholic-communication-campaign/index.cfm
http://www.usccb.org/catholic-giving/opportunities-for-giving/catholic-communication-campaign/index.cfm
https://uscatholicmission.org/

