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Benedict, Francis and How We Are Called to Change
In 2009, when Pope Benedict XVI 
issued his encyclical “Caritas in 
Veritate,” I was in the period of Jesuit 
formation known as regency, teaching 
philosophy at Loyola University 
Maryland. There was a faculty reading 
group focused on Catholic thought, 
and it seemed appropriate to read the 
encyclical together.

I still remember how surprised 
we were by it. “Caritas in Veritate” was 
Benedict’s contribution to the devel-
opment of Catholic social teaching, 
with a particular emphasis on thinking 
through the implications of “integral 
human development” in a globalized 
economy. And with his characteristic 
clarity and focus, Benedict worked 
through what a commitment to hu-
man dignity and human flourishing 
means in a world increasingly shaped 
by the powers of international finance 
and flows of trade among vastly un-
equal nations. Among his conclusions: 
There is a need for the reform of the 
United Nations and economic institu-
tions, “so that the concept of the fam-
ily of nations can acquire real teeth.” 
Referring to John XXIII’s “Pacem in 
Terris,” Benedict also said “there is ur-
gent need of a true world political au-
thority,” as part of “the construction of 
a social order that at last conforms to 
the moral order.”

We were surprised mostly be-
cause we lived in the United States 
and the idea of taking the United Na-
tions so seriously and investing real 
hope in it seemed at best utopian, if 
not outright laughable.

Or, as we realized while talking 
through the encyclical, the honest 
version of our reaction was that what 
Benedict was describing as “inspired 
by the values of charity in truth” was 
so far from our comfort with the sta-
tus quo that it took real effort—in the 
sense of a religious submission of in-

tellect and will to magisterial teach-
ing—to recognize it as an authentic 
expression of Catholic social thought 
that we were not yet fully ready to accept.

Following Pope Emeritus Ben-
edict XVI’s death, many appraisals 
of his legacy have been offered. They 
have generally been positive about his 
contributions as an individual theolo-
gian and his pontifical encyclicals, but 
more mixed and critical about his 24 
years in charge of the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of the Faith under St. 
John Paul II and his governance of the 
Vatican Curia as pope.

Benedict’s approach at the C.D.F., 
where he investigated and silenced a 
number of theologians whom he saw 
as straying outside the bounds of or-
thodox Catholic teaching, and his in-
ability to bring the curial bureaucra-
cy to heel have both been contrasted 
with Pope Francis’ approach, which is 
far more tolerant of theological explo-
ration and also more willing to wield 
papal authority to restructure the Cu-
ria and sideline those who obstruct his 
reforms. While these analyses are rea-
sonable, they can tend to be reduced 
(depending on the commentator) to 
“Benedict bad, Francis good” or “Ben-
edict good, Francis bad.”

In addition to being desolating 
and tinged with despair, treating the 
life of the church as a zero-sum game 
about who is in power, these takes on 
the contrast between Benedict and 
Francis also wind up being boring. 
They flatten the Petrine ministry into 
a question about agendas and pro-
grams, as if popes come into office with 
a plan or platform and the question of 
their success is about how much of it 
they manage to implement.

In 2013, after Benedict’s stunning 
resignation—an act of fidelity, courage 
and change that no one predicted—
and Francis’ election, when I was in 

my theology studies, I wrote a piece 
for The Jesuit Post’s series on the new 
pope. It was headlined “What Pope 
Francis Wants to Change,” and I an-
swered that rhetorical question in the 
first paragraph: “What does this pope 
want to change? Us. That’s his plan, 
his agenda for the church.”

I could have said then, and I will 
say now, the same about Benedict XVI. 
What unites Benedict and Francis is 
their common fidelity to God calling 
us to conversion. They did not always 
imagine the path of conversion the 
same way—Benedict often accent-
ed discipline where Francis stresses 
discernment, or evoked the beauty of 
the liturgy where Francis calls for an 
openness to encounter—but they both 
hope for conversion as a response to 
grace in relationship with God rath-
er than just a recognition of abstract 
truth. This shared hope explains their 
steadfast support for each other during 
the 10 years of having a pope and pope 
emeritus both wearing white.

Shared fidelity, of course, does not 
eliminate the possibility of disagree-
ment. I can well imagine that Benedict 
may have been saddened by or skepti-
cal of some of Francis’ decisions. But I 
think Benedict would have recognized 
such a response as calling for further 
conversion on his own part and not 
solely for critique of the decisions of 
his successor. One of the most signif-
icant gifts of his teaching and example 
is the freedom to hear how the Catho-
lic tradition calls us to conversion—to 
hope for change not just in the church, 
but also in ourselves.

Sam Sawyer, S.J.
Twitter: @SSawyerSJ
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YOUR   TAKE

On Nov. 22, five representatives of America Media interviewed Pope Francis in his residence at Santa Marta at the Vatican. 
They discussed a range of issues, including polarization in the U.S. church, racism and the Vatican’s relations with China. 
The pope’s comments on the ordination of women in particular drew a strong response from readers. 

Pope Francis was finally asked the question we have 
always wanted to hear him answer—what would he say 
to a woman feeling the pain of a sincerely discerned and 
unfulfilled call to priesthood? Unfortunately, when asked 
that pastoral question by Executive Editor Kerry Weber, 
the pope did not give a pastoral answer. Instead, he gave 
a clumsy theological discourse on Marian and Petrine 
theories, which the average Catholic would be forgiven 
for not knowing by heart, and cast women as creatures 
with preternatural senses for church administration and 
sniffing out bad priests.

Francis’ suggestion that “woman is more, she looks 
more like the church, which is mother and spouse” relies 
on a literal interpretation of the “spousal metaphor” that 
reduces the extravagance of one’s relationship with God 
and discipleship to plastic figurines on a wedding cake. Not 
just a disservice to the Catholic imagination, this literalism 
becomes a tool of oppression. The call to priesthood comes 
from God, not from one’s body parts.

The pope’s meandering defense is unsatisfying to anyone 
paying attention to the movements of the church today. Fran-
cis’ lack of understanding of women’s ministerial gifts stands 
in jarring contrast with synod reports from around the world, 
which reflect a collective longing for women in ministry.

The synod has implored the global church to “enlarge 
the space of your tent.” We cannot continue to allow the 
institution to build walls of bad theology, decorated with 
stained-glass abstractions of women, instead of making 
room to encounter them as incarnate equals in Christ. 
Kate McElwee and Katie Lacz 
Women’s Ordination Conference

The Holy Father’s remarks on women’s ordination make a 
few things clear. Women are not called to the priesthood, but 
our gifts are still very much needed, and not only around the 
hearth or in the parish altar society. The influence of women 
should be felt throughout the church. We are still in the 
process of discerning how this should happen.

It is beautiful to contemplate the Holy Father’s sugges-
tion that women mirror the church herself in our feminin-
ity. Admittedly, though, it is a bit difficult to grasp the im-
plications of this for a young woman trying to discern her 

vocation in life, and I confess that I also do not entirely un-
derstand what he means when he talks about “the Marian 
principle.” I do understand that in modern societies, wom-
en have proven that we have an enormous range of gifts, 
abilities and interests, far more than has generally been 
recognized historically. I think the Holy Father sees this 
too, and is eager to draw on those gifts for building Christ’s 
kingdom and saving more souls. 

We absolutely do not want young women to feel 
ashamed of having a wide range of gifts, along with a sin-
cere desire to serve the church. However, they should be 
encouraged to be open to grace and providential guidance, 
as they consider how God intends for those gifts to be used. 
Rachel Lu
Associate editor at Law & Liberty

In the interview with Pope Francis, America’s editors were 
right to ask a question about women in the church, since 
in the global synod process “almost all reports raise the 
issue of full and equal participation of women” (No. 64). 
However, the editors chose to focus on women and the 
priesthood, a question that often tempts us into old, tired 
scripts, and inflames division and discouragement.  
 Which questions can open up a wider road for us to 
journey together? The synod’s working document, which 
was fully endorsed by Pope Francis, identifies three specific 
areas for discernment—women in governance, women 
preaching and the female diaconate.

The church has a documented history of ordaining 
women as deacons. The topic emerged at the Amazon Syn-
od in 2019, and the presidents of at least three bishops’ con-
ferences (Australia, Belgium and Germany) support it.

While the priesthood may be rooted in the “Petrine 
church” that the pope speaks of, the diaconate emerged in 
response to pastoral needs in the early church, and it in-
cluded women. Perhaps we can imagine the diaconate as 
part of a synodal church where the Spirit pours out gifts 
“upon all flesh” (Acts 2:17) and church leaders encourage 
the faithful to “receive” women as deacons as St. Paul did 
with the Christian community in Rome (Rom 16:1-2).
Casey Stanton and Ellie Hidalgo
Co-Directors, Discerning Deacons

Pope Francis and the role of women in the church
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OUR  TAKE

Remembering Pope Benedict, Brilliant Scholar and Humble Shepherd

After the death of Pope Emeritus 
Benedict XVI, the church mourns a 
dedicated pastor whose papal witness, 
especially his courageous final act as 
pope, stands as a model of grace and 
humility for his successors.

It was a papacy few would have 
predicted in Benedict’s life before he 
became pontiff. Scholarly popes are 
relatively rare—the papal office re-
quires a pastor-administrator more 
than a priest-professor—and for most 
of his life Joseph Ratzinger was the 
latter. He had quickly established 
himself during and after the Second 
Vatican Council as one of the most 
respected and influential theologians 
of the late 20th century. His Introduc-
tion to Christianity, published in 1968, 
still stands as the best single-volume 
account of our faith. In the wake of 
Vatican II, where he had served as a 
theological advisor to the council fa-
thers, Father Ratzinger joined with 
some of the greatest European Catho-
lic scholars of his generation to found 
Communio, a prominent and influ-
ential theological journal. His exten-
sive literary output extended into his 
papacy and included three timely and 
eloquent encyclicals, as well as three 
best-selling books about Jesus of Naz-
areth.

Despite his own misgivings about 
his talents for governance and admin-
istration, Father Ratzinger also served 
as vice president of the University of 
Regensburg in 1976-1977, and as arch-
bishop of Munich and Freising from 
1977 to 1982. That year, Pope John 
Paul II called him to Rome to be pre-
fect of the Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith, a position he would 
hold for 24 eventful years, during 
which time he sought to clarify the 
doctrinal boundaries of theological 

thought, which John Paul II and Car-
dinal Ratzinger believed had become 
blurred in the years following Vatican II.

During Cardinal Ratzinger’s more 
than two decades as the church’s prin-
cipal doctrinal enforcer, the editors of 
America sometimes found reasons to 
disagree with his opinions and with 
the pronouncements of the Vatican 
office he led. (It is safe to say he found 
reasons to disagree with America as 
well.) Cardinal Ratzinger was a dis-
tinguished interlocutor in those days, 
but also an aggressive and self-assured 
one, and more than a few theologians 
found their scholarship restricted or 
their work subject to years of investi-
gation and censorship. America was 
itself the object of such scrutiny. The 
resignation of Thomas J. Reese, S.J., 
as editor in chief in 2005 resulted 
from Cardinal Ratzinger’s disapproval 
of America’s editorial direction.

After his election as Pope Bene-
dict XVI, many theologians and mem-
bers of the Catholic press in the United 
States feared that this doctrinal polic-
ing would only intensify. Benedict’s 
tenure as pope, however, revealed a 
different dimension of his personality. 
The demands and the grace of his new 
office challenged him to overcome his 
natural introversion and his shyness 
before crowds. As pope he demon-
strated that he had a pastor’s heart 
and a grandfatherly gentleness, which 
came as a surprise to some who had 
known him only as “God’s Rottweiler.” 
He was also a skilled preacher, em-
phasizing the essential relationship 
between faith and reason, but also 
stressing time and again that disci-
pleship is fundamentally personal, in-
volving a deep and abiding friendship 
with God.

At the time of his election, Bene-

dict XVI was the oldest man to ascend 
the throne of Peter in three centuries, 
and he was already beginning to expe-
rience the physical travails of old age. 
Nevertheless, he traveled widely as 
pope and was generous with his time 
during his many international trips. 
His visit to the United States in 2008 
was a signal moment for American 
Catholics, as they watched the intelli-
gence, dignity and sheer stamina with 
which he undertook an intense pro-
gram of engagements that would have 
exhausted even a younger pontiff.

Benedict’s papacy was not with-
out its troubles. He faced pervasive 
corruption in the Vatican, which he 
was unable to reform. Pope Benedict 
himself seemed to recognize at times 
that the governance of the Vatican, 
a sclerotic and unwieldy bureaucra-
cy, was beyond his natural capabil-
ities as an administrator. While he 
moved much more decisively than 
John Paul II to respond to the crisis 
of clerical sexual abuse, including re-
moving the disgraced Marcial Maciel 
from active ministry, there was also a 
widespread perception that the Vat-
ican’s approach to the sexual abuse 
crisis seemed more concerned with 
the church’s reputation than with the 
well-being of survivors. And there was 
also the occasional public gaffe: His 
well-intentioned but ill-received ad-
dress in Regensburg in 2006 angered 
many Muslims and hampered the 
church’s interfaith efforts.

Curiously, Pope Benedict’s great 
moment of public “weakness”—his 
admission at the time of his resigna-
tion in February 2013 that he was no 
longer physically capable of doing the 
job—was also his greatest moment of 
strength and a lasting gift to the church. 
It was a stunning historical develop-
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ment, one that required great wisdom and 
courage, as he asked “pardon for my defects” 
and told the world that his “strengths, due to 
an advanced age, are no longer suited to an 
adequate exercise of the Petrine ministry.”

“[I]n today’s world,” he wrote in his 
letter of resignation, “subject to so many 
rapid changes and shaken by questions of 
deep relevance for the life of faith, in or-
der to govern the barque of Saint Peter and 
proclaim the Gospel, both strength of mind 
and body are necessary, strength which in 
the last few months has deteriorated in me 
to the extent that I have had to recognize 
my incapacity to adequately fulfill the min-
istry entrusted to me.”

There are few examples either in his-
tory or in the present day of a powerful 
leader voluntarily surrendering his or her 
authority. Benedict’s reasoning was sim-
ple and unassailable: Someone else could 
meet the demands of his ministry better 
than he. The pope’s resignation, then, was a 
powerful witness to his character and dis-
cipleship, to the depth of his humility and 
to his deep respect for the central impor-
tance of the Petrine office. No one person 
stands above the body of Christ, his actions 
said, even in a church that often holds up 
the pope as a larger-than-life figure.

On the occasion of his passing, we give 
thanks to God for this shy, brilliant scholar 
and pastor who was led reluctantly into a 
larger-than-life role. We are grateful for his 
service and his example. In the years ahead, 
accounting for all the lights and shadows of 
his long and eventful life, Catholics will af-
fectionately remember Pope Benedict XVI 
in just the way he described himself upon 
his election to the papacy: “a simple, humble 
laborer in the vineyard of the Lord.” R.I.P.
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SHORT  TAKE

Today, the metaphor to rule them all 
is that of war. We read about “liturgy 
wars” in the church and “battles” 
over the interpretation of the Second 
Vatican Council, as well as political 
and cultural wars and the “War for the 
Soul of America,” as one book title put 
it. With the ubiquity of this metaphor, 
Christians might ask why it is so 
enticing. Why does it dominate our 
social imagination?

We might also ponder whether the 
war metaphor, so frequently used by 
Christian writers, benefits or hurts the 
church’s engagement in the world. In 
order to approach these questions, it 
is necessary to appreciate the ways in 
which language and metaphors have a 
powerful, intoxicating effect on us.

The metaphors that people live 
by, in both speech and thought, do 
more than serve people’s ability to 
communicate. They form, at a funda-
mental level, how people understand 
and relate to the world. When the 
metaphor of “war” infuses headlines, 
surfaces in conversations, and satu-
rates the minds of journalists, theolo-
gians and many Christians, it can have 
a profound influence on the life of the 
church—often with unintended conse-
quences.

What does this influence look 
like? First, we must recognize why war 
imagery is so tempting.

It stresses a sense of urgency for 
engagement in the world today and, in 
doing so, can motivate people to act. 
In some circumstances, conflict aris-
es because what people value, cherish 
and love is being threatened. 

Few would disagree that the times 
in which the church finds herself to-
day in the United States invite a sense 
of urgency. Many Christians lament 
the decline in faith and religious af-
filiation, fear the challenges to Chris-

tian morality from an increasingly 
non-Christian populace, and deplore 
the ways in which the poor, margin-
alized and vulnerable continue to be 
forgotten in one of the most prosper-
ous nations in the world. The war met-
aphor taps into these feelings while 
prompting Christians to engage. But 
even granting this charitable read of 
the war metaphor, the dangers exist-
ing when it is appropriated to inform 
Christian living are legion.

The war metaphor can shape both 
our image of the “other,” and our mis-
sionary engagement with that “oth-
er,” in a manner inconsistent with the 
Gospel. In war, the other is almost al-
ways posited as a clearly defined ene-
my, with little room for distinctions or 
nuances. Often, great efforts are made 
to reduce the other to something less 
than human, or lacking dignity.

What is more, through the met-
aphorical lens of war, engagement in 
Christian mission is predicated as the 
creation of bastions, the placing of ar-
maments, the construction of security 
measures, or the systematic use of kill-
ing mechanisms, all to reinforce sepa-
ration from, bolster protection against 
and, ultimately, destroy the enemy.

From my experience as a mission-
ary priest serving areas of the United 
States with few Catholics, it is nearly 
impossible to share the good news, let 
alone have a meaningful conversation, 
when I view the “other” as an enemy 
who needs to be destroyed at all costs. 
Similar challenges exist when I, as a 
theologian, attempt, under the influ-
ence of the war metaphor, to engage 
an intellectual interlocutor espousing 
different perspectives than my own.

In seeing the pregnant dangers 
associated with the war metaphor, the 
most fundamental question Chris-
tians should ask, especially in an age of 

both political and religious polariza-
tion and enmity, is whether our own 
tradition provides a different meta-
phor to live by. To answer this inquiry, 
the wisdom of St. Paul is a guiding light 
(Phil 2:5-8). When his community at 
Philippi was facing its own inner tur-
moil (including polarization), along 
with persecution from the outside 
world, the “missioner to the Gentiles” 
invited people not to consider war, 
but to model their discipleship after 
Christ’s kenosis, as seen in his incarna-
tional movement.

The Son of God, in the face of the 
endemic suffering, sinfulness, danger 
and sadness of existence, did not for-
sake the created world or place dis-
tance between himself and creation. 
Neither did he choose to obliterate the 
world. Instead, he chose to draw close 
to the world and to embrace it in all 
things but sin. He counted the cost and 
took the risk required to stand in soli-
darity with us so that he could save us.

Christians have reasons to be 
hopeful, even in an age of bitter di-
visions. Rather than succumb to the 
enticement of using the war metaphor 
and risk the intensification of polar-
ization, we can embrace our own tra-
dition. Jesus’ incarnational movement 
can be our metaphor to live by, inviting 
us not to destroy but to draw closer to 
our “others.” Doing so might begin to 
provide a way out of the divisions of 
our day. 

The Rev. Robert Aaron Wessman is the 
vicar general and director of formation 
for the Glenmary Home Missioners. He 
explores many of the themes in the above 
essay in his book The Church’s Mission 
in a Polarized World (New City Press), 
which will be published on Feb. 20.

The language of war can inspire action—but it can also lead us astray
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Revelation and Healing: 
A Father and Son Reunion recounts the author’s slow 
journey from an adoption that left him longing for his 
biological parents and wondering if he had any Black 
blood. He was assured he did not. Discovering, while in 
high school, his mother’s identity, years later he found 
that of his biological father, Lionel Durand (1920-
1961), a Black man born in Port-au-Prince, Haiti. 
Suddenly the author realized the source of his own 
immediate empathy as a boy with Martin Luther King 
Jr. and the civil rights movement he led. The author 
shares the often- shocking details of his adoption 
and the grounding therapies which facilitated self-
acceptance. With filial admiration, the author traces 
the life of his beloved father, Lionel Durand, friends 
with Jean Cocteau and Picasso, an internationally 
acclaimed newsman and journalist, who fought in 
the French Resistance during World War II, twice 
imprisoned, twice escaped. Welcome to this reading 
journey and its wondrous surprises. Lionel Durand’s cover painting of 

his mixed-race daughter, Barbara. 
Same Black father as the author, a 
different White mom.

Lionel Durand broadcasting  
for Voice of America

Paperback and Kindle editions available on Amazon. 
Book Royalties Donated to Faith in Action Haiti
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DISPATCHESDISPATCHES

Carlos Herrera was arrested on Espíritu Santo Island in El 
Salvador on May 13, 2022. Since then, his family has been 
unable to contact him.

Mr. Herrera is 21 years old. He had been working as a 
lanchero, a harbor boat skipper, since he dropped out of high 
school, supporting his family by moving people and goods 
back and forth from the mainland and Espíritu Santo, an is-
land in El Salvador’s Jiquilisco Bay. Esperanza Pineda, Mr. 
Herrera’s aunt, described him as a fun-loving young man 
who is always making people laugh and teasing her by muss-
ing her hair.

He is one of the 22 men from Espíritu Santo Island who 
were arrested between May and July last year under Pres-
ident Nayib Bukele’s state-of-emergency decree, issued in 
March 2022 after a weekend of unprecedented gang vio-
lence left 87 people dead. The families of the men say they 
are not gang members or criminals and have been demand-
ing that they be released.

The state of emergency suspended civil liberties, like 
the right to legal counsel and allowing family visits at deten-
tion sites. In a report released in December, Human Rights 

Watch and the Salvadoran human rights organization Cris-
tosal said that by the end of November, Salvadoran security 
forces had arrested over 58,000 people under the decree. 
The report documents cases of large-scale, arbitrary deten-
tions, torture and other abuses of detainees, including 90 
deaths in custody.

Abraham Abrego, the director of strategic litigation at 
Cristosal, said the government has confused Salvadorans—
equating supporting anti-gang efforts with supporting the 
state of emergency. But most Salvadorans do not support 
arbitrary detentions, he said. 

“There’s a tendency in this country to think that you 
can’t fight crime and respect human rights,” Mr. Abrego said. 
“But a human rights approach strengthens the investigation 
process while protecting vulnerable groups.”

Espíritu Santo Island is home to about 1,400 people. 
Most of the older residents moved to the island in the early 
1980s, fleeing the country’s civil war. Its primary economic 
activities are subsistence agriculture and fishing.

The Center for International Solidarity began an eco-
nomic development program on the island in 1998 after the 

In El Salvador a state 
of emergency grinds on
By Dany Díaz Mejía
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destruction caused by Hurricane Mitch. Leslie Schuld, 
C.I.S. director, said Espíritu Santo is one of the few places 
in El Salvador with no crime, gangs or violent homicides to 
trouble it. She attributes the peacefulness to the collective 
efforts of the island’s residents.

“The island has been organizing to take care of its own 
citizen-security for years,” she said.

Espíritu Santo’s relative immunity to the gang vio-
lence that is a plague to other Salvadoran communities 
makes the arrests here that much harder to understand, 
residents say.

There is no high school on Espíritu Santo. Young peo-
ple who wish to continue their education after elementa-
ry school must travel by boat to nearby Puerto El Triunfo. 
C.I.S. started a scholarship program for those students in 
2011 and another program for college-bound students in 
2014, according to Ms. Schuld.

Samuel Pérez has been the lanchero for the C.I.S. 
students since the scholarship program started. He was 
arrested the same day as Carlos Herrera while delivering 
a consignment of coconuts. The island’s scholarship stu-

dents have been deprived of a regular harbor skipper ever 
since. 

Marta Pérez, Samuel’s sister, said the family moved 
to the island in 1982 because rebel guerrillas were trying 
to recruit her brothers into joining them in El Salvador’s 
civil war. She described Samuel as dynamic and friendly—
someone everyone speaks highly of.

According to Ms. Pérez, at the time of his arrest, police 
told her brother that if he were innocent of gang ties, he 
would be released within a day. Months later, no one in his 
family has been able to see him or speak with him.

“When they took the 22 men, everyone in the island 
wept,” Ms. Pérez said. “Now we are afraid every time we 
see the police come. We don’t know whom they might 
take next.”

Despite the suffering the state of emergency has cre-
ated for some, an opinion poll conducted by the Univer-
sity of Central America, a Jesuit university in San Salva-
dor, found that 76 percent of Salvadorans supported the 
decree.

Pamela, who asked that her real name not be used, 
has lived in Soyapango all her life. In December, the city, 
long dominated by gangs, was sealed off by Salvadoran se-
curity forces in the largest military mobilization since the 
civil war.

Critics have charged that under Mr. Bukele’s decree, 
young men are being arrested merely because of their age, 
the way they dress or because their addresses are associ-
ated with gang-controlled communities or neighborhoods. 
But Pamela says she understands why people support the 
state of emergency despite such apparent abuses. 

“There is a lot of hurt in my town,” she said, “and peo-
ple have a right to feel safe and free. I remember when I 
was a little girl, I used to walk to school. But as I grew old-
er, I could no longer do it because gangs started to control 
neighborhoods.”

Because of the emergency declaration and the arrests 
that followed, she said she is once again able to take walks 
with her mom on the streets of Soyapango.

But José Tojeira, S.J., pastor of El Carmen Church in 
the Salvadoran city of Santa Tecla and a longtime human 
rights defender, believes the government’s focus on re-
venge instead of justice is counter to the Gospel’s funda-
mental commandment to love our neighbors.

“The government speaks of human rights violations as 
collateral damage [from the anti-gang crusade], effective-
ly inciting people toward vengeance,” Father Tojeira said. 
The Gospel calls us to pursue dialogue, he said, but the gov-
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Part of a vast anti-gang mobilization, 
Salvadoran troops patrol a residential area 
in Soyapango on Dec. 5. 
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Jesuit alumni in Congress 2023
The 118th Congress got off to a wobbly start in 2023 
with historic mayhem snarling the election of the 
speaker of the House through 15 ballots. Despite the 
drama, it remains a point of pride for Jesuit colleges 
and universities that for the fifth consecutive session, 
Jesuit-educated members account for about 10 percent 
of Congress. Among the current 534 members (and six 
non-voting delegates) of the 118th Congress, 54 grad-
uated from Jesuit colleges and universities. There are 
14 Jesuit alumni in the Senate and 40 in the House of 
Representatives; 15 of the nation’s Jesuit colleges and 
universities are currently represented by alumni in the 
118th U.S. Congress. 

THE JESUIT SCORECARD IN CONGRESS

 26:  Georgetown University
 5:  Boston College
 5:  Fordham University* 
 3:  The College of the Holy Cross
 2:  Loyola University Chicago
 2:  Marquette University
 2:  Santa Clara University
 2:  University of Detroit Mercy
 1:  Creighton University, Gonzaga University, 
Loyola Marymount University, Regis University, Saint 
Louis University, Saint Peter’s University and the 
University of San Francisco

* Representative Rosa DeLauro is an alumna of Marymount College, which 
was later incorporated by Fordham University.

THERE ARE …
148 Catholics in the 118th Congress
—28 percent of the total membership.
303 Protestants—57 percent.
33 Jews—6 percent.

Buddhist, Hindu and Muslim members 
represent 1 percent each. 

Other faiths, the unaffiliated and the 
undeclared make up the rest.

Source: The Association of Jesuit Colleges and Universities; Pew Research Center

ernment has shut down that possibility.
Father Tojeira said that at the pastoral level, priests 

are comforting families and victims of extrajudicial deten-
tions and violence by police and national security forces, 
but he laments the lack of stronger, prophetic voices from 
the institutional church.

“In the church there is a cardinal virtue called pru-
dence,” he said. “It has to do with wisdom. Unfortunate-
ly, throughout history, we have confused prudence with 
fear—fear that persecution against the church might in-
crease for speaking out.

“We need to rethink our understanding of 
prudence in our churches,” Father Tojeira said.  
C.I.S. hired a lawyer to support island residents seeking 
the release of the 22 men from Espíritu Santo. The law-
yer has gathered documents—police background checks, 
arrest records and character statements from community 
members—and presented them in a recent court hearing. 
Instead of releasing the men, however, the judge ordered 
six more months of pretrial detention.

But C.I.S. and the island residents are not giving up. 
“We’re going to keep on fighting. We’re going to keep the 
pressure on,” Ms. Schuld said.

Each time there is a judicial hearing, family members 
must make a three-hour trip to the courthouse in San 
Miguel. Ms. Pineda, Carlos Herrera’s aunt, traveled to 
a hearing on Oct. 10 hoping for news of her nephew, but 
his attorney was the only person allowed into the court. 
Four harbor skippers arrested the same day as her nephew 
appeared by video conference, but “Carlitos,” as she calls 
him, was not among them. No explanation for his absence 
was provided to the family’s attorney.

In November a person who had been released from 
the prison where Mr. Herrera is held came to the island 
to tell Ms. Pineda that her nephew was depressed and had 
suffered a dramatic weight loss. That former detainee told 
Ms. Pineda that Mr. Herrera believed his family had for-
saken him. Ms. Pineda said she has become desperate to 
reach him.

“If I could speak to President Bukele, I would first 
congratulate him for the good he’s doing for the country,” 
Esperanza said. “Then I would ask him to please investi-
gate those he has arrested and to let the innocent go free. I 
can say, with God as my witness, that Carlitos is not a gang 
member. I just want to know that he’s alive and healthy.”

Dany Díaz Mejía contributes from 
Honduras. Twitter: @ddiazmejia.
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There’s a new star in the constellation of Bethlehem, Jesus’ 
birthplace: an inn with a purpose beyond mere hospitality. 

The latest boutique hotel to open its doors in Bethle-
hem’s Old City, just minutes away from Manger Square, 
is the Morcos Nassar Palace, which doubles as a humani-
tarian project unique in Palestine and possibly in the Arab 
world. The ornate structure was built between 1899 and 
1910 as a family mansion by the Paris-trained architect 
Morcos Nassar, a native son who died in 1936. The home 
changed hands numerous times, ending up in 2013, in some 
disrepair, as the office space for L’Arche, known locally as 
Ma’an lil-Hayat, “Together for Life.” The Bethlehem pro-
gram is part of the international federation of L’Arche 
communities, where people with and without intellectual 
disabilities live and work together.

Ma’an lil-Hayat’s director, Mahera Nassar Ghareeb—
no relation to the palace’s original owner—noted that in 
Palestine there is no support structure specifically for fam-
ilies with intellectually disabled members. “If they don’t 
come to Ma’an lil-Hayat, they are locked in at home watch-
ing TV or running around on the streets,” she said, adding 
that disabled people in Palestine still face social stigma, 
though that is being mitigated with the growing awareness 
of the dignity of intellectually disabled people that her or-
ganization promotes. 

It was Ms. Nassar Ghareeb who looked up at her dilap-
idated surroundings about eight years ago, saw the mag-
nificence lying just beneath its surface, and thought: “This 
should not be our workshop. This masterpiece should be 
shared with the world.” 

Thus a new mission was born—to turn the rundown 
palace into a boutique hotel that would draw visitors from 
all four corners of the world and showcase Palestinian soci-
ety while offering a sense of purpose and, crucially for her, 
visibility, to the Palestinians with disabilities who would 
staff the establishment. 

After a soft opening over the summer, the Morcos Nas-
sar Palace’s 12 rooms were at full capacity by mid-Novem-
ber, staffed by four fully abled professionals and three of 
Ma’an lil-Hayat’s “core members,” including the hotel chef, 
who is a deaf and mute person. 

The other L’Arche members handle room cleaning, 
breakfast service and clearing tables. One core member 
handles the gardening.

The reception desk, logistics and most guest interac-
tions are handled by members of the fully abled staff. The 
hotel aims to attract pilgrims who seek a more meaningful 
interaction with Bethlehem and its people than what they 

might experience in the usual one-hour stop at the Church 
of the Nativity, and visitors seeking a deeper experience of 
Bethlehem’s heritage and culture. 

The building’s painstaking overhaul, led by Italian ar-
tisans, took several years to complete, the work delayed by 
the Covid-19 pandemic. After that travail, however, the re-
sult is a stunner.

The hotel’s floors, all made up of the villa’s original 
decoratively tinted tiles, shine. The dining room’s windows 
open onto a breathtaking view of the semi-arid biblical 
slopes that spread out around Bethlehem, and its walls are 
adorned with a meticulously restored trompe l’oeil fresco 
of a colonnade. An elevator has been added to the build-
ing to conform to modern accessibility requirements, and 
Morcos Nassar’s lush gardens are now open to hotel guests, 
who sometimes sneak an orange off the trees.

Despite continuing worries of possible unrest erupting 
in the West Bank, and fears that the Covid-19 tourism col-
lapse would persist into 2023, pilgrims—mostly Christians 
from the Americas—returned to Bethlehem as soon as pan-
demic restrictions were lifted.

Thus far, Ms. Nassar Ghareeb said, there have been “no 
stumbles” at the boutique hotel. She said the new employ-
ees “are very happy at their jobs, very proud of what they 
are doing.”

Noga Tarnopolsky contributes from 
Jerusalem. Twitter: @NTarnopolsky.
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GOODNEWS: In Bethlehem, 
there is room at this inn

The team at Morcos Nassar Palace
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Antisemitic incidents reached a historic high in 2021, 
according to the Anti-Defamation League, and a series 
of high-profile incidents at the close of 2022 suggest that 
this unfortunate trend has likely continued. For example, 
the musician Ye, formerly known as Kanye West, espoused 
particularly virulent antisemitic views during interviews 
and through social media, expressing admiration for Adolf 
Hitler and claiming that the Holocaust did not happen.

Days before he made those comments, Mr. West dined 
with former President Donald Trump in Florida, bringing 
along as his guest the online provocateur Nick Fuentes, a 
Catholic who regularly expresses antisemitic and white su-
premacist views.

Cardinal Wilton Gregory, the archbishop of Washing-
ton and the Catholic co-chair of the National Council of 
Synagogues–U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops Consul-
tation, told America that Catholic political figures “should 
be outraged and embarrassed and concerned [about an-
tisemitism] in their position as leaders, and as Catholics in 
the public arena.”

The U.S.C.C.B. released a statement condemning an-
tisemitism in November.

“The rising trend of antisemitic incidents has become 
even more painful in light of the Church’s relationship to 
the Jewish tradition and our connections to the Jewish 
people in dialogue and friendship,” the statement read.

“In unequivocal terms, we condemn any and all vio-
lence directed at the Jewish people, whether motivated by 
religious, racial, or political grievances,” the bishops con-
tinued. “We furthermore denounce any rhetoric which 
seeks to demonize or dehumanize the Jewish people or Ju-
daism as a religious tradition.”

Malka Z. Simkovich chairs the Jewish studies program 
at the Catholic Theological Union in Chicago. She said that 
Catholics have a singular role in condemning anti-Jewish 
statements and actions because of the church’s historic 
role in persecuting Jews.

“The church has already provided Catholics with prec-
edent to do that,” Dr. Simkovich told America, pointing 
to “Nostra Aetate,” the Second Vatican Council’s teaching 
document that condemns antisemitism. “It’s very disheart-
ening that there’s still resistance among Catholics to admit 

to the unique role that the church has had in regards to the 
suffering of the Jews.”

Catholics who came of age after Vatican II may not be 
as attuned to the church’s historic antisemitism, which can 
cause some younger believers to view anti-Jewish hatred as 
simply one more social ill that needs addressing, Dr. Sim-
kovich said.

“I really resist it when people say, ‘Oh, we have to com-
bat antisemitism because it could lead to other forms of 
hatred against other minorities,’” she said. “Antisemitism 
has to be taken on its own as a scourge that needs to be ad-
dressed.”

In 2025, 60 years will have passed since the publica-
tion of “Nostra Aetate,” which means there are fewer Cath-
olics today who remember a time when Catholic teaching 
was far less hospitable to Jews and other religious groups 
than it is today. So it is especially important for younger 
Catholics to learn about that history, however painful that 
experience may be.

“We don’t know our own history,” Cardinal Gregory 
said. “The farther away we get from a terrible moment in 
history, there are fewer people who have firsthand knowl-
edge of it.” Future leaders, especially, must educate them-
selves about past challenges if they want to effectively ad-

Cardinal Gregory says 
Catholics should be 
‘outraged’ by rising 
antisemitism
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dress contemporary issues, he added.
“We won’t be able to get beyond our 

history, we won’t be able to get about the 
job of healing, of reconciliation, if we 
don’t recognize the causes that drove us 
apart,” Cardinal Gregory said.

Cardinal Gregory said that while not 
all Catholics will have the opportunity 
to engage in projects aimed at dialogue 
with the Jewish community, they should 
nonetheless seek to learn about Juda-
ism’s impact on their faith. He pointed 
to the liturgy and Catholic prayer life as 
good examples.

“Our Catholic liturgy has a great debt 
that goes back to the first Christians, in-
cluding our Lord and Blessed Mother 
herself: They were Jewish,” he said. “And 
when they prayed, they prayed in the 
Jewish context.”

Michael J. O’Loughlin, national 
correspondent. Twitter: @MikeOLoughlin.

Recognizing that Matteo 
Ricci “lived the Christian 
virtues to a heroic degree,” 
Pope Francis officially put 
the famous 16th-century 
Italian Jesuit missionary 
to China on the path to 
sainthood on Dec. 17.

Pope Francis is known 
to be inspired by Ricci, de-
claring him “venerable” on 
the pope’s 86th birthday. In a meeting last May with a delegation 
from the University of Macerata in central Italy, Pope Francis de-
scribed Ricci as a “champion” of the “culture of dialogue.” The Je-
suit missionary, he said, is famed not only for his actions and his 
writings but for being “a man of encounters, who went beyond be-
ing a foreigner and became a citizen of the world.”

Ricci began his missionary work in China in 1582 when he ar-
rived in Macau, then a Portuguese colony. Moving to mainland Chi-
na, where he adopted the Chinese style of life and became fluent in 
Mandarin, he spent the remaining 27 years of his life in China.

Ricci made history in 1601 by becoming the first European to 
enter Beijing’s Forbidden City; Wanli, emperor of China’s Ming dy-
nasty, had invited him because of his knowledge of astronomy and 
calendrical science. Known as “  Li Madou” to the Chinese, Ricci 
produced scholarly works in optics, astronomy, music, geography, 
geometry and numerous other fields.

In an unprecedented honor, at his death he became the first 
Westerner to be buried on imperial ground in the capital city by 
a special decree of the emperor. The Chinese recognize Ricci as a 
bridge-builder between East and West and have honored him by 
commemorating him in the Millenium Monument in Beijing. The 
only other Westerner so honored is Marco Polo.

In order for the pope to declare Ricci blessed, the next step on 
the path to sainthood, the postulator of his cause will need to pro-
vide evidence of a miracle through Ricci’s intercession; by Vatican 
convention, a second miracle will be needed for him to be declared 
a saint.

Gerard O’Connell, Vatican correspondent. Twitter: @gerryorome.
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Pope Francis 
puts Matteo Ricci 
on path to 
sainthood

Nick Fuentes, far-right 
activist, hosting an 
America First rally 

in Lansing, Mich., in 
November 2020
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A historic and 
unprecedented 
farewell for 
Benedict XVI

The bells tolled, the organ played, and the congregation 
of 50,000 Romans and pilgrims from Germany, Italy and 
many other countries applauded warmly as pallbearers 
brought the casket of Benedict XVI, the emeritus pope who 
died on Dec. 31, onto the steps of St. Peter’s Basilica.

The simple cypress coffin, with Benedict’s coat of arms 
emblazoned on it, was placed in front of the altar looking 
out on the square, on the cool, misty morning of Jan. 5.

A small ceremony had taken place in the basilica the 
previous evening when Benedict’s corpse was placed in the 
coffin. A 1,000-word resume of his life (known in Latin as 
his rogito), was then read and subsequently inserted into a 
metal tube and placed in the coffin, together with the pal-
lium and a collection of the coins of his pontificate. These 
items were to be buried with him, as is the tradition for the 
burial of popes.

The following morning, once the pallbearers placed 
the casket on the steps in front of the altar, an open book 
of the Gospels was placed on it. The people then joined in 
reciting the sorrowful mysteries of the rosary.

When the rosary ended, Pope Francis, 86, arrived in a 
wheelchair and took his place on a chair in front of the altar, 
looking out at the coffin. Next, 125 cardinals processed out 
from the basilica and took their seats at the right-hand side 
of the altar. Cardinal Zen, who had arrived from Hong Kong 
early that morning, made it just in time.

All the cardinals concelebrated the solemn, sung Lat-

in Mass together with 400 other bishops and 3,700 priests 
from all continents.

The two official delegations from Germany and Italy 
sat on the left of the altar together with the presidents of 
Hungary, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Lithuania and Togo, 
and three monarchs from Spain and Belgium, as well 
as other guests who had come in their private capacity. 
Seated at the end of the front row was Archbishop Georg 
Gänswein, who had served Benedict as private secretary 
throughout his eight-year pontificate and almost 10 years 
of retirement, together with the four consecrated women of 
the Memores Domini, the two nurses and others who had 
cared for Benedict over these years.

Pope Francis, wearing a red cope, began the liturgy with 
the sign of the cross and the words “Peace be with you!” Af-
ter the readings of the Scriptures in Spanish, English and 
Italian, he delivered a profoundly spiritual reflection start-
ing from the Gospel (Lk 23:29-46), in which Jesus on the 
cross said, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.”

Francis recalled: “These were the final words spoken 
by the Lord on the cross, his last breath, as it were, which 
summed up what had been his entire life: a ceaseless 
self-entrustment into the hands of his Father.”

Pope Francis said those words are “the invitation and 
the program of life that he [Jesus] quietly inspires in us” and 
with which “he wishes to shape the heart of every pastor.”

He went on to paint a portrait of the pastor that Jesus 

Archbishop Georg Gänswein kisses Benedict’s 
casket in St. Peter’s Basilica on Jan. 4.
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desires, suggesting that this was in fact the kind of pastor 
that Benedict had been. He recalled that Jesus “entrusts 
himself to the frail hands of his disciples, so that they can 
feed his people,” through “prayerful devotion, silently 
shaped and refined amid the challenges and resistance that 
every pastor must face.” He said that “like the Master, a 
shepherd bears the burden of interceding and the strain of 
anointing his people, especially in situations where good-
ness must struggle to prevail and the dignity of our broth-
ers and sisters is threatened.”

Then, referring to Benedict without naming him, 
Francis said:

 
God’s faithful people, gathered here, now 
accompanies and entrusts to him the life of the 
one who was their pastor. Like the women at the 
tomb, we, too, have come with the fragrance of 
gratitude and the balm of hope, in order to show 
him once more the love that is undying. We want 
to do this with the same wisdom, tenderness and 
devotion that he bestowed upon us over the years. 
Together, we want to say: “Father, into your hands 
we commend his spirit.”
 
Then, for the only time in the homily, Francis named 

his predecessor as he concluded with these words full of 
hope: “Benedict, faithful friend of the Bridegroom, may your 
joy be complete as you hear his voice, now and forever!”

By the end of the Mass, the mist had lifted, the sky had 
turned blue, as Pope Francis imparted the final commen-
dation and farewell. He entrusted his predecessor to “God 
our merciful Father” and prayed that through Jesus Christ 
and in the Holy Spirit, he “may deliver Pope Emeritus 
Benedict from death, that he may sing God’s praises in the 
heavenly Jerusalem, in expectation of the resurrection of 
his mortal body on the last day.”

Ten pallbearers lifted the coffin, and Francis put his 
right hand on it, in a final gesture of fond farewell. As the 
pallbearers carried the casket away into the basilica, every-
one in the square—bishops, priests, religious, lay faithful 
and dignitaries—applauded warmly in gratitude for Bene-
dict’s great service to the church and humanity.

Thus ended a historic and unprecedented funeral of an 
emeritus pope—the first of its kind—in the Vatican.

Gerard O’Connell, Vatican correspondent. Twitter: @gerryorome.

Cardinals and bishops from around the world at the 
funeral Mass in St. Peter’s Square on Jan. 5

A German pilgrim in St. Peter’s Square

As Mass concludes, Pope Francis touches Benedict’s casket.
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A contingent of pilgrims urge “Santo Subito” (“Sainthood 
Now”).
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BENEDICT’S 
LEGACY
Joseph Ratzinger as 
theologian, doctrinal 
enforcer and pope
By David Gibson

Who was Benedict XVI? The question sounds odd 
because the answer seems so obvious. For nearly 
eight years, until his stunning decision to resign on 
the last day of February 2013, Joseph Ratzinger was 
pope, the most visible exponent of Catholicism in the 
world—a universal pastor and renowned theologian, 
who presented his ideas and exhortations in homilies 
and speeches around the globe and in beautifully 
crafted encyclicals and deeply researched books 
about Jesus.
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Long before he was pope, Benedict was Cardinal Joseph 
Ratzinger, head of the Vatican Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith and so-called guardian of orthodoxy, who 
as a career theologian relished the intellectual jousting in-
herent in that role. Over the course of his 23 years as head 
of the C.D.F., which was known within the Roman Curia as 
“la Suprema” for its historic influence, Cardinal Ratzing-
er made headlines—and enemies—with public campaigns 
against theologians and theologies he saw as crossing the 
line into dangerously progressive territory. While much of 
his work was undertaken at the behest of Pope John Paul 
II, the German-born cardinal also had an unprecedented 
sideline in public debates, speeches, writings and books 
outlining his own vision of the modern world and the perils 
it posed to Catholicism.

Therefore, many assumed that when Cardinal Ratzing-
er walked out onto the balcony of St. Peter’s Basilica on a 
chilly April evening in 2005 and was introduced as Pope 
Benedict XVI, they knew what was coming: more of the 
same, and then some.

Persona and Principle
Every pope is a paradox to some degree. He is the lead char-
acter at center stage of an ongoing historical drama but one 
so cloaked in tradition and so hedged round by courtiers 
and customs that, even after he has been years in office, 
there can remain a remarkable degree of uncertainty about 

what he is really trying to do, what he really thinks and how 
he views the church and the world.

The air of mystery was deeper than usual when it 
came to Joseph Ratzinger. An introvert and an academ-
ic, Ratzinger always engaged with the world most deeply 
when it came to theological debates; his personality and 
personal life were revealed only in rare glimpses.

For example, on April 24, 2005, during the homily at 
his installation Mass in St. Peter’s Square, Benedict elicited 
laughter when he said that he was not going to present “a 
program of governance,” a “programma di governo,” which 
is the Italian phrase for a campaign platform. 

That would come later, he added. Instead, he said, “My 
real program of governance is not to do my own will, not to 
pursue my own ideas, but to listen, together with the whole 
church, to the word and the will of the Lord, to be guided by 
him, so that he himself will lead the church at this hour of 
our history.”

As a teacher and pastor, Benedict XVI the theologian 
could be brilliant. But as the chief governor of the church, 
Benedict could border on hapless. The basic tasks of ad-
ministration were apparently beyond his interest and his 
talent. That gap came at a critical time for the church, when 
religious choices abounded and “no religion” was a viable 
and respectable option—when a distrustful public, even a 
leery flock, was looking for deeds as much as words to con-
vince them that the Roman Catholic Church was indeed 

Ratzinger’s early life is shaped by the rise of Nazism and, later, 
by World War II. According to both Joseph Ratzinger and his 
older brother Georg (also a priest), their family was opposed 
to the Nazis because of their Catholic faith. His father’s at-
tempt as a policeman to rein in the Nazi “brownshirts” leads 
to a forced retirement in 1937. One of Ratzinger’s cousins, a 
14-year-old with Down syndrome, is taken away in 1941 and 
never returns, probably murdered as part of the Nazi eugenics 
program. (In photo: Joseph Ratzinger, back row at right, is 
pictured with his sister, Maria, brother, Georg, and parents, 
Maria and Joseph, on July 8, 1951.)

Pope Benedict XVI is born on April 16 in his parents’ home in the 
town of Marktl in the State of Bavaria in southeastern Germany. 
He is the youngest of three children of Joseph Ratzinger Sr., a 
police officer, and his wife, Maria. Joseph is baptized on the day 
of his birth and named Joseph Alois Ratzinger. (In photo: Joseph 
Ratzinger, second row, third from left, with his classmates of the 
third grade of the elementary school Aschau am Inn.)
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still the bearer of the truth Jesus preached.
Benedict’s reputation was further diminished after 

revelations of the abuse of altar servers and seminari-
ans committed by former cardinal Theodore McCarrick 
rocked the church in the United States in the summer of 
2018. Questions emerged about how Benedict chose to 
respond to multiple reports delivered to Rome over many 
years about the former Washington archbishop’s behavior.

Benedict’s legacy is ambiguous even in the most sym-
pathetic reading. Whether history’s verdict will be chari-
table or damning may depend on whether the influence of 
his powerful words can compensate for some of the more 
listless aspects of his administration.

‘Management Is Not My Charism’
The pope was never known as a terribly good administra-
tor. As it became clear that voting in the conclave of April 
2005 was moving quickly and decisively in his favor, Cardi-
nal Ratzinger was broadcasting that message to his fellow 
cardinal lectors. “I am not an administrator,” he repeated. 
Cardinal Ratzinger knew as well as anyone that the Vati-
can needed a strong hand on the tiller after John Paul II’s 
reign. The cardinals knew it, too, but they just assumed 
that Ratzinger would have that skill set, or that at the least 
he would certainly be an upgrade.

As pope, Ratzinger adapted to his new public role, kiss-
ing babies, blessing crowds and serving as a pastor rather 

than just an ecclesiastical traffic cop. As he told dinner 
companions early on: “It was easy to know the doctrine. 
It’s much harder to help a billion people live it.” Benedict 
was also humble about his own ambitions. “I am learning 
to be pope,” he quipped in a rare aside to reporters in 2006, 
a little over a year after his election. Above all, in his pro-
nouncements and writings, he carefully accentuated the 
positive. His first encyclical (considered the touchstone of 
any new papacy) was “God Is Love” (“Deus Caritas Est”), 
and charity became the recurring byword of his pontif-
icate. In addition, in scholarly yet accessible and often 
lyrical speeches, homilies and writings, Benedict provided 
thumbnail summaries of the apostles, the Beatitudes and 
various saints, along with the history and traditions of the 
church.

Benedict wanted to move from defining Catholicism 
by what it is against to defining it by what it is for. “Chris-
tianity, Catholicism, isn’t a collection of prohibitions: It’s 
a positive option,” he told interviewers before his Sep-
tember 2006 trip to his Bavarian homeland. “It’s very 
important that we look at it again because this idea has al-
most completely disappeared today. We’ve heard so much 
about what is not allowed that now it’s time to say: We 
have a positive idea to offer.” Yet it was that visit back to 
Germany that would spark the first serious crisis of Bene-
dict’s reign and begin to establish his papacy’s reputation 
for mismanagement, a reputation that would be cemented 

At the age of 12, 
Ratzinger enters the 
seminary at Traunstein 
in Bavaria.

At the age of 14, Ratzinger is conscripted into the 
Hitler Youth, as required by German law after Dec. 1, 
1936. Ratzinger states later in his life that he tried to 
avoid meetings of the Hitler Youth and was helped 
by a sympathetic teacher who ignored Ratzinger’s 
absences from the meetings.

When he is 16 years old, Ratzinger is drafted 
into the German military, serving first as part of 
an anti-aircraft gun crew and later being trained 
as an infantryman. In the final days of the Nazi 
regime in 1945, Ratzinger deserts his unit and 
tries to return home. He is briefly detained in 
an American prisoner-of-war camp before being 
released at the end of the war in Europe. Upon 
his release, he re-enters the seminary. (In photo: 
Joseph Ratzinger in his military uniform.)

Joseph Ratzinger is ordained a priest 
on June 29 by Cardinal Michael von 
Faulhaber of Munich, alongside his 
brother Georg. (In photo: Father 
Joseph Ratzinger prays during 
an open air Mass in Ruhpolding, 
southern Germany, in 1952.)
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as Benedict’s Vatican lurched from crisis to crisis.

Islam and Catholicism, Faith and Reason
Benedict was returning to Bavaria in 2006 after his elec-
tion to the papacy the year before. It was natural that he 
would speak in a lecture hall at the University of Regens-
burg, where he had spent his happiest days as a theologian. 
In the address, Benedict highlighted the interplay of faith 
and reason, a theme long dear to him and one he would 
frequently stress in his pontificate. Benedict’s intent was 
to show how reason untethered from faith leads to fanat-
icism and violence, as does the opposite pathology, faith 
untethered from reason. To illustrate the latter case, Ben-
edict dug up an obscure 14th-century dialogue between a 
Persian scholar and a long-forgotten Byzantine Christian 
emperor, Manuel II Paleologus, over the concept of vio-
lence in Islam. “Show me just what Muhammad brought 
that was new, and there you will find things only evil and 
inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the 
faith he preached,” Benedict quoted the emperor as saying. 
The pontiff went on to critique the West and secularism 
and “progressive” Christian theologians just as sharply, as 
he held out the Catholic balance between faith in God and 
reason as set forth in Greek philosophy as the ideal of reli-
gious belief.

Given the tinderbox that is the Muslim world today, it 
was no surprise that Benedict’s invocation of Islam, and 
specifically the Prophet Muhammad, as an exemplar of 

religion gone wild touched off a firestorm. Theologically, 
Vatican relations with Islam would improve significant-
ly over the next few years, in large part thanks to the re-
sponse from numerous Islamic scholars who petitioned 
the pope to engage in a broad dialogue in the wake of the 
Regensburg talk. Politically and diplomatically, the situa-
tion grew ever more fraught and tragic as Christians came 
under increasing threat of violence in many Muslim soci-
eties. The cardinals in the conclave had elected Cardinal 
Ratzinger in part because of his reputation for taking a 
harder line on Islam than John Paul II had done—but as 
pope, Benedict seemed unable to stanch attacks on Chris-
tians or to expand a zone of even basic religious freedoms. 
Given the global circumstances, it is doubtful anyone 
could have done much better.

A Pope From the West
The Regensburg crisis served to highlight other elements 
of Benedict’s character and style that would prove to be 
keys to interpreting his papacy. Intellectually and cul-
turally, he was a thoroughgoing Western European, and a 
Bavarian at that, which deeply influenced his approach to 
faith and to the modern world. If his audience had looked 
past the post-Regensburg rage of Muslims, they would also 
have seen the distress of many Catholic leaders of the bur-
geoning flocks in Asia and Africa, where Benedict’s West-
ern European orientation toward the faith was frustrating 
to them and almost incomprehensible to their people. The 

Ratzinger participates in the Sec-
ond Vatican Council in Rome as a 
chief theological advisor, or peritus, 
to Cardinal Josef Frings of Cologne. 
In 1963 he also begins teaching at 
the University of Münster. (In pho-
to: Father Joseph Ratzinger, right, 
with Cardinal Franz Konig of Vienna 
during the Second Vatican Council 
at the Vatican in 1962.)

Ratzinger studies theology at the 
University of Munich, earning a 
doctorate in 1953 and his habilita-
tion in 1957. He begins lecturing as 
a professor of fundamental theol-
ogy at the University of Freising in 
1958 and moves the next year to 
the University of Bonn.  

1951-59

Ratzinger is given the chair of doctrinal theology at the University of Tübingen (among 
his colleagues is Hans Küng). Considered a reformist at the time of the council, Ratzing-
er begins expressing more traditionally minded views later in the decade. Some of his 
biographers have linked this change in focus to the wave of student uprisings and rad-
ical movements that swept through German universities in the late ’60s

1966
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same issue surfaced during Benedict’s May 2007 visit to 
Brazil, when he asserted—against the consensus of schol-
arship—that European missionaries to the continent “did 
not at any point involve an alienation of the pre-Columbian 
cultures, nor…the imposition of a foreign culture.” Rather, 
he said, the reception of the Gospel in Latin America was 
the proper fulfillment of that culture’s trajectory.

Benedict made sure the leadership of the church would 
continue to be dominated by Europeans and in particular 
by Italians. In his appointments to curial posts, Benedict 
favored Europeans, and by 2011, Italians had received 
nearly half the top jobs. The College of Cardinals itself 
became increasingly Eurocentric during his papacy, even 
as the center of gravity of the Catholic world continued 
to shift to Africa and Asia. Indeed, by April 2011, the sixth 
anniversary of his pontificate, Benedict had named some 
49 cardinals, out of about 115 eligible electors. Of those 49 
cardinals, 26 were Europeans, and 14 of them were Italians. 
Moreover, of the 23 non-Europeans, almost all had studied 
theology in Rome; and half of all his appointments, Euro-
pean and non-European, had experience working in the 
Roman Curia.

Even Benedict’s choice of ecclesiastical fashion tele-
graphed his sentiments, as he reintroduced elaborate lace 
garments and monarchical regalia that had not been seen 
around Rome in decades, even centuries. For example, he 

was once photographed at Mass wearing an elaborate cope 
and the high mitre of Pius IX. On one Ash Wednesday, he 
wore a chasuble modeled on one worn by Paul V, a Borghese 
pope of the 17th century remembered for censuring Gali-
leo. Benedict was known to wear a “fiddleback” vestment 
dating to the Counter-Reformation era of the 16th century, 
and used a tall, gilded, papal throne not seen in years. He 
also commissioned a set of 30 new vestments modeled on 
those worn by the Medici pope Leo X, a corpulent, corrupt 
fellow who at his election famously declared, “Let us enjoy 
the papacy since God has given it to us.”

Ratzinger returns to 
Bavaria to teach at the 
University of Regens-
burg in 1969. He is as-
sociated during these 
years with prominent 
European theologians, 
including Walter 
Kasper, Henri de 
Lubac, S.J., and Hans 
Urs von Balthasar, and 
plays a leading role in 
forming the theological 
journal Communio in 
1972.  In 1976 he is 
named vice president 
of the University of 
Regensburg. Ratzinger is ordained archbishop of Munich and Freising on May 28, choosing as his epis-

copal motto “Cooperatores Veritatis” (“Cooperators of the Truth”). A month later, on June 
27, he is elevated to the College of Cardinals by Pope Paul VI. (In photo: Archbishop Joseph 
Ratzinger greets onlookers at his arrival in Munich on May 23, 1977.)

1977

Pope Benedict 
wanted to move from 
defining Catholicism 
by what it is against 
to what it is for.
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Reform of the Reform
For Benedict, as for John Paul II before him, canonizations 
were a matter of course; something that was once a novelty 
for the church had become, ironically, a way of reinforcing 
the idea of continuity over 2,000 years of apostolic Chris-
tianity. This “continuity,” Benedict and his allies argued, 
should undergird every discussion of reform in the church. 
It was the “unbroken tradition” of Catholic customs and 

mores that reinforced the idea of a “kneeling church” of 
popular devotion rather than one of social activism. In fact, 
kneeling—and receiving Communion on the tongue rath-
er than in the hand—became a literal manifestation of the 
pope’s approach to the “reform of the reform,” which tend-
ed to focus on liturgical changes rather than the famous 
theological battles of his days at the C.D.F.

In keeping with that vision, the Vatican under Benedict 
pushed through a thoroughgoing revision of the Mass in 
English, insisting on a more literal rather than “dynamic” 
translation, one that would hew closer to a word-for-word 
rendering of the Latin rather than more ordinary speech. 
For Benedict’s supporters, this was a triumph of classical 
language and poetry; for his critics, the new translation sac-
rificed intelligibility to an effort to recover some old-fash-
ioned ideal that in reality never existed.

The most obvious sign of Benedict’s liturgical propensi-
ties, and a source of some of the greatest internal dissension 
under his papacy, was his decision in July 2007 to allow the 
old Latin Mass—often known as the Tridentine Rite, after 
the 16th-century Council of Trent—to be celebrated any-
where in the world, whether the local bishop liked it or not. 
Moreover, the decision was yet another source of friction 
with the Jewish community because when Benedict rein-

1978

Cardinal Ratzinger takes part in the conclaves that elect Pope John Paul I and 
Pope John Paul II. (In photo: Cardinals get a salute from the Swiss Guard in the 
conclave area on Aug. 25, 1978. Cardinal Laurean Rugambwa of Dar-es-Salaam 
and Cardinal Ratzinger are in the foreground.)

The Vatican under 
Benedict pushed through 
a thorough-going 
revision of the Mass in 
English, insisting on a 
more literal rather than 
‘dynamic’ translation.
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On Nov. 25, 1981, Ratzinger is appointed 
prefect of the Sacred Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith by Pope John Paul II, 
a position he holds for 24 years. He earns 
a reputation as a doctrinal conservative 
with a particular focus on the dangers of 
relativism, syncretism and religious indif-
ferentism. Liberation theologians come 
under particular scrutiny, with the C.D.F. 
issuing public criticisms of liberation the-
ology in 1984 and 1986. 

1981-2005

Ratzinger presides over the drafting 
committee that composes the current 
Catechism of the Catholic Church.

1986-92
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stituted the Latin Mass, he also restored the older Good 
Friday prayers whose noxious language about Jews and 
whose pleas for their conversion had often been an incite-
ment to anti-Jewish violence in past centuries. (The pope 
later modified the prayers somewhat.)

Benedict took this extraordinary step as a way of ap-
pealing to the hard-line, right-wing schismatic group called 
the Lefebvrists (after their late leader, the rebel Archbish-
op Marcel Lefebvre). The Lefebvrists rejected the Second 
Vatican Council and its reforms and continued to use the 
old Latin Mass and other pre-Vatican II rites. In 1988, un-
der the direction of then-Cardinal Ratzinger, the Vatican 
had created a special provision to try to keep the Lefeb-
vrists in the fold; it didn’t work, but the 1988 provision did 
appeal to many of the so-called traditionalists and helped 
split the movement. As pope, Benedict wanted to do more, 
however, and reinstituted the Latin Mass despite strong 
and outspoken opposition from the world’s bishops and se-
nior Vatican prelates, all of whom worried that legitimating 
and even privileging the Tridentine Rite could be a source 
of more tension and division in parishes and dioceses. This 
push to stress the continuity of the church’s history over an 

interpretation of change, or rupture, as the pope called it, 
was a central organizing principle of his papacy. 

Pope Francis promulgated the apostolic letter “Tradi-
tionis Custodes” in 2021, significantly restricting the use of 
the traditional Latin rite and largely reversing Benedict’s 
liturgical reform.

A Man of Theology, Not Grand Gestures
Paradoxically, Benedict’s resignation in 2013 was a “Nixon 
to China” move, a radical departure from the most ortho-
dox popes and theologians. The papacy had come to be seen 
as a divine mission unlike any other in the church, and one 
that ended only at death. “Christ did not come down from 
the cross,” John Paul II would retort when it was suggested 
that his failing health should make him consider giving up 
the office.

Now Benedict had, in one simple gesture, rejected that 
view and reversed a centuries-long trend toward identify-
ing the person of the pope with the office of the papacy. He 
was demystifying the papacy and modernizing it, acknowl-
edging the need to adapt to the times and opening the door 
for his successors to find a graceful exit short of death.

The C.D.F. releases “Dominus 
Iesus,” which warns that 
religious pluralism could easily 
become indifferentism or 
relativism. The document’s 
reference to non-Catholic 
denominations as “not 
churches in the proper sense” 
draws strong criticism from 
Protestant groups as well as 
ecumenical advocates.

After the death of Pope John Paul II on April 2, Cardinal Ratzinger participates in the con-
clave to elect a successor. On April 19, he is elected pope, taking the name Benedict XVI. He 
chooses Benedict in honor of both Pope Benedict XV (who led the church in an effort for 
peace during World War I) and St. Benedict of Nursia, considered the founder of Western 
monasticism. (Photo: Pope Benedict XVI greets a crowd on April 19, 2005.)

2000

Ratzinger personally intervenes 
in the faltering dialogue with 
the Lutheran World Federation 
to hammer out the “Joint 
Declaration on the Doctrine 
of Justification,” considered 
by ecumenicists to be a 
groundbreaking move in the 
quest for Christian unity.

1999

2005
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2005-13

Moreover, Benedict’s resignation was a bit of karma—
his own failings coming back to haunt him. The “Vatileaks” 
scandal had begun in early 2012 and opened reams of pri-
vate documents from the papal household to public scru-
tiny. The case continued throughout the year, revealing 
Benedict’s palace as a place of intrigue and manipulation 
and dirty dealing to curry favor. It was always thus in the 
Vatican, of course, but the fact that the pontiff’s own valet 
turned out to be responsible for the leaks was a severe blow 
to Benedict. He expected more of those around him, and 
they delivered much less.

He turned 85 as this was happening, and his body be-

gan to fail him as much as his close associates had. He suf-
fered constant pain in his joints and circulatory ailments, 
and he had begun using a moveable platform at major lit-
urgies, which were already being reduced in duration and 
frequency. The valet, Paolo Gabriele, was convicted later in 
2012, and pardoned, but other troubles mounted—accusa-
tions about the Vatican’s lapses on clergy sex abuse, calls 
for Benedict to face justice in the courts—until Benedict 
decided he had had enough. 

Benedict would leave much undone. The effort to rein-
terpret the Second Vatican Council, the formative experi-
ence of his ecclesiastical career, was a work in progress. The 
vaunted “Year of Faith” had just begun. The outreach to the 
Latin-rite schismatics of the Society of St. Pius X was Ben-
edict’s personal mission and seemed destined to end with 
his pontificate. The Curia needed more reforming than ever; 
even the investigations of U.S. women religious and of vari-
ous theologians were likely to go nowhere now. It was a pa-
pacy that was oddly incomplete, its leader “hidden from the 
world,” as he put it, in a monastery on the Vatican grounds—a 
shadow pope, as some feared, or an éminence grise, as others 
hoped. He would have immunity from prosecution, security 
from a plotting world, and peace and quiet.

Benedict’s retirement was not without its controversial 
moments either. Despite promising to observe a public si-
lence and to devote the rest of his life to prayer and reflec-

During his eight-year papacy, Benedict releases three encyc-
licals: “Deus Caritas Est” (“God Is Love”) in 2005, focusing 
on God’s love and its role in our lives; “Spe Salvi” (“Saved in 
Hope”) in 2007, on the importance for Christians to believe 
their lives will not end in death; and “Caritas in Veritate” 
(“Charity in Truth”) in 2009, which tackles the problems of 
global development. He also begins the first drafts of “Lumen 
Fidei” (“The Light of Faith”), which is finished and signed by 
Pope Francis in 2013. (Photo: Pope Benedict XVI at his desk in 
the papal residence at Castel Gandolfo in 2010.)

During a lecture at the University of Regensburg on Sept. 16, 
Pope Benedict remarks on the irrationality of religion-driven 
wars. His remarks, perceived by many as antagonistic toward 
Islam, lead to assassination threats against the pope. This 
incident notwithstanding, Benedict gives interfaith dialogue 
with Islam a greater emphasis than previous popes. (In photo: 
Pope Benedict XVI and Mustafa Cagrici, the grand mufti of 
Istanbul, pray in the Blue Mosque in Istanbul in 2006.)

He was demystifying the 
papacy and modernizing 
it, acknowledging the need 
to adapt to the times and 
opening the door for his 
successors to find a graceful 
exit short of death.

2005

Within weeks of Benedict 
XVI’s election, Thomas 
Reese, S.J., resigns his 
position as editor in chief 
of America at the insis-
tence of the C.D.F.  

Returning to its criticism of liberation theology, the C.D.F. 
releases a notification criticizing Jon Sobrino, S.J., for his 
christological and ecclesiological views.
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tion, in March 2016 he agreed to an interview with a Bel-
gian theologian that focused on divine mercy. Pope Francis 
had declared 2016 a jubilee year of mercy.

A book-length interview with the German journalist 
Peter Seewald was published in November 2016. Pope 
Benedict used the opportunity to defend his papacy against 
criticism over his handling of the sexual abuse crisis. And in 
April 2019 he released an article blaming the crisis partly 
on the breakdown of sexual mores experienced during the 
1960s, a hypothesis that had the effect of deflecting Pope 
Francis’ emphasis on the abuse of power and clericalism 
as the prime drivers of the problem of the clerical abuse of 
minors and vulnerable adults.

Benedict was who he was to the end. He would study 
his theology and write, just as he had written throughout 
his time in office: three encyclicals completed (one left un-
finished), a trilogy of popular, not magisterial, books on the 
historical Jesus, a ream of homilies and reflections. Not an 
ex-pope—there can be no such thing—just a theologian, a 
priest. As Benedict put it: “I am the person who happens 
to have been chosen—the cardinals are also to blame for 
that—and I do what I can.” And he did what he could do, 
and as the person he had always been.

David Gibson, director of Fordham University’s 
Center on Religion and Culture, is an award-
winning religion journalist, author and filmmaker. 
He is author of The Coming Catholic Church, 
about the scandal of sexual abuse by members of 
the clergy, and The Rule of Benedict (HarperOne, 
2006). This article is an edited excerpt from his 
e-book Pope Benedict XVI: Weighing a Papacy.

For more coverage of Pope Benedict XVI’s 
life and legacy, go to americamagazine.org 
and to our video channel at youtube.com/
americamag. For the latest news from Rome, 

listen to the America podcast “Inside the Vatican” at 
americamagazine.org/voices/inside-vatican.

In his first visit to the United States, from April 15 to April 20, 
the pope travels to Washington, D.C., and New York City. He 
is received by President George W. Bush at the White House, 
where he stresses his concerns relating to the Iraq War and the 
dignity of undocumented immigrants in the United States. He 
also publicly addresses the sexual abuse scandal in the Catholic 
Church. (In photo: Laura Bush and President George W. Bush 
look on as Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi kisses Pope 
Benedict XVI’s ring on the South Lawn of the White House on 
April 16, 2008.)

On Feb. 11, Pope Benedict XVI shocks the world by announcing 
his resignation, the first pope to do so since Gregory XII in 
1415, citing his advanced age and health concerns. He makes 
it clear he will not retain the title of cardinal or be eligible for 
any office of the Curia in retirement. He spends the remaining 
years of his life largely out of public view and passes away in 
Rome on Dec. 31, 2022. (In photo: Retired Pope Benedict XVI 
and Pope Francis exchange greetings at a consistory at the 
Vatican in 2015.)
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us’s own legacy and taught medieval Europe the value of the 
discipline that he loved.

The book opens with the hapless Boethius sitting in his 
cell, lamenting the terrible injustices of fate. He is joined 
there by a beautiful woman, clothed in a rich but somewhat 
tattered dress, who identifies herself as Lady Philosophy, 
the personification of the pursuit of wisdom. She chides 
him for his self-pity and engages him in an extended discus-
sion of free will, the vicissitudes of fate and the workings of 
divine providence. By the end of the discourse, the charac-
ter Boethius has gained a greater sense of perspective on his 
situation. The debate reminds him of the limits of human 
reason and helps him to trust God’s providence once again. 
Lady Philosophy ministers to Boethius by meeting him 
where he is, using his God-given intellect to lead him to a 
place where he can relinquish his resentment and fear and 
find peace.

We would be fortunate to have such accompaniment 
today. We need that peace, desperately. Americans are as 
lonely, anxious and isolated as we have ever been. In mate-
rial terms we are, in general, richly blessed; but socially and 

Boethius, a sixth-century Roman statesman, was 
in the prime of his life when his political career was 
brought to a sudden and ignominious end. Running 
afoul of corrupt politicians, he was falsely accused 
of plotting against the king, Theodoric, whose favor 
he had long enjoyed. Boethius fell, literally over-
night, from a life of learned leisure into Theodoric’s 
dungeons. He was executed, but not before he had 
penned a work that would reverberate across the 
centuries. The Consolation of Philosophy was one 
of the most widely read books of the Middle Ages, 
a multiple-century bestseller. It cemented Boethi-

THE COMFORT 
OF PHILOSOPHY

What the church 
can give to the 
world in a time of 
anxiety and doubt

By Rachel Lu
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spiritually we are impoverished. Our nation is dangerously 
polarized politically, and we have diminishing trust in our 
compatriots and our government. The pervasive feeling of 
social disintegration makes the future feel grim.

Boethius would have related. Born into an aristocratic 
family in the final years of the Roman Empire, he well under-
stood how human potential could be blighted by corruption 
and social dissolution. He realized, too, that he was living on 
the verge of widespread civilizational collapse, and according-
ly much of his life was dedicated to a sustained effort to miti-
gate the damage by preserving great works of philosophy.

Boethius did more than any other person to translate 
and comment on the works of Plato and Aristotle; it was his 
gift to a distant future that no one could yet glimpse. Boe-
thius’s final hours are that much more poignant because we 
know that we are seeing the end, not of one man only, but 
of an entire culture. Nevertheless, the Consolation is not a 
work of despair. Lady Philosophy’s comfort is accentuated 
for the modern reader by the knowledge that Boethius’s 
dearest hope would be realized in centuries to come. Eu-
rope would rediscover the great thinkers of antiquity, with 

his own scholarly work serving as a crucial bridge between 
the ancient and medieval eras.

But can ancient philosophy be the tonic that we need 
today? Some skepticism is forgivable. In our own day, we 
face gripping questions about social justice, identity and 
privilege, democracy and representation, and the dese-
cration of the natural world. It is perhaps hard to imagine 
finding answers to questions like these in dusty academic 
tomes. Most Catholics are probably aware that their faith 
has a longstanding philosophical tradition, but the benefits 
of this tradition for the daily lives of the average Catholic 
may not be obvious.

What if it happened, though, that this rich tradition did 
contain, if not ready-made answers for modern problems, 
then at least a space within which answers could be fruit-
fully cultivated? What if it were not too late to elevate our 
communities and universities into vibrant centers of Cath-
olic intellectual and cultural life, reminiscent of their me-
dieval forerunners? What if this philosophic tradition is, in 
fact, the gift the world most needs from the church in this 
time of anxiety and doubt?
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A Home for Scholarship
Universities, in a form we would currently recognize, have 
existed since the Middle Ages, and they were, to a large 
extent, built by Catholic philosophers. This may seem today 
like a bit of trivia, but the footprints of medieval thinkers 
are still visible. At a modern university graduation, doctoral 
regalia still typically include a dark-blue tam, marking the 
color of philosophy. We still call our highest degree earners 
“doctors of philosophy,” even if they studied ornithology or 
hotel administration.

These vestiges of an older world should remind us how 
philosophy once created the university, even as it shaped 
and defined the church. Philosophical knowledge is more 
than just an abstraction. But for the medievals’ robust be-
lief in the power of truth, and the capacity of human rea-
son to uncover it, the university could never have been 
born. European Christianity could have developed in a 
more fundamentalist way, falling under the control of au-
thoritarian patriarchs and corrupt politicians like the ones 
who executed Boethius. Fortunately, faith and reason con-
verged in medieval Paris in a way that proved transforma-
tive, not just for France and Catholicism, but ultimately for 
the entire world.

The fact that this happened in Paris would have been 
quite startling to Boethius and his contemporaries. When 
Bologna founded the world’s first great law school in 1088, 
that was more explicable. Italy was still a hub of high cul-
ture, and it made sense to examine the foundations of law 
in the heart of the old empire. Britain had already produced 
some leading intellectuals, like  St. Bede and St. Anselm. 

France, by contrast, was quite far from the ancient world’s 
great centers of learning; and in the 10th century, the 
Franks were widely seen as crude and culturally backward.

Nevertheless, by the end of the 10th century, it was 
northern France that served as a magnet for intellectual-
ly curious men from across Europe. The cathedral schools 
became the gathering point for learned men and eager 
students looking to follow the path laid down by Boethius 
centuries before. They studied logic and great philosophi-
cal texts inherited from antiquity, and they worked to apply 
these skills and insights to the questions of their own day. 
By the 13th century, the University of Paris was recognized 
throughout Europe as the pre-eminent institution for the 
study of philosophy, theology and the arts. Medieval Paris 
was to philosophy what 15th-century Florence was to art 
or 19th-century Russia to literature.

The Age of Systematizers
The University of Paris was thoroughly cosmopolitan, 
in the sense that it drew men from all across Europe and 
forced them to subordinate their more particular loyalties 
and attachments to a larger project. This was not easy. 
The scholars at Paris had their own cultural and ethnic 
prejudices, as humans are apt to do, and these created 
tensions and occasionally even led to outbreaks of physical 
violence. Nevertheless, it was widely understood that the 
work of the university could not be entrusted to a single 
national or ethnic group.

European civilization was hurtling into a new era, and 
intellectual labor was needed to pave the way for a hu-
mane, prosperous Christian society. From a modern-day 
vantage point, it might seem that the intellectual circles of 
this era were homogeneous and culturally closed, but that 
would itself be a narrow-minded view. It is true, of course, 
that Europe at the time was largely agrarian and Catholic, 
and that the universities were mostly boys’ clubs. But this 
was also a time of political turbulence and rapid cultural 
change, and the momentum at the University of Paris was 
moving people away from more provincial attachments 
and toward universal truths that are the common heritage 
of all human beings.

This was the age of great systematizers. The overar-
ching project of the era was to synthesize every aspect of 
Christian faith into a single picture, which could then be 
harmonized with everything else that was known, or even 
that could be known. The Scholastics of this period be-
lieved that all truth could be unified, and they planned to 
show it. They understood that this picture would need to 
combine substance and lucidity with broad-minded flexi-
bility. They wanted a philosophy that could endure across 

Can ancient 
philosophy be the 
tonic that we need 
today? 
Some skepticism 
is forgivable.
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generations, but that endurance would be possible only if 
their theories could incorporate new information as the 
human race continued to explore and discover. Accord-
ingly, their thought tended to move in wide arcs, creating 
a framework but leaving ample space for details to be filled 
in later. Practical questions were sometimes addressed, but 
the system as a whole was designed to have an openness 
that would encourage further pursuit of knowledge instead 
of shunning it.

To anyone who has gone through a modern doctoral 
program, the medieval method of training philosophers is 
simultaneously charming and astonishing in its ambition. 
Here at least, medieval universities stood in marked con-
trast to our own. A modern graduate student, even in the 
humanities, will spend years taking deep dives into a nar-
row and well-defined subject, with the goal of producing 

some original research. In place of the modern dissertation, 
medieval graduate students would write full commentaries 
on Peter Lombard’s Sentences, which is a broad-ranging 
work covering virtually everything of interest to a Chris-
tian scholar: God, creation, death, judgment, heaven, hell, 
the moral life and the sacraments. In short, the Universi-
ty of Paris expected every scholar to write his own “book 
of everything” before he could be a full-fledged “doctor,” 
a scholar qualified to teach. It was a system that truly cap-
tured the spirit of the age. The Parisian intellectuals were 
determined to create a universally applicable philosophical 
view that could stand the test of time.

Did they aim too high? Was their zeal for consistency 
ultimately exposed as mere hubris, just the futile obses-
sion of little minds? No human endeavor is perfect, and 
one can find mistakes within Scholastic writings, as for in-

“Boethius takes 
counsel of Dame 
Philosophy,” an 
illustration from 
a 15th-century 
edition of The 
Consolation of 
Philosophy
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stance in their faulty understanding of human embryology. 
Some texts would seem fanciful and irrelevant to us, like 
St. Bonaventure’s extended discussions of angelology. We 
might be disturbed by the occasional moral judgment, as 
when St. Thomas Aquinas condones the execution of her-
etics.

Still, when we consider that we are looking back across 
a gulf of several centuries, it is remarkable how well Scho-
lasticism still holds together. Most of it still seems thor-
oughly sane and applicable to modern questions. Neither 
modern science nor modern political developments have 
shown the Scholastics’ worldview to be fundamentally im-
plausible. But their resolve was tested many times, espe-
cially with the rapid rediscovery of new Aristotelian texts 
in the 13th century. Preserved in many monasteries and 
openly discussed in Islamic intellectual circles by thinkers 
like Al-Farabi and Al-Ghazali, Aristotle’s texts eventually 
moved into the Parisian circles and became the subject of 
furious debate. As a pagan with many profound insights 
but no access to Christian revelation, Aristotle pushed 
to the fore hard questions about the limits of philosophy 
and the relationship between faith and reason. Some reli-
gious authorities moved to suppress the study of Aristotle, 
fearing that philosophy would discredit or overwhelm the 
Christian faith. In the end, the Parisian thinkers (especial-
ly St. Thomas Aquinas) successfully synthesized Aristotle 
with the Church Fathers, drawing in many other Greek and 
Islamic insights along the way. 

In the end, for all their false starts and personal failings, 
the intellectuals in Paris achieved a spectacular fusion of 
faith and philosophy. In so doing, they opened the way to a 
Europe that was able to embrace human reason, exploring 
truth in all its many facets without rejecting God. If Lady 

Philosophy had been clairvoyant as well as wise, she might 
have given Boethius even more powerful comfort. Without 
him, medieval Europe might never have embraced philos-
ophy to the extent that it did. Without philosophy, Chris-
tianity might never have escaped the trap of fundamental-
ism. His life may have been short, but he certainly did not 
live in vain.

Joining Faith and Reason
In a fallen world, the victory of human reason is never 
complete. Fundamentalism will return periodically, as will 
political corruption, doubt, prejudice and many distortions 
of the faith. Even Scholasticism, for all its admirable 
features, has the potential to lead people astray. It can be 
reduced to a dry and formalist system, indifferent to lived 
realities and blind to the questions that trouble people’s 
hearts.

Over the past seven centuries, Catholics have many 
times had to renew their commitment to seeking new 
truths and harmonizing all knowledge with the reposito-
ry of faith. Again and again, lived experience has revealed 
places where older assumptions were imprecise, preju-
diced or just wrong. Difficult and painful questions may 
arise, but Catholics can tackle these with the fearless au-
dacity of the Scholastics, because we understand that faith 
and reason support and nourish one another. That joining 
of faith and reason is the legacy of Catholic philosophers, 
and it has always been foundational to Catholic education, 
reflected in Catholic universities and in the Ratio Studio-
rum that has shaped the Jesuit schools, which have had a 
particularly strong impact in the United States, from colo-
nial times through the present day.

It might seem that that legacy has diminished in rele-
vance, now that we live in a world with billions of people, 
scores of different faiths and a greater recognition of the 
array of cultures, races, languages and perspectives in our 
societies. Then again, it could be that Catholic philosophy 
was made for such a moment as this. At its best, it is both 
precise and flexible, well-defined and expansive, practical 
and transcendent. It drinks in new information, digests it 
and adapts the larger picture to reflect the truth more ac-
curately. Because it is rooted both in logic and in natural 
observation, it can engage interlocutors from a wide range 
of backgrounds and perspectives. The Scholastics sought 
to rise above provincial attachments and articulate truths 
that were common to all human beings. That project seems 
as relevant now as at any time in history.

At the primary and secondary levels, a number of Catho-
lic schools have been revitalized through the introduction of 
classical curricula. The rapidly growing classical schooling 

It could be 
that Catholic 
philosophy was 
made for such a 
moment as this.

Continued on Page 41
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During the 2021-22 school year, Catholic school 
enrollment across the United States increased by 
3.8 percent, according to the National Catholic 
Educational Association. The organization also 
noted that this is “the first increase in two decades 
and the largest recorded increase by NCEA.” For 
supporters of Catholic education, these numbers 
are one of many reasons to hope that Catholic 
schools still have a vibrant future. 

Catholic schools and universities have been a 
steadfast presence during the difficult years of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Even in the midst of a 
changing world, their identity remains constant 
and motivated by a faithfulness to Christ. Cath-
olic schools and Catholic universities exist at the 
intersection of faith and the world. They are not 
places that exist to shield students from reality, 
nor are they places where students deal only with 
secular concerns. They help students process 
their experience through the lens of faith with the 
hope that their work in the world will reflect that.

And when we celebrate Catholic schools and uni-
versities we also honor the thousands of faculty 
members and staff who work endlessly on behalf 
of their students, as well as the parents who scrimp 
and save and support the schools in endless ways. 
(Want to buy some wrapping paper?) And, of 
course, we celebrate the students who embrace 
the mission—and remind us of it. And who one 
day, God willing, will be the ones to continue it.

As a Jesuit ministry, America Media labors along-
side our brothers and sisters in Catholic education 
by providing a trusted, balanced and comprehen-
sive analysis of the latest developments in the 
church and the world. Together we work to con-
nect Catholics across the globe, to educate people 
throughout their lives, and to build a better society 
in the spirit of Christ, our greatest teacher.
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Bellarmine College Preparatory 
(408) 294-9224 • bcp.org • admissions@bcp.org 

Bellarmine College Preparatory, a Catholic secondary school located in San 
Jose, California, has been educating in the Jesuit tradition of the development 
of the full person since 1851. Bellarmine is a vibrant community comprised of 
students, faculty, staff, parents, alumni, and friends. The unique Bellarmine 
experience involves a rigorous academic curriculum, championship co-
curricular programs including athletics, speech and debate, and robotics; and 
transformative spiritual, service, and immersion opportunities. A Bellarmine 
education assists in developing men who are “for and with others” and who 
possess a faith that does justice. Contact Bellarmine for information and 
updates regarding its Admissions Open House.

Boston College High School 
(617) 474-5010 •  bchigh.edu • enrollment@bchigh.edu
 
Boston College High School is a Jesuit, Catholic college preparatory 
school. We challenge our students to become young men of integrity, 
educated in faith and for justice, committed to academic excellence 
and service to others. We strive to reflect the diversity of our church 
and community. Our mission since 1863 has been to form leaders of 
competence, conscience, and compassion who seek to do all things 
ad majorem Dei gloriam – for the greater glory of God.

Center for Community Engagement and 
Evangelization at Aquinas Institute of Theology 
(314) 256-8800 • ai.edu/ccee

Empowered by the Dominican charism of meaningful preaching, 
the Center for Community Engagement and Evangelization at 
Aquinas Institute of Theology helps to perfect the art of effectively 
ministering to the needs of today’s Church. By offering continuing 
education that equips ministers, teachers, and Catholics in all fields 
with the skills necessary to enact transformative change in their 
communities, the Center educates and forms individuals ready to 
share Christ’s message with all peoples.

DePaul University
cwcit@depaul.edu • depaul.edu

This April 13-15, DePaul University hosts a free, hybrid conference 
in Chicago to explore the question: How can the Vincentian 
charism contribute to the reform begun by Pope Francis to help the 
Church be more open to God and the poor? Join speakers from the 
Philippines, Chile, Haiti, Brazil, Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Indonesia, the U.S., and Europe.

Fairfield College Preparatory School 
(203) 254-4210 • fairfieldprep.org/america 
 
Fairfield College Preparatory School is the Jesuit, Catholic School 
of Connecticut, forming young men of intellectual competence who 
possess the conscience to make wise decisions, a compassion for 
others, and a commitment to global justice. In a community of faith, 
our students develop their relationship with God and one another.
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Fordham Preparatory School 
(718) 367-7500 • fordhamprep.org • admissions@fordhamprep.org
 
Fordham Preparatory School is a Catholic, all-male, Jesuit, college 
preparatory school. Our commitment to education is shaped by 
the spirituality and pedagogical tradition of the Society of Jesus. 
Our mission is to form leaders in to faith, scholarship, and service 
through a college preparatory education in the Catholic Jesuit 
tradition.

Georgetown Preparatory School  
gprep.org • admissions@gprep.org 

Founded in 1789, Georgetown Preparatory School is America’s 
oldest Catholic boarding and day school for young men in grades 
9 through 12, and the only Jesuit boarding school in the country. 
Situated on 93 acres in suburban Washington, D.C. Prep's mission is 
to form men of competence, conscience, courage, and compassion; 
men of faith and men for others. In October 2022, we opened a new 
Campus Center & Residence Hall.

Loyola Academy 
(847) 256-1100 • goramblers.org  

Located outside Chicago, Loyola is a vibrant community committed 
to responding to God’s call to be women and men for others. 
Founded in 1909, Loyola has a rich tradition of excellence in 
academics, athletics, and co curricular opportunities. Annually, we 
welcome approximately 500 students per grade from 90+ zip codes, 
making Loyola one of the largest Jesuit secondary schools in the 
nation.

Loyola School 
(646) 346-8129 • loyolanyc.org • DMahon@loyolanyc.org 

Loyola School is the only co-ed, Jesuit, and independent high 
school in New York City. As a Catholic, independent, coeducational, 
college preparatory, urban, secondary day school, rooted in the 
Jesuit tradition, Loyola School challenges its students religiously, 
intellectually, aesthetically, physically, and socially.

Loyola University Chicago 
(773) 274-3000 • luc.edu • webmaster@luc.edu 

With nearly 16,000 students, Loyola University Chicago is one of 
the nation’s largest Jesuit universities. Loyola was founded in 1870 
and now has 10 schools and colleges with several campuses around 
the world (four in the Chicago area and one in Rome, plus academic 
centers in China and Vietnam). Loyola is consistently ranked among 
the top universities in the country, and U.S. News & World Report 
has named it one of the nation’s best values in higher education.
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(585) 256-6112 • mcquaid.org • admissions@mcquaid.org 

Located in Rochester, New York, McQuaid Jesuit is a Catholic, 
Jesuit, college-preparatory school that inspires young men to realize 
their God-given gifts through the pursuit of excellence in all things, 
service to others, and a lifelong commitment to justice.

Mother Teresa Middle School 
(306) 569-6867 • mtmschoolregina.com • info@mtmschoolregina.com

Recognizing Truth and Reconciliation, Mother Teresa Middle 
School ignites a love of learning and empowers students to embrace 
their personal and cultural identity while overcoming obstacles and 
growing their spiritual, intellectual, emotional, social, and physical 
well-being. To find out more visit www.mtmschoolregina.com.

National Institute for Newman Studies
(412) 681-4375 • newmanstudies.org/2023-spring-symposium 
office@newmanstudies.org 

The Early Modern Roots of Newman’s Religious World 
– March 10th and 11th 2023. 
Keynote Speaker: R. Trent Pomplun / University of Notre Dame. 
Speakers: Geertjan Zuijdwegt / Katholieke Universiteit Leuven; 
Elissa Cutter / Georgian Court University; Shaun Blanchard / 
National Institute for Newman Studies.  
This symposium will be held both in person and via Zoom internet. 
Registration prior to the symposium is required. 

Nativity Miguel Coalition  
nativitymiguel.org • info@nativitymiguel.org • (646) 567-9065 

The NativityMiguel Coalition (NMC) is an alliance of fifty nonpublic 
schools serving students from pre-k through twelfth grade in the U.S. 
and Canada that work together to bring equity to all students through 
education. Investing in the fundamental belief that every student deserves 
the opportunity to become their best authentic self, the NMC provides 
its members with the support and structure needed to deliver a holistic 
education that values empathy, equality, and connection.

Regis High School
(212) 288-1100 • regis.org • admissions@regis.org 

Regis High School transforms Catholic young men through an academically 
exceptional Jesuit education in a caring community which inspires 
leadership, generosity and a lifelong passion for service as Men for Others. 
Regis is tuition free and merit based, giving special consideration to families 
in need of financial assistance.
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3Scranton Prepartory School

(570) 941-7737 Ext. 1141 • scrantonprep.org • admissions@scrantonprep.org 

As a Catholic and Jesuit college preparatory school, Scranton 
Prep’s mission is to help families form young people who are well 
prepared for college and who will live lives that give greater glory to 
God. Accordingly, we seek to form graduates who are intellectually 
competent, open to growth, religious, loving and committed to doing 
justice. In doing so, we seek to prepare our students for college, life, 
and eternity.

St. Joseph's Preparatory School 
(215) 978-1950 • sjprep.org • admissions@sjprep.org 

St. Joseph’s Preparatory School, rooted in Catholic and Jesuit 
teachings, believes every student is blessed and gifted. The Prep 
encourages its students to discover, through serious and prayerful 
reflection, a sense of their self worth and a responsibility to share 
their gifts working with, and for, their fellow humans.

St. Joseph's Seminary and College 
(914) 968-6200 x8145 • dunwoodie.edu • SJSAcademics@dunwoodie.edu 

St. Joseph’s Seminary is the major seminary of the Archdiocese of 
New York. In addition to its primary mission of forming priests, St. 
Joseph’s offers in-person and online graduate theological degree 
and certificate programs to laity, religious, and clergy who wish to 
deepen their understanding of the Catholic faith or who are called to 
serve the Church in leadership roles.

St. Louis University 
(800) 758-3678 • slu.edu 

Founded in 1818, Saint Louis University is one of the nation’s 
oldest and most prestigious Catholic institutions. Rooted in Jesuit 
values and its pioneering history as the first university west of the 
Mississippi River, SLU offers nearly 13,000 students a rigorous, 
transformative education of the whole person. At the core of the 
University’s diverse community of scholars is SLU’s service-focused 
mission, which challenges and prepares students to make the world 
a better, more just place.

Xavier High School 
(212) 924-7900 • xavierhs.org • admissions@xavierhs.org 

Founded in 1847, Xavier High School is an academically rigorous, 
Catholic, Jesuit, college preparatory school in New York City that 
educates intelligent, motivated young men of diverse backgrounds 
and means. Xavier teaches students to take responsibility for their 
lives, to lead with integrity, to act justly in service of others, to pursue 
excellence in every endeavor and to deepen their relationship with 
God. Ultimately, Xavier forms young men who will go forth to 
transform the world for God’s greater glory.
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Be Ignited!
Fairfield College Preparatory School is a Jesuit, 
Catholic school of excellence, which transforms  
young men to Be Innovative, Be Creative, and  
Be Men for Others. Prep offers a rigorous academic 
program for boys in 9th through 12th grade, with an 
outstanding record of college acceptances as 
well as a full slate of sports and activities. In 
a faith- and mission-based community, 
our students develop their 
relationship with God and 
one another. 

FairfieldPREP.org

1073 North Benson Road
Fairfield, CT 06824-5157



movement channels the spirit of the medieval synthesizers 
in myriad ways. It connects students to a longstanding in-
tellectual tradition and seeks universal truths that are the 
common heritage of all humanity. It prioritizes breadth 
over specialized knowledge and robustly affirms the pow-
er of reason. The growing demand for classical schools 
speaks to a widely felt need for sources of wisdom that can 
cut across the political polarization, mutual mistrust and 
social fragmentation that are so defining of our age. In an 
anxious world, it offers a beacon of hope. Perhaps we can, 
after all, find ways to reason together.

Might philosophy departments offer a similar ser-
vice at the university level? Imagine if Catholic universi-
ties were once again seen as a light to the nations, replete 
with wisdom and prepared to help synthesize the many 
diverse truths that humans have uncovered across the 
centuries. We have many resources for this, even beyond 
the rich tradition of Scholastic thought. We have the con-
temporary tradition of Christian personalism, explored by 
thinkers like Dietrich von Hildebrand and St. John Paul II. 
We have Catholic social teaching, which deliberately ap-
plies insights from antiquity to more modern social prob-
lems. We have the neo-Thomist tradition, initiated in 1879 
when Pope Leo XIII issued the encyclical “Aeterni Patris,” 
calling on Catholics to recover the great insights of medi-
eval thinkers. These are just a few of many resources that 
Catholics can use, proving once again that the surest path 
to truth is not the one that shuns or buries unfamiliar per-
spectives but rather the one that synthesizes insights from 
a wide range of sources.

Of course, different people will be inclined to apply the 
insights of Catholic tradition to different questions, with 
some focusing on social issues, others on everyday spiritu-
ality and still others on questions in geopolitics, the envi-
ronmental sciences or bioethics. But all of these questions 
can be approached with greater zeal and confidence when 
we understand ourselves to be part of a larger effort that 
transcends the limitations of our own place and time.

In the depths of his despair, Boethius was comforted 
by Lady Philosophy and her balm of truth. This was a con-
solation that no earthly tyrant could take from him, and 
it is still available to us today. Our Lord offered a similar 
promise. Though the nations may rage, and the violent 
plunder, the truth will finally set us free.

Rachel Lu is a freelance writer and associate editor 
at Law & Liberty. She lives in St. Paul, Minn.
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CROSSING THE JORDAN
By Brooke Stanish    

 

I was 19 when I let no manna meet my lips— 

though it shattered down from heaven,

I couldn’t eat it. 30 pounds less & sliding

by the minute like those pieces of bread from 

God’s brow. how many calories are in a crumb 

from His hands? too many & then I won’t fit 

into my life anymore, my tiny purple dress with 

little flowers like golden bundles of wheat

the Israelites lugged in cradles on their backs— 

the dress my little sister wore in the 6th grade. 

what is weight? gravitational pull, value, self.

I was a number flickering at my toes—

the waters of the Jordan licking the feet of the 

wanderers before the crossing, but there’s an earth

to live before the crossing. I looped a belt across

my waist sometimes to make sure I hadn’t grown. 

maybe a small Israelite girl did the same thing

with a rope, wondering in the desert—always 

thinking that God was a size she had to fit into. 

maybe one day, someone unwound that rope

from her waist, her neck & set her spinning.

maybe she woke up, a piece of manna in her bony fist 

that she swallowed in one breath, the waters

recoiled & she realized, as if in dreaming,

she crossed the Jordan with someone else’s feet. 
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Brooke Stanish has had work 
published in Time of Singing, 
The Windhover, The Rectangle 
and other journals. Her writing 
has also been published in 
the University of Edinburgh’s 
The Student and the Capitol 
Standard. 
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Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, who 
later became Pope Benedict XVI, 
greets Pope John Paul II during a 

2004 ceremony at the Vatican. C
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The late Cardinal Joachim Meisner, archbishop of Co-
logne, once described Joseph Ratzinger as the “Mozart 
of theology.” Others have suggested that the composers 
Carl Maria von Weber or Anton Bruckner might be a bet-
ter comparison. Both are emblematic of Austro-German 
romanticism.

Ratzinger was interested in the relationship between 
love and truth, affectivity as well as objectivity, the signif-
icance of history for personal formation, the historical 
character of revelation, and the role of beauty in evange-
lization. History, beauty and love and the relation of all 
three to the formation of the human person are core Ro-
mantic movement interests and, in the style of Bruckner, 
Ratzinger wove together his analyses of these relation-
ships in strongly polyphonic essays using rich, harmonic 

language. He managed to bring to the fore these neglect-
ed elements in Catholic thought without jettisoning what 
had come to be regarded as the classical elements. In this 
sense Ratzinger was the theological analogue of a musical 
synthesis of Mozart and von Weber or Bruckner, if such a 
thing were possible. For those who wanted the romantic 
element without the classical he was considered a danger-
ous reactionary, and for those who wanted the classical 
without the romantic he was seen as a dangerous liberal.

 Augustinian at Heart
The generations ahead will form their own judgments 
based on the volumes of his published works, which 
include over 60 books and magisterial documents 
spanning his quarter-century partnership with Pope 

A GRAND 
PERFORMANCE

How Joseph Ratzinger influenced the course of 
Vatican II and beyond By Tracey Rowland



FEBRUARY 2023 AMERICA  |  43

John Paul II as prefect of the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith and his own almost-eight-year 
papacy. They will no doubt regard him as one of the six 
most significant Catholic theologians of the 20th century, 
along with Karl Rahner, S.J., Yves Congar, O.P., the Rev. 
Romano Guardini, Henri de Lubac, S.J., and the Rev. Hans 
Urs von Balthasar. The first two were fellow theological 
experts at the Second Vatican Council, with whom he 
had positive collaborations (though he later distanced 
himself from those aspects of Rahner’s anthropology that 
derived from elements in German idealist philosophy and, 
unlike Congar, he resigned from the editorial board of the 
theological journal Concilium as it veered away, in his view, 
from official magisterial teaching in the 1970s). The latter 
three were all, in different contexts, his intellectual heroes. 
De Lubac was also a fellow expert at the council. Ratzinger 
once wrote that it was impossible for him to say how much 
he owed to de Lubac and von Balthasar.

In searching for a short statement that might encap-
sulate the vast range of Ratzinger’s polyphonic contribu-
tions, I came across the following passage in Memory in 
Augustine’s Theological Anthropology (2012), by Paige E. 
Hochschild:

God moves the intellect and will through the 
knowledge that comes through the memory. The 
universal, for Augustine, can be perceived only 
through the particular. This must, therefore, hap-
pen through history, through the visible, sensible 
works of Christ, through the practice of the virtues, 
the love of one’s neighbor, the life of the church, its 
sacraments, and above all its scripture. From these 
experiences, a person has an intimation of what 
the happiness of the caelum caeli consists in.

 One can easily substitute the name Ratzinger for Au-
gustine in this passage and have a summary statement of 
Ratzinger’s theological vision. In his own words, Ratzinger 
was “a decided Augustinian” and, like Augustine, he be-
lieved that God could be perceived only in the particular. 
He wrote in Principles of Catholic Theology (1982): 

Man finds his center of gravity, not inside, but out-
side himself. The place to which he is anchored is 
not, as it were, within himself, but without. This 
explains that remnant that remains always to be 
explained, the fragmentary character of all his ef-
forts to comprehend the unity of history and be-
ing. Ultimately, the tension between ontology and 

history has its foundation in the tension within 
human nature itself, which must go out of itself in 
order to find itself; it has its foundation in the mys-
tery of God, which is freedom and which, there-
fore, calls each individual by a name that is known 
to no other. Thus, the whole is communicated to 
him in the particular.

God in History
In the same work Ratzinger described the problem of 
“coming to an understanding of the mediation of history 
within the realm of ontology” as nothing less than the 
“fundamental crisis of our age.”

Post-Tridentine scholasticism had prided itself on 
its rejection of what was perceived to be a Protestant fix-
ation on history. But in an intellectual landscape highly 
influenced by German Romanticism and the philosophy of 
Martin Heidegger, the Catholic engagement with history 
could not be left unattended without the church’s scholars 
losing all intellectual credibility. It was the Munich circle 
of scholars who were at the forefront of the engagement, 
following the lead of the 19th-century Tübingen theolo-
gians and working on trajectories similar to those of John 
Henry Newman. It was within this milieu that the young 
Joseph Ratzinger came to the attention of Cardinal Josef 
Frings of Cologne, who invited him to attend Vatican II as 
his theological expert.

The document of the council that carries the stron-
gest evidence of Ratzinger’s involvement is the “Dogmatic 
Constitution on Divine Revelation.” In this document the 
Suarezian account of revelation as something fundamen-
tally propositional—“a clutch-purse of doctrines,” as it is 
sometimes described—was set aside in favor of a historical 
account that presents Christ himself as the revelation of 
God the Father to humanity. Following Romano Guardini, 
Ratzinger argued, “Revelation does not reveal something, 
nor does it reveal various kinds of things, but in the man 
Jesus, in the man who is God, we are able to understand the 
whole nature of man.” In Ratzinger’s best-selling work In-
troduction to Christianity (1968), which was translated into 
17 languages, he explained the idea in these terms:

Christian belief is not merely concerned, as one 
might at first suspect from all the talk of belief or 
faith, with the eternal, which as the “entirely Oth-
er” would remain completely outside the human 
world and time; on the contrary, it is much more 
concerned with God in history, with God as man. By 
thus seeming to bridge the gulf between eternal and 
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temporal, between visible and invisible, by making 
us meet God as a man, the eternal as the temporal, 
as one of us, it understands itself as revelation.

Given Ratzinger’s interest in the way God relates to the 
human person through individual moments in history, it is 
no surprise that two of his favorite theological topics were 
the theological virtues (faith, hope and love) and eucharis-
tic theology. The theological virtues are central to the hu-
man person’s development and friendship with God; and it 
is through the reception of the sacraments, in particular the 
Eucharist, that one grows in this friendship.

This friendship does not involve the absorption of the 
individual into God but rather to the transformation of dif-
ference into the higher union of love. The path to this high-
er union involves conversion and purification and as such 
takes the shape of the cross.

Included in his analysis of the theological virtues 
(which owes much to the work of Josef Pieper, the Thom-
ist philosopher who fatefully introduced him to Cardinal 
Wojtyła) is an account of the way in which the virtues have 
undergone mutations within modern and postmodern cul-
ture. People still believe things, hope for things and love 
things, but in ways that are highly problematic. There is 
more faith in science than in Christ, more hope for material 
prosperity than for eternal life, and widespread confusion 
about how to relate eros with agape. There is also confusion 
about how to relate faith to reason. Here it is significant 
that when Ratzinger spoke of “reason” he did not mean the 
same thing as Immanuel Kant. His understanding of this 
relationship was Augustinian, not post-Kantian, and ex-
plains his aversion to some schools of preconciliar Thom-
ism. Philosophy should not be the pure reason of Kant or 
René Descartes but should accept the contribution of di-
vine revelation and thus partner with theology in seeking 
to analyze the fruits of revelation. This makes a significant 

difference to Christian epistemology.
It is sometimes said that the United States did not have 

a 19th century. The Romantic philosophy so pervasive in 
continental (especially German) thought in that century 
did not make the Atlantic crossing. Perhaps that is why it 
is still possible to find American Catholics who find it dif-
ficult to understand why anyone would say that the most 
serious theological crisis of the 20th century was coming to 
an understanding of the mediation of history in the realm 
of ontology. For those who do get the point that Catholic 
scholarship has little or no credibility without this and that 
the new evangelization depends upon the church’s scholars 
getting this right, the theological works of Joseph Ratzinger 
will continue to offer insights into fragments of the problem.

Joseph Ratzinger’s life was one long heroic intellectual 
performance, engaging his whole heart—a theo-drama with 
all the pathos of a Bayreuth festival. In Ratzinger’s case, how-
ever, Bavarian Catholic piety triumphed over whatever it is in 
the German spirit that remains nostalgic for pagan heroics.

Tracey Rowland holds the St. John Paul II Chair of Theology 
at the University of Notre Dame in Fremantle, Australia.

For more coverage of Pope Benedict XVI’s 
life and legacy, go to americamagazine.org 
and to our video channel at youtube.com/
americamag. For the latest news from Rome, 

listen to the America podcast “Inside the Vatican” at 
americamagazine.org/voices/inside-vatican.

Ratzinger had an 
interest in the way 
God relates to the 
human person 
through individual 
moments in history.

Joseph Ratzinger, right, newly nominated archbishop of 
Munich and Freising, with Bishop Ernst Tewes in front of the 
cathedral in Freising in March 1977. 
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Imagine a place where students are challenged to grow as much as

they are supported and loved. Imagine a school where one of the

oldest, most influential educational systems in the world is paired

with top-tier facilities and innovative opportunities.

Boston College High School is a school unlike any other. The 

BC High experience transcends a traditional education to be truly

transformative – where young men in grades 7-12 learn, lead, 

and serve with purpose. Learn more at bchigh.edu
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In a speech to his fellow cardinals before the conclave that 
elected him pope, Jorge Mario Bergolio implored, “The 
church is called to come out of herself and to go to the pe-
ripheries, not only geographically, but also the existential 
peripheries: the mystery of sin, of pain, of injustice, of igno-
rance and indifference to religion, of intellectual currents 
and of all misery.” In one of his most famous phrases as 
pope, he called for the church to be “as a field hospital af-
ter battle.”

Welcoming people isn’t just about “keeping the doors 
open,” he urged. We need to “be a church that finds new 
roads, that is able to step out of itself and go to those who do 
not attend Mass, to those who have quit, or are indifferent” 
because “we need to proclaim the Gospel on every street 
corner.” 

At the United Nations in 2015, Francis issued a further 
challenge: In seeking to address poverty and injustice, we 
must remember our goal is enabling persons to become 
“dignified agents of their own destiny,” not just numbers 
on a spreadsheet. In emphasizing both dignity and agency, 
Francis continually reminds us that going to the existential 

peripheries is about building communities of mutuality and 
justice. It is not that those who are marginalized need our 
help, as if we are coming to save them. We promote and pro-
tect the dignity of those who are excluded by recognizing 
their own agency and ability to participate or contribute to 
the wider community. 

If this vision of going out to the peripheries began to 
make some anxious, Francis gently reminded us that “to 
go out of ourselves and join others is healthy for us.” The 
invitation and imperative to go out to the peripheries and 
embrace a wider vision of marginalization and exclusion 
captured by the phrase existential peripheries is woven 
throughout this pope’s teaching and ministry. In 2021, 
Pope Francis specifically called for moral theologians to do 
theology from and with those on the peripheries, for “It is 
necessary for knowledge to become practice through lis-
tening to and receiving the least, the frail and those regard-
ed as rejects by society.”

Responding to this urgent call from Pope Francis, and 
the more recent call to embody a more synodal church, in 
2021 the Vatican launched a unique global theology proj-

A report from a new global theology project
By Meghan Clark

Meghan Clark (far left) and Stan Chu Ilo (kneeling, front middle) 
meet with the women of La Mujer Obrera in El Paso, Tex.
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ect. Doing Theology from the Existential Peripheries is a 
research project of the Migrants and Refugees Section of 
the Vatican’s Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human De-
velopment. Six regional working groups, consisting of teams 
of theologians and collaborators, carried out listening exer-
cises with a mixture of individuals and groups on the exis-
tential peripheries of power in society and in the church.

As assistant coordinator for the North American 
Working Group, I was privileged to serve on a team of 10 
theologians and consultants seeking to listen to our neigh-
bors’ stories. We were sent out as theologians to lift up the 
experience of faith, joy, pain and injustice by those living 
on the margins. While our work was not comprehensive 
nor meant to capture everyone, it was important to me that 
we seek out those whom Pope Francis’ own ministry has 
sought to spotlight.  

Navigating this was simple in the New York City area, 
where I drove to meet with people in Queens, Brooklyn, 
the Bronx and New Jersey. Most listening sessions lasted 
a couple of hours, and some involved sharing meals or wor-
ship. With colleagues in New York, Chicago, Toronto and 
San Diego, the group sought to identify who would conduct 
listening sessions with different groups experiencing mar-
ginalization in the church or society. 

In North America, moreover, it was important to 
have listening sessions in the U.S.-Mexico border region. 
Thanks to the simultaneous translation and logistical co-
ordination of Dylan Corbett and HOPE Border Institute, I 
was also able to conduct listening sessions with the region-
al coordinator Stan Chu Ilo in El Paso and Ciudad Juárez. 
And though the locations differed, all four places I visited 
revealed a deep faith experience of accompaniment by God 
on the part of those we interviewed.

Rejecting Throwaway Culture
“No one is useless and no one is expendable,” Francis wrote 
in “Fratelli Tutti,” and thus we must find “ways to include 
those on the peripheries of life. For they have another way 
of looking at things; they see aspects of reality that are in-
visible to the centers of power where weighty decisions 
are made.” I heard echoes of the pope’s words in El Paso 
when we met with Carlos, a Catholic farmworker orga-
nizer, who explained, “What migration represents today 
is an act of resistance of people who refuse to disappear, 
refuse to be what Pope Francis calls the disposable creat-
ed by this system.” 

In his TED talk in 2017, the Holy Father said that “we 
can only build the future by standing together, including ev-

eryone.” This deep commitment to community undergirds 
his call to go to the existential peripheries to listen, learn and 
build up the common good. In “Fratelli Tutti,” he uses the 
parable of the good Samaritan to imagine what this can look 
like. For Francis, “The parable shows us how a community 
can be rebuilt by men and women who identify with the vul-
nerability of others, who reject the creation of a society of ex-
clusion, and act instead as neighbors, lifting up and rehabil-
itating the fallen for the sake of the common good” (No. 67).

In El Paso, I visited the kind of inclusive communi-
ties of which the pope dreams with women from La Mujer 
Obrera, an independent organization “dedicated to cre-
ating communities defined by women.” Their community 
began as a solidarity movement among garment workers 
in 1981 and today facilitates advocacy and social enterpris-
es. As we shared lunch and listened, the women described 
their mission as “creating a community against destruc-
tion.” They lamented that they “do not know how you can 
be a person of faith and not care about protecting children 
and the environment.”

Josefa, a recycler in Brooklyn, witnesses to building 
up a similar kind of community every day. As an example 
of active resistance to the throwaway culture, she shared, 
“We recyclers…we help to clean up the planet a little bit,” 
because “if we did not exist, who would collect the garbage 
from the streets?” The recyclers at Sure We Can elected 
Josefa to represent them to the Global Alliance of Waste 
Pickers organizing to get recognition from the Internation-
al Labour Organization. 

In New York and around the world, waste pickers and 
recyclers experience exclusion, derision and pity from 
those around them. Yet Josefa lives and works with dignity 
at a job that contributes to the common good. As Francis 
noted in “Querida Amazonia,” “Dialogue must not only fa-
vor the preferential option on behalf of the poor, the mar-
ginalized and the excluded, but also respect them as having 
a leading role to play.” At the peripheries one does not sim-
ply find poverty or deprivation; one finds persons with dig-
nity who are gathering up the rejected and fighting to make 
the world better for everyone.  

A Culture of Faith Rooted in Forgiveness
An immigrant from Mexico to New York, Josefa is a woman 
of deep faith but does not feel like she has a place in the 
parishes around her. “God never discriminated against 
anyone…never pushed aside anyone who wanted to follow 
him,” she said when we met at Sure We Can. “And so I say, 
why would one do that if God does not?” In conversation 
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with the theologian John Gonzales and me, she talked 
about the woman who dumped a bucket of water on her 
from the roof as she collected cans. Josefa prays for that 
woman, she said. “To the people who have marginalized 
us, I tell [God] to forgive them because they do not know 
what they are doing.”  

As a woman of faith, I learned a lot about the spiritual 
depths of forgiveness from those I interviewed. A Latina 
single mother, teacher and member in a Catholic charis-
matic community who works with young people as a parish 
educator, Ana described a personal encounter with God in 
which she said, “God wanted me healed and to see myself as 
what I was meant to be—a child of God with restored digni-
ty, coherent in word, action, thought and being.” Speaking 
after dinner in her home, Ana noted that the locus of exclu-
sion and inclusion is sometimes one’s own faith, family and 
community. “The simplicity of embracing the other with 
any needs the other has tends to be forgotten,” she noted. 

Throughout my interviews, though I met those who 
felt abandoned by their fellow Christians or excluded by 
the Catholic Church, I encountered no one who felt aban-
doned by God. “When you have faith, anything is possible,” 
noted a young migrant mother from Guatemala. In Ciudad 
Juárez, I met migrant women from many places who all 
euphemistically referred to “difficulties” when mention-
ing the ubiquitous violence experienced on their journeys. 
And yet I heard some version of the same assertion several 
times: “God hasn’t abandoned us because we are here.”

A Church Without Exclusion
Whether migrants trying to get to the United States to apply 
for asylum, women in marginalized  communities, families 

affected by gang violence, or L.G.B.T. Catholics, all the 
persons I met were actively resisting systems of exclusion. 
Their strength came from an absolute conviction that God 
accompanies them on their journeys—even when others 
do not. “I see God putting good people in our path,” said a 
migrant woman from Ciudad Juárez.

In “Fratelli Tutti,” Francis proclaims, “we want to be a 
church that serves, that leaves home and goes forth…in or-
der to accompany life, to sustain hope…to build bridges, to 
break down walls, to sow seeds of reconciliation” (No. 276). 
This requires learning to accompany as God accompanies, 
without exclusion. 

This also includes those excluded by the church itself, 
such as L.G.B.T. Catholics. The existential peripheries are 
within the church itself as well as in society. Christine is a 
transgender Catholic whose faith centers around the sac-
raments and a deep commitment to the dignity of all per-
sons, from the unborn and the elderly to our brothers and 
sisters in the L.G.B.T. community. We met in a conference 
room at a parish with an active L.G.B.T. community in New 
Jersey. “All that we ask,” said Christine, “is that we are in-
cluded in our faith, in our parish communities and active 
in those communities just like everyone else.” Sometimes 
going out to the existential peripheries is simply going over 
to the next pew.

Focusing on the lived experience and faith of people 
living on the margins of power is not radical or unique. 
Pastoral and practical theologians, like our team member 
and fellow theologian Jennifer Owens-Jofré, have long en-
gaged in this work. The methodological approach also has 
a long history in Latin America. However, what is unique 
and important about this project is the way in which it was 
globalized and systematized with the Migrants and Refu-
gees Section of the Dicastery for the Promotion of Integral 
Human Development.  

From my perspective, this project, and the call from 
Pope Francis to go out to the peripheries, is not about giv-
ing voice to the voiceless. It is about recognizing, in prayer-
ful humility, that our brothers and sisters on the existential 
peripheries are already speaking, witnessing to God in a 
world of injustice.

Can we quiet ourselves long enough to hear their sto-
ries?  And once we do, can we become the welcoming and 
inclusive church required to accompany our neighbors as 
God accompanies them?

Meghan Clark is an associate professor of moral 
theology at St. John’s University in New York.

WE PROMOTE AND 
PROTECT THE DIGNITY OF 
THOSE WHO ARE EXCLUDED 
BY RECOGNIZING THEIR 
ABILITY TO CONTRIBUTE 
TO THE WIDER 
COMMUNITY.
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PHOTO: NEW YORK 
WORLD’S FAIR, 1965
By Elizabeth Martin Solsburg

We were so small, 
standing by the silver globe 
out in Queens, 
both of us glazed with rain 
and a little dazed 
by the thick press of people 
and the polyphony of voices 
drumming against our brains. 
We have just seen the Pietà, 
flown in specially from Rome— 
seven years before a crazed 
man wielding a hammer  
ensured it would never 
leave an acrylic cage again. 

I remember the marble
lit against blue velvet,
the gleam of light on stone,
the mother cradling her son—
her eyes seeing only him,
his seeing nothing at all.
The art didn’t impress us
as much as the sidewalk
moving us along
like something
from Tomorrowland,
its processional pace
ensuring we could not linger long
in that glowing, speechless grief.

Elizabeth Martin Solsburg’s poetry 
has appeared in The American Scholar, 
The Northern Appalachia Review, The 
Avalon Review and elsewhere. She is a 
graduate of the University of Michigan.

Watch the video 
at YouTube.com/
americamedia
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FAITH IN FOCUS

When 21-year-old Edward Dowling entered Florissant—or 
St. Stanislaus Seminary, as the Jesuits’ novitiate in Mis-
souri was officially named—on Sept. 23, 1919, he hoped to 
find the peace of mind that would come from the certain 
knowledge of whether or not he was called to the Jesuit 
priesthood. But what he actually found was quite different.

Crossing the threshold of Florissant’s venerable Rock 
Building marked the start of the greatest spiritual crisis the 
young man known to friends as “Puggy” would ever experi-
ence. The next two years would see him spiral downward to 
a point when, just prior to professing his first vows, he felt ut-
terly bereft. In the very place where he had hoped to find his 
path to heaven, he descended instead into a personal hell.

Yet in years to come, as Ed Dowling, S.J., immersed 
himself in ministry to alcoholics, he would refer to his time 
in the novitiate as “the most important months of my life.” 
For it was there that he had his own personal experience of 
what his future friend Bill Wilson would call “deflation at 
depth...a cornerstone principle of A.A. [Alcoholics Anony-
mous].” From then on, for as long as he lived, the memory 
of that experience would ground the deep sense of empa-
thy that empowered his ministry to alcoholics, drug ad-
dicts, spouses in troubled marriages, people with anxiety 
disorders, the incarcerated and anyone with a problem. 
More than anything else—even more than the crippling 
arthritis that would calcify his spine—that memory would 
enable him to speak with authority about how God awaits 
us in the depths of our suffering.

Not My Will, but God’s
A week after Puggy entered Florissant, he saw someone 
using his prized silk shirt—the one he had worn upon his 
arrival—to polish wooden floors. The image would remain 
with him, viscerally impressing upon him that, as a mem-
ber of the Society of Jesus, his life was no longer his own. 
Whatever qualities he possessed in the outside world that 

made him stand out among his peers—be they his athletic 
prowess, his journalistic talents, his debating skills or his 
gift for friendship—none could define him anymore. His 
duty now was to submit his personality—and indeed his 
whole self—in all humility to God under the judgment of 
his superiors, so that the Jesuits’ formation process might 
transform him into the priest he hoped he was called to be.

Almost certainly unbeknownst to Puggy, at the same 
time that his Jesuit formators were helping him learn to 
become small, the Society of Jesus was telling the world it 
had reeled in a major catch. On Sept. 27, the very day he 
was clothed in his novice cassock, the Missouri Province’s 
press office sent an item to Catholic newswires about the 
Society’s accomplished new recruit. Dozens of newspapers 
throughout the world picked up the story: “Edward P. Dow-
ling, Jr., former member of the [St. Louis] Globe-Democrat 
staff, has entered the Jesuit novitiate at Florissant, Mo., 
to study for the priesthood.” The story also noted Puggy’s 
achievements as “an athlete of some local prominence.”

Indeed, the onetime reporter had left behind an exciting 
life in the world for the austere life of a Jesuit-in-training, 
and no one was more cognizant of the contrast between his 
old and new living situations than Puggy himself. For start-
ers, he had to forsake his nickname for the duration of the 
novitiate. He could no longer be called Puggy, nor even Ed-
die or Edward. Until he reached the juniorate level of forma-
tion, he was to be addressed under a Latin title: Carissime 
(“Beloved”) Dowling. To an Irish populist like Dowling, the 
aristocratic-sounding honorific was embarrassing.

Father 
Ed Dowling’s 
Dark Night
How the spiritual sponsor 
of A.A.’s Bill W. began his ministry

Edward Dowling, S.J., third row, far left, at St. 
Stanislaus Seminary, Florissant, Mo., on June 7, 1921. 

By Dawn Eden Goldstein
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Even as Carissime Dowling’s title placed a layer of 
unwanted formality between him and his fellow novices, 
the unforgiving schedule at Florissant—and the pletho-
ra of rules that governed it—militated against his having 
anything resembling a normal social life. All his life, his 
greatest pleasure had been the warm companionship of his 
friends. But at Florissant, he and his fellow novices had to 
maintain silence, save for two hour-long recreation peri-
ods each day. And even those recreation periods could not 
be taken entirely as free time; they were subdivided into 
smaller periods when novices had specific tasks to fulfill.

Dowling also had to keep “modesty of the eyes,” which 
had a wide meaning in the Jesuit understanding. It encom-
passed not only avoiding looking at women (not that there 
were any to see at Florissant) but also avoiding making eye 
contact with men if possible. As if that weren’t constricting 
enough, the Society’s rules barred physical contact of any 
kind between novices. They could not even shake hands 
or pat one another on the back. For a man as gregarious 
as Dowling, it must have felt isolating to be surrounded by 
“brothers” and yet forbidden from making friends.

Even so, the greatest challenge Dowling faced in the 
novitiate arose not from external rules but rather from his 
own internal fears. When he considered his fellow novic-
es, he assumed they were confident in the knowledge that 
they were called by God to belong to the Society of Jesus. 
But he himself felt no such security. In February 1922, five 
months after his novitiate ended with his profession of 
vows, he wrote to his sister Mary from his new quarters in 

Florissant’s juniorate:

I came here pretty nearly convinced that I would 
not stay for a few weeks. In a sense I came to sat-
isfy myself that I did not belong here. Even to this 
day, I have not a trunk here, as for nearly two years 
I still could not bring myself to believe that I be-
longed here. 

Reinforcing his sense of being out of place were the 
many opportunities the novitiate gave him to discover his 
faults. Like every novice, he was assigned an “admonition 
partner”—a fellow novice who would meet with him briefly 
once a week to advise him on how to correct his behavior so 
he might better follow the rules. One admonition partner 
passed him a note that included the following:

1. Walking
Don’t rest your chin upon your breast.
Keep erect and keep your eyes lowered.

2. Eating
Don’t play with anything on table.
See what you can do for others. Be alert.
Don’t eat anything that has fallen from your lips, 
especially if it has fallen on your cassock.

3. Dress
Be more careful about your hair. Rearrange your under
wear so that it is not visible, especially over 
your trousers. This is inexcusable. 

Dowling evidently placed great value in the admonitions 
he received, for he preserved them for the rest of his life.

An Unstained Holiness
Why did Dowling find it so hard to believe he belonged 
at Florissant? From his correspondence and personal 
papers, this much at least is clear: Dowling envisioned the 
Jesuit priest as possessing an unstained holiness that was, 
humanly speaking, all but impossible to attain. Just prior 
to entering the novitiate, he wrote to his friend Tony Harig, 
“The end of every Jeb’s thought is a high one, the highest 
possible, or our belief is a sham.” He could maintain such 
an elevated view of the “Jeb,” or Jesuit, mind as long as 
he felt he was merely trying out the Jesuit vocation. 
However, once he began to realize God truly was calling 
him to be a priest of the Society of Jesus, he was faced with 
a crisis of faith.
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The things he had enjoyed in the world—reporting for a 
newspaper, playing baseball, tracking the minutiae of local 
and national politics, and hanging out with friends in all-
night diners—none of these were sinful in themselves, but 
they were incompatible with the Jesuit priesthood. If he 
were truly called to the Society of Jesus, he would have to 
sacrifice his hopes of being able to do those and a thousand 
other things he enjoyed. Yet here he was in the novitiate, 
longing for the things he left behind. How, then, could he 
truly be called to the Jesuit priesthood if “the end of every 
Jeb’s thought” was “a high one, the highest possible”? Un-
der the limits of his own logic, he was forced to confront the 
possibility that Catholic belief was “a sham.”

Dowling refrained from revealing the depth of his an-
guish to his family at the time. But later, both in personal 
correspondence and in talks, he often reflected upon the 
years when he doubted his vocation and even faith itself. 
To him, it was the critical growth period of his life. In April 
1944, he gave a talk at an Alcoholics Anonymous gathering 
in which he likened the interior conflict he endured during 
the novitiate to that of alcoholics who struggled with the 
notion of surrendering to their Higher Power:

But here, tonight, [I am] discussing a problem to 
which I am not entirely alien. Up to about the age 
of twenty-one, my spirituality, my religion, my 
faith was a comfortable, unchallenged nursery 
habit. And then, over a course of some twenty-four 
months—the most important months of my life—I 
saw that faith, that religion, drift away. It began 
to make demands. And when it ceased to be com-
fortable and comforting to big, important I—when 
it ceased to “yes” my body and my soul—I found I 
moved away from it. I am not utterly unacquaint-
ed with atheism. I know and respect agnosticism, 
and I have been a bed-fellow of spiritual confu-
sion—not merely the honest, sincere kind but the 
self-kidding kind. 

Only his novice master, William Mitchell, S.J., was privy 
to the extent of his sufferings. Dowling later described to his 
sister Mary how a gentle word from Father Mitchell provid-
ed him with the beginnings of the hope that he was seeking:

One night, things came to a crisis and the Spiri-
tual Father told me I would have to stop going to 
the sacraments unless I could throw off the ideas I 
had. I told him it was hopeless and he let the whole 
thing hinge on my answer to one question: “Do you 
believe in God?” I told him that I could not actually 
say that I did, but I was afraid to say that “I actually 
did not believe.” In other words, I doubted the ex-
istence of God, but I wasn’t ready to say that “I was 
sure there was no God.” The priest told me to keep 
praying and, in view of my nervous and confused 
condition, that my answer was satisfactory. 

Gradually Dowling opened up to the possibility that God 
was not truly absent but rather was patiently awaiting 
his “yes.” In this way, his journey to a mature faith began 
through what theologians call the via negativa—that is, the 
negative path. He had to develop the wisdom to recognize 
the dark places where his own mind and will had excluded 
God, and gain the humility to ask God to illuminate them.

Dowling would carry his experience of the via negativa 
into his work with A.A. One of the first pieces of spiritual 
guidance he gave Bill Wilson the night they met in Novem-
ber 1940 was, “If you can name it, it’s not God.” The same 
sentiment would underpin Dowling’s address at the 1955 Al-
coholics Anonymous International Convention, when, com-
menting on A.A.’s use of the phrase “we agnostics,” he said:

There is a negative approach from agnosticism. 
This was the approach of Peter the Apostle when 
he said, “Lord, to whom shall we go?”... I don’t 
think we should despise the negative. I have a feel-
ing that if I ever find myself in Heaven, it will be by 
backing away from Hell.

Dawn Eden Goldstein is the author of several books, 
including Father Ed: The Story of Bill W.’s Spiritual 
Sponsor (Orbis Books, 2022), from which she has 
adapted this article with the publisher’s permission. 

Father Dowling opened 
up to the possibility that 
God was not truly absent 
but rather was patiently 
awaiting his ’yes.‘
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In March 2021, high school football quarterback Caleb 
Williams was asked by Sports Illustrated about his 
accomplishments as he prepared to graduate from Gonzaga 
College High School in Washington, D.C. The five-star 
recruit could have named any number of achievements. 
Sports Illustrated had listed him as the No. 1 recruiting 
prospect in the nation; he had led his team to an epic, 
nail-biting championship win in his sophomore year; he 
won countless awards from names like Gatorade and The 
Washington Post. 

But when he said what brought him the most pride, 
none of the accolades figured into his answer.

“My most accomplished thing here is building a broth-
erhood with those guys,” Mr. Williams said of his team-
mates. “[It’s] the brotherhood we’ve had, that we’ve built 
here. How tight we’ve become.”

Less than two years later, after he became the 2022 
Heisman Trophy winner and broke the University of 
Southern California record for rushing yards by a quarter-
back in a single season, Mr. Williams reaffirmed the impact 
that his high school team and its coaching staff had on him.

“Coach, you may not know this, but the Gonzaga man-
tra that you drilled into us, ‘Men for others,’ has helped in-
spire me,” he said in his Heisman acceptance speech. “So 
thank you, coach; thank you, Gonzaga.” 

Whether one cheers for Caleb Williams on the field or 
cheers against him (and as a proud graduate of the Univer-
sity of Notre Dame, I fall into the latter camp), it is clear 
that Jesuit education shaped the quarterback at least as 
much as he shaped Gonzaga’s football program. 

Randy Trivers, the head football coach at Gonzaga, said 
in an interview with America that Mr. Williams represents 
the pairing of physical talent with mental and spiritual ma-
turity that he tries to cultivate on his team.

“Caleb is supremely talented athletically, but what 
makes him really elite is everything that he is in mind and 

heart and spirit,” Coach Trivers said.
Coach Trivers started at Gonzaga College High School 

in 2014. He played football at the College of the Holy Cross 
in Worcester, Mass., from which he graduated in 1995. He 
said that in coming back to a Jesuit school, he was remind-
ed how far the Jesuit identity can go in helping shape a 
sports program.

“When you think of Jesuit education, you think of 
serving, the idea that in the teaching and coaching profes-
sion you’re trying to do your best to serve others,” he said. 
“It works real well when you consider what you’re trying to 
do with a football program.”

Coach Trivers began a tradition during the 12-game 
season of picking an inspiring word from a list he formed; 
each word was a slogan for a particular game and became 
the team’s focus for that game. They selected the word 
“trust” for their championship game against DeMatha 
High School in 2018. 

In that game, the Gonzaga Eagles were losing 20-0 at 
the end of the first quarter. The first time they took the lead 
was with 39 seconds left in the game, but a returned kick by 
their opponent had Gonzaga down by three with only sec-
onds left and no timeouts. Mr. Williams, then a sophomore, 
threw a 56-yard “Hail Mary” pass toward the end zone in 
desperation—appropriate for a game in which the inspira-
tional word was “trust.” The leap-of-faith pass was snagged 
by receiver John Marshall. Gonzaga won the champion-
ship, 46-43.

Clips from the epic ending circulated on social media, 
including the speech that Coach Trivers gave his team after 
the victory.

“Trust is built on faith and love,” he said. “We play for the 
love of each other, the love of the game, the love of Gonzaga.” 

Coach Trivers told America that Mr. Williams in-
spired his teammates during that game with his drive and 
determination to keep the fight going. 

‘The Mantra 
“Men for Others” 
Inspired Me’
Gonzaga High School graduate Caleb 
Williams wins the 2022 Heisman Trophy

JESUIT SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT
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“Caleb as a quarterback, it’s a great position in terms 
[of the way] you’re really influencing others and people are 
really looking to you,” he said. 

Teammates echoed the idea that Mr. Williams influ-
enced them while at Gonzaga.

“His personality would just uplift you. He made sure 
you knew he had faith in you, and that would help you make 
plays you didn’t think could be made,” former teammate 
Nate Kurisky told The Athletic.

Mr. Williams has sought to keep up that leadership off 
the field. He has spoken frequently about his experience 
being bullied as a young kid, which prompted him to set 
up the Caleb Cares Foundation. The charity and its part-
ners, which have included Coca-Cola and the Los Angeles 
Unified School District, focus on youth outreach and af-
ter-school programs. 

Both Mr. Williams and Coach Trivers have credited 
Gonzaga’s Jesuit identity with propelling that mission for-
ward. 

At times Mr. Williams has drawn heat from players 
and commentators, especially as his profile has grown over 
this season. He was criticized for painting expletives on his 
nails before big games, including showdowns against Notre 
Dame and Utah. 

“That’s not a great representation of him or the school,” 
said Kirk Herbstreit, a commentator for ESPN. “He can 
paint whatever he wants. ‘Fight On’ [a U.S.C. cheer], may-
be, would work. But I don’t know about these.”

Mr. Williams has said that the nail-painting tradition 
began in middle school (without the expletives) with his 
mom, and that he was bullied for it. During his Oct. 8 game 
against Washington State, he instead painted the Suicide & 
Crisis Hotline phone number, 988.

This season did not end the way Mr. Williams had 
hoped: A loss to Utah kept U.S.C. out of the College Foot-
ball Playoffs, and the team suffered a tough loss to Tulane 
University in the Cotton Bowl game. 

Coach Trivers spoke about “a drive to prepare to be 
great” that he saw during Mr. Williams’s time at Gonzaga, 
an attribute that he thinks will continue to serve the soph-
omore quarterback in years to come.

And if the 2018 championship taught him anything, it’s 
not to give up on Caleb Williams when things look rough.

“If there’s time on the clock, whether on the field or in 
life, there’s a chance,” Coach Trivers said. 

Christopher Parker is a Joseph A. O’Hare, 
S.J., fellow at America.
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IDEAS IN

When we think of religious art, we typically conjure up 
images from the Renaissance—awe-inspiring basilicas 
with figures almost leaping out of the ceilings, colorful 
stained glass windows, icons with halos of silver and gold. 
And while we might imagine Michelangelo painstakingly 
mixing the perfect colors when we think of art inspired by 
God, we probably don’t picture a solitary man meticulously 
sifting through trash. 

But this is how the outsider artist James Hampton 
created what is known today as “The Throne of the Third 
Heaven of the Nations’ General Assembly.” Art critic Rob-
ert Hughes wrote that “it may well be the finest work of vi-
sionary religious art produced by an American.” 

An outsider artist is just what it sounds like, someone 
whose finger is far from the pulse of the art world. They 
have no formal training, many times living in solitude and 
working menial jobs, and they dedicate a majority of their 
lives to working on their art. It is unfortunately very com-
mon for them to go unnoticed until their death, if at all.

Like many other outsider artists, the story of James 
Hampton and his “Throne” starts at his death. It was 1964 
in Washington, D.C., and a landlord was tasked with empty-
ing a carriage house Hampton had been renting from him 
for the last 14 years. The landlord had no idea what was be-
ing stored there, but Hampton had once told him, “That’s 
my life. I’ll finish it before I die.” 

When the landlord opened the large wooden door, 
he was taken aback by what he saw. The space was filled 
with approximately 180 pieces consisting of altars, pulpits, 
crowns, plaques and a seven-foot-tall winged throne, all 
silver and gold reflecting the light of the bare light bulbs. 
Closer inspection revealed it was not precious metals 
catching the light but aluminum foil. 

The landlord knew this was someone’s life’s work. “You 
can’t just destroy something a man devoted himself to for 

14 years,” he told a reporter. He reached out to Hampton’s 
sister, but she had no interest in it. So he decided to reach 
out to the art world. The acting director of the Smithso-
nian, Harry Lowe, said the first time he visited Hampton’s 
work space “it was like opening Tut’s tomb,” and “they 
didn’t know what it was, or what to call it, but they knew it 
was something special.” 

A Reclusive Life
James Hampton lived such a reclusive life that we know 
very little about him. The son of a traveling Baptist minis-
ter, he was born in Elloree, S.C., in 1909. At the age of 19, 
he moved with his older brother to Washington, D.C. At the 
age of 22 he began to have religious visions, perhaps the 
result of schizophrenia. “This is true,” Hampton wrote of 

The Outsized 
Religious Vision 
of James Hampton
By Camillia Donahew

“The Throne of the Third Heaven of the Nations’ 
Millennium General Assembly” is at the Smithsonian 
American Art Museum in Washington, D.C.
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his first vision, “that the great Moses, the giver of the 10th 
commandment, appeared in Washington, D.C., April 11, 
1931.” It was clear to Hampton that these visions were giv-
ing him a task, not as an artist but as a prophet. In 1942, he 
was drafted into the army. He served in a segregated unit 
that repaired airstrips. Critics believe he constructed his 
first piece while stationed in Guam in 1945, a small one-
by-two-foot altar. That year, he was honorably discharged 
and returned to Washington, where he found work as a 
night janitor. 

He continued to have visions: “It is true that on Octo-
ber 2, 1946, the great Virgin Mary and the Star of Bethle-
hem appeared over the nation’s capital,” he wrote. Hamp-
ton spent decades working on the “Throne,” giving himself 
the title “Director of Special Projects for the State of Eter-

nity.” Hampton would work evenings, getting off close to 
midnight, then would go directly to the carriage house to 
work on his art piece late into the night. He created it using 
the only material he had readily available to him, essential-
ly trash and discarded items that he found throughout his 
workday and during his walks around the city. 

Some outsider artists use trash as a medium to make 
a statement about how wasteful or disposable our society 
is. This was not, as far we know, Hampton’s intention; he 
appears to have chosen this medium out of necessity. Being 
a man of humble means, he had to use whatever he could 
get his hands on: things like cardboard, burned-out light 
bulbs, wheels taken off broken office furniture, foil from 
cigarette packs and candy. Some things he did purchase for 
the “Throne”: a secondhand table and dresser, construction 
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paper and a lot of aluminum foil. Almost every part of the 
work is covered in foil. 

Although Hampton’s creation is often referred to as 
simply the “Throne,” it has approximately 180 components. 
They include 10 crowns, 15 to 20 plaques, winged stands, 
an altar table, a plaque holder that has been described as 
“looking suspiciously like a tissue box” and cardboard tags 
that document his visions throughout the years. He kept 
a chalkboard for notes. Written on it, among other things, 
was “The Throne of the Third Heaven of the Nations’ Mil-
lennium General Assembly” and the phrase “where there is 
no vision the people perish.” 

Perhaps the most mysterious piece is The Book of the 7 
Dispensation by St. James, a 150-page book handwritten by 
Hampton in an indecipherable language now known in art 
circles as Hamptonese. Linguists and historians have tried 
to decode it for decades, to no avail. Some believe it is a 
code, variations of Gullah or African, or the written equiva-
lent of speaking in tongues. Despite continued attempts to 
crack it, it has remained impenetrable. 

Hampton’s “Throne” represents three parts of the Bi-
ble. The left side represents the Old Testament, the right 
side the New Testament. The sides mirror each other; each 
piece has a corresponding one on the opposite side. In the 
center is the throne itself, representing the last book of the 
Bible, the Book of Revelation. Hampton built it as a bench 
for Christ to judge us from during the second coming. Al-
though I do not believe it was his intention, it seems oddly 
fitting and profound for Jesus to judge us while seated on 
the trash we have polluted the earth with. Even though the 

Book of Revelation and the second coming are easily the 
most terrifying part of the Bible, Hampton reassures us 
with two familiar words hovering above the throne: “FEAR 
NOT.” 

Hampton’s work was a perfect counterbalance for his 
time and place. He was an African American janitor liv-
ing in Washington, D.C., during the peak of the civil rights 
movement. Washington is at its core a monument created 
by white men to celebrate the power held by white men. 
And they achieve this by using building materials that can 
stand the test of time. Hampton, as far as society was con-
cerned, was powerless, yet he spent decades of his life cre-
ating a monument to something bigger and more powerful 
than humanity. And he did this using a temporary materi-
al. In fact, the “Throne” is so delicate that it has to be re-
paired almost every time it is loaned out. It is poetic that he 
used such a disposable material, considering the throne’s 
intended purpose. The Book of Revelation tells us that we 
live in a temporary world, a world made for ending. 

Why does this matter? What do the visions (some 
would say delusions) of a janitor who died almost 60 years 
ago have to do with any of us today? I have found that James 
Hampton has taught and inspired me a lot since I stumbled 
upon his story one day on YouTube during the Covid-19 
lockdown. Maybe the lesson of his life is that you don’t 
need power or wealth or education to create something 
great; that you don’t need people’s approval to do what you 
love. It seems to me that Hampton is a true reflection of the 
Jesuit motto “for the greater glory of God”: He dedicated 
decades to living his life this way. 

Hampton teaches us an easier lesson, too, a lesson 
about not always taking things at face value. Maybe the 
people and things we find dull or ordinary or beneath us can 
have a much greater value than we ever thought. Hampton 
teaches us to find God in all things around us, even in the 
things we toss aside. 

“The Throne of the Third Heaven of the Nations’ Millen-
nium General Assembly” is housed in the Galleries for Folk 
and Self-Taught Art at the Smithsonian American Art Muse-
um in Washington, D.C. The galleries are temporarily closed 
but are scheduled to reopen to the public in early 2023.

Camillia Donahew writes from Savannah, Ga.

Like many other 
outsider artists, 
the story of 
James Hampton 
starts at his 
death.
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Michelle Gallen’s remarkable second novel, Factory Girls, 
begins in 1994 in a small Northern Irish town. Eighteen-
year-old Maeve Murray applies for a job at a shirt facto-
ry while she waits for exam results that will determine 
whether she’ll be able to follow her dream of leaving her 
war-torn hometown to attend college in London. Anoth-
er novel, Angie Cruz’s winning fourth book, How Not to 
Drown in a Glass of Water, opens on 56-year-old narrator 
Cara Romero, a Dominican immigrant to New York City 
who lost the lamp factory job she held for 25 years in the 
2008 recession, as she starts attending sessions with a ca-
reer counselor as part of the senior workforce program. 

Both women are smart, tough, hilarious survivors. 
When Maeve is given an “equal opportunities form” at the 
factory, she ticks boxes indicating the opposite of who she 
is: “‘Male,’ ‘Black,’ ‘Jewish,’ and ‘Lesbian,’” knowing the 
form is one “paramilitaries often battered office workers to 
get ahold of.” Meanwhile, when Cara is given an employ-

ment form that asks if she has ever committed a criminal 
offense, she answers, “Well…it depends.” Both women also 
depend on their moxie to hide a molten core of pain de-
rived from devastating personal losses.

When Maeve interviews with the flashy English fac-
tory owner Andy Strawbridge, who is rumored to take 
advantage of his female employees, Strawbridge asks why 
he should hire her if she plans to leave town soon. Her re-
sponse: “I’d say your labour doesn’t come much cheaper 
than teenage girls still living with their mammies.” Straw-
bridge hires Maeve, along with her best friends Caroline 
Jackson and Aoife O’Neill, giving her enough income to 
move into an apartment with Caroline and out of her par-
ents’ home, which has stifled her with sadness since her 
sister’s death. 

The girls have grown up in a Catholic community in 
Northern Ireland, enduring a childhood of paramilitary 
bombings that happen so regularly Maeve has a routine 
down: “Maeve’d learned early on to sit still after an explo-
sion. She liked listening to her ears ring while her mam or 
dad scrambled to the phone box to call Granny Murray 
before the lines were cut by the Brits.” With media most-
ly reflecting British viewpoints, one of the main sources 
of accurate information for Catholics is the priest’s an-
nouncements after Mass—“last-minute announcements 
were usually something interesting or useful, like a sudden 
death or a bomb alert.”

The shirt factory receives financial incentives for 
mixing Catholics and Protestants in its workforce, bring-
ing the teenagers in contact with the sort of people they’d 
never before encountered, except through the occasional 
“cross-community experience.” Clever Aoife doesn’t actu-
ally need to work, as she lives “in a fancy house with loving 
parents who could afford stuff like piano lessons, eating 
in fancy restaurants, holidays abroad, and patience,” and 
she expects to head to Cambridge after her exam results 
are in. Maeve, meanwhile, sees college as a path out of 
generational poverty. “There wasn’t a single shopkeeper, 
publican, priest, nun, teacher or doctor in Maeve’s family,” 
Gallen writes, “and looking at the cut of her brothers, there 
wasn’t much hope of one in the future. They couldn’t af-
ford to buy their council house. Nobody as poor as Maeve 
could afford to have notions about herself. Which was why 
she treasured them.”

Factory Girls spans less than three months, but Maeve 
grows up rapidly during this period, as she becomes a 
crack shirt presser, nurtures a crush on Aoife’s brother and 
spends more time in the company of “Proddies.” Maeve 

Flatiron Books / 208p $27.99
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feels a perplexing blend of attraction and revulsion toward 
her boss; he finds her promising, and gives her a copy of 
Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People to 
teach her “how to speak English properly” and how not to 
“despise the English quite so openly.”

Maeve Murray is an absolute delight who “knew that 
even if she was mainlining the heroin, she’d never lose the 
big-boned look that lit a fire in the eye of the farmers drink-
ing in Kelly’s bar after a good day at the mart.” This novel 
is so funny, rife with amusing slang, dry Northern Irish wit 
and Maeve’s bluster that when the emotional themes Gal-
len has carefully constructed from the outset wallop the 
reader with their full revelation, it hits like a sucker punch. 

Maeve circles back on memories of her sister Deirdre, 
who never had a chance to recover from the trauma of a 
bombing, who left for college but was sexually assaulted, 
and who was taught to follow the example of their culture 
and keep quiet and carry on, only to become “the biggest, 
most spectacular failure in [their] family so far: Deirdre, 
who’d failed to keep breathing, which was all they ever 
wanted her to do.” In Factory Girls, Gallen demonstrates 
the ways that trauma compounds, and shows that pretend-
ing to be tough does nothing to erase it. 

In How Not to Drown in a Glass of Water, Cara Romero 
also maintains a plucky demeanor that conceals past dam-
age. She was raised under the same code of silence about 
suffering prevalent in Gallen’s Northern Ireland. Her 
younger sister tells her, “We must talk or else we will get 
sick. To hold things inside makes us sick.” But Cara demurs, 
“What am I going to do? I grew up different. If we don’t talk 
about something, it goes away.”

Cruz constructs the novel through a series of mono-
logues Cara delivers as she completes a 12-week job coun-
seling program, interspersed with bills, regulation notices, 
questionnaires, job descriptions, salon fliers and other doc-
uments that together build a mosaic of Cara’s life.

Cara left her harsh and unsupportive mother as a teen 
to marry a husband who was kind and faithful only until 
their son was born. The difficulty of her life in the Domini-
can Republic is underscored by an anecdote she tells about 
a time when the community was bracing for the impact of 
a hurricane: “The santeras lit their candles and sacrificed 
some animals, and the rest of us prayed to La Virgen de Al-
tagracia, because even if she usually forgets about us, it’s 
better to have faith in something than nothing.” 

Cara fled the Dominican Republic and came to Ameri-
ca with her son to escape her husband’s violent wrath. They 
settled into a rent-stabilized apartment in Washington 

Heights, where her neighbors eventually became family. 
They look out for each other—and keep up on gossip—by 
watching the feed from the building’s lobby cameras on 
television.

When she meets the job counselor—whom she de-
scribes as an “educated dominicana taking all those notes” 
and who remains mostly silent in the book—Cara has been 
out of work for two years. She has kept busy by caring for 
an elderly neighbor and watching her younger sister’s chil-
dren. She introduces herself like this: “My name is Cara 
Romero, and I came to this country because my husband 
wanted to kill me. Don’t look so shocked. You’re the one 
who asked me to say something about myself.” 

Gradually, in the course of answering the counselor’s 
questions, Cara shares her story, including the fact that her 
son Fernando has been gone for 10 years. “My son is not 
dead,” she explains. “He abandoned me. Maybe one day, si 
Dios quiere, I will tell you about Fernando.”

Algonquin Books / 304p $17.99



FEBRUARY 2023 AMERICA  |  6362  |  AMERICAMAGAZINE.ORG

SEX WITHOUT RELIGION

After the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan in 
August 2021, and even more so since the outbreak of the 
war in Ukraine, the longest war in U.S. history has faded 
from popular consciousness. Even while the invasion and 
occupation of Afghanistan played out over 20 years, it was a 
war that operated in the background of American life. While 
many people may know somebody who served in the war, 
few had the experience of being deployed and even fewer of 
experiencing combat. 

For most Americans, the war was an abstraction, some-
thing they knew a little about but not a topic they could 
speak intelligently about. And for Gen Z, the attacks of Sept. 
11 and the ensuing wars are already historical events that 
may or may not have drawn their interest. It is this threat of 
being forgotten that has caused many writers to attempt to 
preserve some small piece of those 20 years in print. One of 
the latest attempts is Ben Kesling’s Bravo Company, a book 

WAR, UP CLOSE
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As Fernando grows up, Cara realizes 
he is gay, a word she cannot bring herself to 
say. “I was afraid that he was like that, soft,” 
she explains. “I wanted him to have an easy 
life. Simple. So I fight extra to make sure he’s 
strong.” She responded to his inclinations 
with ultimatums and on at least one occa-
sion, violence. But after she drives Fernando 
away through trying to bend him straight, 
she realizes all she has lost in enforcing the 
unforgiving norms of the culture she was 
raised in. “I learned the difficult way that you 
have to be gentle with your children, or you 
can lose them forever.”

As funny as Cara’s monologues are—
filled with pauses for lipstick application, 
assertions of exceptional powers (such as 
the ability to smell cancer and diabetes) 
and honest, inadvertently rude statements 
(“What age do you have? Thirty-five? For-
ty? Wait, I didn’t mean to offend. Of course, 
you look like a teenager.”)—they read like an 
extended confession for the times when she 
was not kind. Cara learns that habits and at-
titudes that enabled her to survive are mal-
adaptive for her happiness. In the end, in this 
generous and lively book, Cara is forgiven 
and redeemed.

These warm, wise novels suggest that 
rigidly following cultural norms can kill you, 
if these norms dictate that a mother must 
harshly try to change her son to the point 
of driving him away, or that a person must 
keep quiet about traumas that demand to 
be shouted about. At the same time, Facto-
ry Girls and How Not to Drown in a Glass of 
Water demonstrate that laughter, friendship 
and loyalty can save you.

Jenny Shank’s story collection Mixed 
Company won the Colorado Book Award 
and the George Garrett Fiction Prize, and her 
novel The Ringer won the High Plains Book 
Award. She teaches in the Mile High M.F.A. 
program at Regis University in Denver.
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that tells the story of a U.S. Army infantry company before, 
during and after a difficult deployment to Afghanistan in 
2009. 

Kesling, a Marine veteran of both Afghanistan and 
Iraq, was inspired to write the book while writing a piece 
for The Wall Street Journal about a gathering of veterans 
from Bravo Company, 2nd Battalion, 508th Parachute In-
fantry Regiment, a distinguished unit known for producing 
the finest paratroopers in the world. The unit had suffered 
three deaths and several severe injuries during its time in 
Afghanistan. Many of the soldiers from the 2009 deploy-
ment suffered from traumatic brain injuries and P.T.S.D. 
along with other injuries. Kesling felt that he owed it to 
these soldiers to tell their story in a frank and unvarnished 
way—conveying the triumphs, horrors and pain that re-
mained hidden from most Americans.

In large part, Kesling accomplishes his goal; the 
breadth and scale of the book are impressive. In just over 
300 pages, Kesling fits in accounts from officers, N.C.O.s 
and enlisted men, as well as a few spouses, parents and 
medical professionals who dealt with the aftermath of Bra-
vo Company’s deployment. He spends time explaining the 
geopolitical realities of the war and how those realities ex-
erted influence down to the battalion and company level.

For those unacquainted with the politics of the Army or 
with military deployments, the information provides a con-
text for understanding the strategic forces at play for com-
manders and enlisted men alike. Kesling’s description does 
not take sides. It does not praise nor judge political decisions 
but is instead an objective assessment of the situation.    

The text can be graphic at times, describing in detail 
the effects of improvised explosive devices on young sol-
diers. Kesling does not seek to spare his readers from any 
of the bloody details; instead, he sometimes harps upon 
them, perhaps to drive home the point that what the men 
of Bravo Company faced was truly horrible. He explains 
at length what happens after a soldier triggers an I.E.D.—
from the reaction of the soldiers on the ground to the ar-
rival of a medevac helicopter to the long-term effects of the 
explosion. On occasion I wondered if Kesling was trying to 
shock his readers into paying closer attention.

Kesling’s most impressive feat in the book is describ-
ing the world and outlook of the U.S. Army soldier. Having 
served as an officer in an infantry company, I found myself 
agreeing with his account of the experience of soldiers be-
fore, during and after a deployment. While my experience 
was not anywhere near as trying as that of Bravo Company, 
I nonetheless was able to identify threads that tied my ex-

perience to theirs. 
Throughout the book, Kesling alternates between two 

different voices, that of a Northwestern University-educat-
ed journalist and that of a foul-mouthed soldier, which at 
times can be hard to read. (To be fair, Kesling has experi-
ence at being both.) At one moment the book offers the per-
spective of a private in Bravo Company, almost inhabiting 
the person Kesling is describing. The author’s own experi-
ences as a veteran of Iraq and Afghanistan give him access 
to the language of soldiers and Marines—he depicts the de-
sire to be in combat, the shock of friends injured by I.E.D.s, 
the disconnect with people back home—but the language 
can be jarring at times, because the next sentence is that of 
an erudite and well-read observer. There were times when 
I liked the story but disliked the writing.

Kesling captures the personalities that are often found 
in an infantry unit: the young soldier eager to fight, the 
hardened veterans who both love and hate their jobs, the 
young officers struggling to deal with the immense respon-
sibility placed on their shoulders. He describes well the in-
ability of those same soldiers to convey their experiences 
to the people back home and the stigma that mental and 
physical injury can carry. The third part of the book, simply 
titled “After,” is the most touching; it humanizes many of 
the soldiers who in earlier pages came off as harsh.

Bravo Company’s primary strength is that it provides 
a window into a world most Americans know little about 
or wish did not exist. Many veterans struggle to put into 
words their experience and let those around them know 
about the difficulties encountered during those long 20 
years in Afghanistan. Kesling’s text could be of great help 
to those who seek to better understand the experience of 
veterans and will serve as a historical record of one com-
pany during a difficult year in a war that often escaped na-
tional attention. 

Sean Hagerty, S.J., is a priest who lives and works 
in New York. Before entering the Jesuits he served 
as an artillery officer in Iraq in 2008-09. 
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I remember listening to a radio interview with William F. 
Buckley Jr. some years back. The interviewer brought up 
Lance Morrow’s name in one way or another, and Buckley 
mentioned in his response that Morrow was the finest 
essayist in the country. It was a judgment beyond dispute. 
Morrow’s essays and stories in Time magazine were 
exemplary. (His work continues today in City Journal and 
The Wall Street Journal.) With exceptionally articulate 
prose and a cultivated mind, Morrow works through 
problems, questions and issues in his essays with rigor and 
insight.

Over the years, Morrow has also published notewor-
thy books, including, among others, memoirs (The Chief: A 
Memoir of Fathers and Sons and Heart: A Memoir) and his-
tory (The Best Year of Their Lives: Kennedy, Johnson, and 
Nixon in 1948). With this new book, The Noise of Typewrit-
ers: Remembering Journalism, memoir and history come 

together in an appealing combination. 
Eschewing a sustained narrative in favor of a penetrat-

ing series of essay-length vignettes and portraits, Morrow 
states his aim in this short book in modest terms: “I want to 
discuss a few representative men and women and to offer a 
few scenes to give the flavor of the time.” And yet the result 
is an absorbing depiction far richer than a mere flavoring. 
What Morrow adroitly evokes, in fewer than 200 pages, is 
an entire era of American journalism.

The familiar eloquence of Morrow’s reflections and 
musings is in healthy supply:

The present teems with error and myth and 
deliberate lies, which are our daily bread—our 
consolation, entertainment, our script and our 
self-conception, our identities, the stories we 
tell ourselves. The present may be harder to 
grasp than the past, for the past at least offers the 
perspectives of experience, an awareness of what 
consequences followed from what actions in the 
past. The Atlantis of my youth—the America of 
the twentieth century—is easier to grasp than the 
twenty-first century of my old age, when machines 
grow more and more precise in their grasp of 
the universe and human brains become more 
and more confused—and, paradoxically, more 
parochial, more hysterical.

This sort of writing is the reason that Morrow is in that 
exceedingly small club of journalists worth rereading. One 
looks in vain online these days for anything even close to 
this kind of prose. This is not the language of the ephemera 
of the internet. 

In his discussions of “a few representative men and 
women,” Morrow displays a novelist’s ability to present 
character. Whether commenting on H. L. Mencken (“He 
taught middle-class Americans to dissociate themselves 
from—to repudiate—their origins”), John Hersey (his “act 
of contrition [in his book Hiroshima] seems, on reflection, 
to be morally incomplete and even a little bit fatuous”), 
Otto Friedrich (“He was ferociously productive. His shoes 
were sometimes worn down at the heels. He had a profes-
sorial air of self-neglect (his teeth needed cleaning)—and 
yet, great pride, almost arrogance.”), or a number of oth-
ers, Morrow writes with a balanced appreciation for and 
criticism of the significant—and sometimes significantly 
flawed—work of each. His aesthetic judgments can also re-
fresh: For instance, Morrow notes that he “detested Allen 
Ginsberg’s work.”

Encounter Books / 200p $27.99
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But the figure who predominates in The Noise 
of Typewriters is Henry Luce, the estimable found-
er of the Time empire and the man who shaped the 
American mind at the highest levels for decades. (At 
one time, an early copy of each issue of Time was tak-
en every week by motorcycle courier directly to the 
White House.) 

Though, as Morrow says, “He is largely forgot-
ten now,” he identifies Luce as “the most important 
journalist of the twentieth century.” Morrow places 
him perfectly in context: “Luce was the old America, 
the twentieth-century version—the America before 
the very different America we have now. He ex-
pressed—and his magazines manifested—the dom-
inant, middle-class American civilization from, let 
us say, the stock market crash in 1929 to the fall of 
Saigon in 1975.” 

Morrow is at his finest in discussing this truly 
towering figure of American journalism and all its 
complexity; he writes, for example, that Luce “bris-
tled with energy, an electric aura—a radiation of pow-
er that had in it, as power does, an organizing core of 
narcissism. A sardonic intelligence.” This depiction 
of “the Henry Ford of magazines” is a worthwhile act 
of cultural memory.

It is undoubtedly true that to younger readers, 
Morrow’s book on the era of magazine journalism 
and some of its ablest practitioners will be largely un-
intelligible, so radically transformed is the media to-
day by the evanescence of the internet. But for those 
who remember the once-enormous influence of mag-
azines, The Noise of Typewriters is a concise and riv-
eting portrait, animated at all points by the highest 
intelligence, of that vanished world. 

Gregory J. Sullivan is a lawyer in New Jersey 
and a part-time lecturer in the department 
of politics at Princeton University. 
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The prolific Terry Eagleton has become one of Britain’s 
most respected public intellectuals, whose writing 
incorporates Marxist and Catholic perspectives. He 
has written over 40 books on religion, philosophy and 
culture, as well as literary theory and literary and social 
criticism. 

His latest, The Critical Revolutionaries: Five Critics 
Who Changed the Way We Read, focuses on T. S. Eliot 
and four critics associated with Cambridge University: I. 
A. Richards, William Empson, F. R. Leavis and Raymond 
Williams, all of whom revolutionized literary study and 
foreshadowed the New Criticism movement that became 
widespread in mid-century American universities. At 
Cambridge, these four made English studies a center of 
“reaction to what seemed the impoverishment of both 
life and language.” Eagleton deals with their ideas in his 
typically engaging and perceptive way.

“Literary discourse,” Eagleton says, came to offer 
them an alternative to the “purely instrumental ends 
to which a crass, technological society had harnessed” 
human interactions and where “language, persons, val-
ues, and relationships could be treated as ends in them-
selves.” This meant that literary critics acquired the “re-
sponsibilities of the priest, prophet or politician,” and 
that unpacking a metaphor became an exercise of social 
responsibility. 

Eagleton is perhaps especially comfortable in dis-
cussing these five scholars because he attended Cam-
bridge University and either had listened to them in the 
lecture hall or otherwise met them (except for Eliot, 
though he knew people who were directly acquainted 
with Eliot).

Eagleton’s Marxist views put him at odds with the 
reactionary Eliot, yet he observes that despite his con-
servatism, Eliot nonetheless “rejects capitalism’s greed, 
selfish individualism and pursuit of material interests.” 
Nor does Eliot’s elitism “exclude a concern for the com-
mon people,” and his views are hardly those of the Con-
servative Party in the United Kingdom today.

He posits Eliot as “an unstable compound of bour-
geois stuffiness and literary saboteur, moving between 
genteel Mayfair and bohemian Soho.” As Eagleton says, 
for Eliot “the business of criticism is to evaluate various 
nuances of feeling, whether ‘decadent’ or sentimentalist, 
ebullient or enervated, sardonic or sublime,” since his “in-
terest is not so much what a poem says…as with the ‘struc-
ture of emotions’ it embodies.”

Whatever his famously conservative views, Eliot’s 
version of social criticism is very much his own: He was 
as much a critic of the social orthodoxies of his day as 
George Orwell, except that “his critique is launched from 
the right rather than the left.”

Eliot is known for his commitment to tradition, yet 
“his attitude toward tradition is not all that traditional.” 
For him, tradition works backward as well as forward, so 
that “when a new piece of writing enters the literary canon, 
it retrospectively changes the relations between previous 
works, allowing us to view them in a new light.” Eagleton 
sees this as an attempt to reclaim the author’s avant-garde 
literary practice “for a conservative poetics.”

As for Eliot’s anti-Romantic insistence that the poem 
should extinguish any self-expression, Eagleton finds 
that it renders the poet too passive, a “receptacle…like a 
catalyst in a chemical experiment.” He sees a political rea-
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son behind this. Eliot, he says, finds this impersonality to 
be an antidote to the fantasy of a potentially “boundless 
self…a daydream typical of the United States.” 

I. A. Richards has perhaps had an even more direct 
influence on U.S. literary studies than Eliot. He disrupt-
ed the dilettantish approach to literature prevalent at 
Cambridge—“literary gossip, good taste, and elegant 
belles lettres, not disciplined critical intelligence.” Of 
Eagleton’s five subjects, Richards is the lone theorist, 
and his work consists of “the most systematic defence of 
poetry to be found in the English language.” His materi-
alism and (supposedly) scientific approach to poetry put 
him at odds with his peers; he thought literary criticism 
ought to be “a branch of the science of psychology.”

For Richards, “great poetry represents the finest, 
most delicate and efficient organization of impulses avail-
able to humanity,” rendering poetry not didactic, but a 
kind of mental hygiene. Getting that benefit requires edu-
cational skill in the close reading of poems, something he 
felt students lacked. In Practical Criticism (1929), Rich-
ards presented a series of unidentified poems and student 
responses to them, revealing the students’ inability to 
make significant critical responses, then went on to show 
how it might be done. 

More support for close reading came with William 
Empson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity, which came out 
one year later, “one of the greatest critical works ever to 
appear in English.” Empson showed how ambiguity can 
provide richness in compression of language for maxi-
mum effect. Examples that Eagleton points to include 
Hopkins’s “The Windhover” and an extraordinary read-
ing of Herbert’s “The Sacrifice,” in which Christ’s saying, 
“Man stole the fruit, but I must climb the tree,” is ambig-
uous; the tree is both the cross and the tree onto which 
Jesus replaces the apple plucked by Eve. 

Empson elucidates such multiple paradoxes as: 
Christ “is scapegoat and tragic hero; loved because hat-
ed.” As Eagleton observes, “This…is far more theologi-
cally perceptive stuff than the image of God as Stalin”—
Empson’s usual view. His awareness, says Eagleton, of 
“the limits of the human situation” as “the most funda-
mental aspect of literary art” gives his “humanism…a 
tragic inflection.” Eagleton admires his “liberal ratio-
nalist habit of deflating and demystifying portentous 
nonsense,” something at which Eagleton himself has 
been adept.

F. R. Leavis, another advocate of close reading, is per-
haps best known for his study of the novel in The Great 

Tradition, from 1948, a study that bristles with pro-
nouncements promoting and demoting various works, 
according to his view that fiction should be what “makes 
for life.” As Eagleton points out, Leavis avoids explana-
tion of his choices because for him, life is the enemy of 
definition. Literature makes us feel more intensely alive, 
according to Leavis, though Eagleton comments that “if 
we feel at our most alive only when reading Middlemarch 
or The Rainbow [two of Leavis’s favorites], we must be in 
pretty poor shape.” 

In his concluding chapter, Eagleton has special 
praise for his former Cambridge tutor and friend, Ray-
mond Williams: “Throughout his career, Williams spoke 
up for hope while keenly aware of human cruelty and 
corruption.” Williams came to dislike close textual read-
ing, which he saw as a way of avoiding larger issues. 

Williams’s best-known book, Culture and Society 
(1958), “spoke urgently to the condition of Britain in the 
late 1950s.” Eagleton sees Williams as making an am-
bitious attempt to construct “a radical tradition of his 
own,” drawing on a variety of “cultural and free-floating 
intellectuals to challenge the social order,” from Blake 
and Coleridge to Orwell and Leavis.

Seeing him as “an ecologist long before the word 
was in general currency,” Eagleton especially admires 
Williams for the depth of his humanity and his idea 
that “[t]he growth of love and the capacity for loving…
are fundamental to the development of a society…far from 
received positions, on the political left or anywhere else.” 

Jerome Donnelly is a retired English professor 
from the University of Central Florida.
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In her 2021 book The Great Society: A New History, Am-
ity Shlaes took a highly critical look at 1960s social wel-
fare programs—including what Shlaes called the “Catholic 
streak” within President Lyndon Johnson’s broader War 
on Poverty.

Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Michael Harrington and 
Tom Hayden were all prominent domestic-policy play-
ers during the chaotic decade between the assassination 
of John F. Kennedy and Watergate. But the Catholic who 
arguably cast the longest shadow in Shlaes’s account is Sar-
gent Shriver—Lyndon Johnson’s point man on poverty, who, 
in the words of the biographer Scott Stossel, “may have pos-
itively affected more people around the world than any 20th 
century American who was not a…major elected official or 
Martin Luther King.”

This compelling, substantive new book argues that 
we need Shriver’s “Catholic streak” now more than ever to 
break through what James Price and Kenneth Melchin call 
the “fog of the contemporary culture wars” and serve as “a 

stark contrast to the contemporary political realism associ-
ated with Thomas Hobbes.”

Price is the executive director of the Sargent Shriver 
Peace Institute, while Melchin directs a center at St. Paul 
University, in Ottawa, dedicated to the influential, multidis-
ciplinary work of the Canadian theologian Bernard Loner-
gan, S.J. The authors have been thinking about a book along 
these lines—Lonergan’s “insight” theory meets Shriverian 
policy and pragmatism, meets the 21st century—for nearly 
two decades. During that time, Shriver (husband to Eunice 
Kennedy, and brother-in-law to J.F.K. and Robert F. Kenne-
dy) died at the age of 95, in 2011, the same year Stossel re-
leased his mammoth authorized biography of him.

Price and Melchin start with one of Shriver’s “most 
compelling ideas…that politics actually needs religion to 
do its work.” The authors are judicious in assigning blame 
for the cultural “mess we’re in,” citing “the imperious pro-
liferation of doctrinaire religious conviction” as well as 
the “growing secularism of the academy and the public 
square.” Shriver, the authors contend, admirably “bridged 
the worlds of religion and politics,” a fusion that informed 
ambitious government projects like the Peace Corps.

“Break your mirrors!” Shriver declared at an address at 
Yale in May 1994. “Shatter the glass. In our society that is so 
self-absorbed, begin to look less at yourself and more at each 
other.” Even today’s most committed partisans would agree 
that the need for such a shift has only become more urgent.

Price and Melchin present Shriver as an exemplary 
consensus-builder, who “lived core values from both sides 
of the conservative-liberal divide.” Whether or not these 
opposing “sides” can—or even want to—work with each 
other in 2023 is a far more complex, contentious question.

Shriver was born in Maryland in 1915, the youngest of 
two boys raised by devout parents. It was an era infused by 
the social justice encyclicals “Rerum Novarum” (1891) and 
“Quadragesimo Anno” (1931), both of which “played an im-
portant role in Shriver’s early public life,” the authors note, 
adding that “one of [Shriver’s] favourite authors” was the 
French theologian Jacques Maritain.

By the late 1920s, Shriver’s parents had moved to New 
York City and become active in circles around the newly 
founded Commonweal magazine, which “advocated the 
separation of church and state but respected the role of re-
ligion in politics.” A series of court rulings would soon ex-
acerbate already-extensive cultural confusion surrounding 
the infamous American “wall of separation” between reli-
gion and government. The authors cite these rulings as cru-
cial to understanding Shriver’s ideas and career—though 
it must be added that additional context would be helpful, 
especially about the degree to which Catholicism inspired 

University of Toronto Press / 200p $45
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anxiety and suspicion as Shriver came of age, from Al 
Smith’s doomed 1920s presidential campaigns to Eleanor 
Roosevelt’s public spats with Cardinal Francis Spellman.

Ultimately, the authors position Shriver as an exem-
plar of a Catholic tradition that “reminds us to remain wary 
of the fanaticisms that arise when we seek perfection in 
this world, through the pursuit of technology, wealth, mil-
itary might, or even liberty.” Since, according to Price and 
Melchin, “human life is not perfectible by politics,” and 
“legitimate influences can and must flow from religion to 
politics,” Shriver’s career is presented as an example of Lo-
nergan’s “insight theory” in action—“a recognition of open-
ness and diversity that discovers a common humanity and 
spiritual dynamism in the interior life of all citizens.”

In other words, the more we reflect upon, so as to bet-
ter understand, our own hearts and minds, the more insight 
we’ll attain into those of others. “Through these operations 
we move out of ourselves into an engagement with the 
world,” the authors write, assisting our efforts to distin-
guish “between development and its opposite, decline.”

One can quibble with the occasional vague or awk-
ward phrase in this book—such as “insight into interiori-
ty”—though not the ambition of the larger goal: to locate “a 
whole new way of retrieving and transposing core insights 
from Catholic tradition on natural law and charity.”

This is most vividly illustrated by the Peace Corps, pro-
posed by J.F.K. as a kind of afterthought on the 1960 cam-
paign trail and brought to vibrant life by the sweat of Shriv-
er’s brow. “[N]othing like it had ever been tried by the U.S. 
government,” the authors write, crediting Shriver for ap-
plying core principles from his Catholic faith in his work to 
establish the Peace Corps. Shriver himself believed people 
from all walks of life could “meet with other men and wom-
en on the common ground of service to human welfare and 
human dignity.” To Price and Melchin, Peace Corps work-
ers were not mere saleswomen or salesmen. They would: 

not promote political, economic, or religious doc-
trines. They would work with the people, not em-
ploy them. They would listen to the people, not 
preach to them. They would perform services as 
the people requested. They would live with them, 
eat their food, obey their laws, and share their lives.

Similarly ambitious initiatives followed, many con-
ceptualized or steered (or both) by Shriver—Head Start, 
Job Corps, Volunteers in Service to America (Vista), the 
National Center on Poverty Law, the Special Olympics. 
The good intentions and vast potential benefits of these 
programs are obvious enough. By 2023, however, so are 

many of the unintended consequences. Some of these have 
been targeted for decades by budget-conscious right-wing-
ers. But an entire generation of progressive activists also 
now recoil at the very possibility that representatives from 
more powerful cultures can charitably, or neutrally, serve 
those with far less social capital.

For what it’s worth, Shriver also inspired skepticism 
over 50 years ago. To the charge that his initiatives were 
pie-in-the-sky dreams, and “fl[ew] in the face of the so-
called ‘realism’ of power politics,” Price and Melchin ar-
gue that Shriver’s approach actually, and ably, reflects the 
necessities of “hardhead pragmatism and realistic admin-
istration.” The authors themselves are optimistic that a 
reconsideration of Sargent Shriver can translate Lonerga-
nian ideas into tangible social results, “a transformative ex-
perience that shifts parties from certainty to curiosity, and 
from fear and aggression to openness and engagement.”

Shriver himself once said, “Politics is only as good as 
the hearts of its citizens.” Price and Melchin ultimately 
make as persuasive a case as can be made for these ideas, at 
least at a time when one loud faction of citizens who proud-
ly politicize religion divides the poor into camps of barely 
deserving and undeserving, and prioritizes capitalist prof-
its over Christian prophets.

Meanwhile, another loud and chic bunch divides the 
world between the all-powerful and utterly powerless. This 
bunch is nearly as skeptical of anything religious as they are 
of the very governments they nevertheless believe should 
be providing not just opportunities but guarantees.

Amid all this, Price and Melchin could not have fore-
seen the explosive religious battles that were part of the 
post-Dobbs scorched-earth war over the high court and 
Roe v. Wade. But they also never really address broader 
related issues, like the precipitous decline of the church’s 
moral standing, which would certainly influence any se-
rious consideration of some key ideas. Then again, they 
don’t really take into account the church’s tenuous social 
position—over the decades and centuries—as a communi-
tarian institution, in an American culture that has made a 
pseudo-religion of individualism. All of this is further com-
plicated by the fact that such conflicts—ironically enough—
transcend conventional liberal-conservative solutions.

Price and Melchin convincingly offer up Shriver as one 
of the “great peacemakers of our age.” Now we just need to 
figure out what kind of peace—if any—is fitting for our age.  

Tom Deignan has written about books for The New York 
Times, The Washington Post and The National Catholic 
Reporter. He is working on a book about Ellis Island.
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THE WORD

February begins with Jesus encouraging his disciples 
to examine themselves. He uses metaphors of salt and 
light to describe substances that lose their character 
completely if they become less than what they are 
supposed to be (Mt 5:13-16). Jesus holds the same to be 
true for discipleship. These metaphors, especially salt, 
are rich and polyvalent, pointing to realities as diverse 
as temple sacrifice and daily life.  

On the fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time, Matthew con-
tinues to investigate the life of the blessed that he intro-
duced the week previously in the Beatitudes. The poor in 
spirit, those who hunger for divine justice and those who 
are persecuted can be models of discipleship, since their 

life situation invites them to build character and foster in-
tegrity of faith. The resilience offered to those who take 
on the hard teachings of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount will 
also be the topic of the two following Sundays. 

On the last Sunday of February, the church begins 
its Lenten journey. The Gospel reading on that Sunday 
will move readers backward chronologically, returning 
them to Mt 4:1-11, Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness, 
an episode that precedes the Sermon on the Mount. This 
movement is in contrast to the spiritual life of a true dis-
ciple, which moves forward through Lent, following a 
path to a deeper and authentic faith that surpasses the sta-
tus quo. 

Read More Online
Visit: www.americamagazine.org/word or scan the QR code with your smartphone.

Salt, Light, and Lent

Stay up to date with ‘The Word’ all month long.
Each of these columns can be found online.

Victor M. Cancino, S.J., lives on 
the Flathead Indian Reservation in 
western Montana and is the pastor-
delegate for St. Ignatius Mission. 
He studied Sacred Scripture at the 
Pontifical Biblical Institute in Rome.   

FIFTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME (A), FEB. 5, 2023
Salt and Light: Where are Today’s Students of Christ?

SIXTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME (A), FEB. 12, 2023
Listening to Old Advice With New Hearing Aids

SEVENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME (A), FEB. 19, 2023
Moving Beyond What We Perceive to Be Good

FIRST SUNDAY OF LENT (A), FEB. 26, 2023
Introduction to Satan, Prosecuting Attorne
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For Those Who Seek
Do you wonder if modern science, reality as process, 
can help us find meaning in life? 

Jesuit physicist Fr. Richard Pendergast offers a 
coherent worldview based in science, philosophy, 
theology and an appreciation of the beauty and 
majesty of the universe, leading the seeker to the 
Christian mystery.    

Richard J. Pendergast (1927-2012) was a Jesuit priest who 
devoted his life to the integration of modern science and divine 
revelation. 
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Riven between consolation and 
desolation, the young Gerard Manley 
Hopkins, S.J., “fled with a fling of the 
heart to the heart of the Host” (“The 
Wreck of the Deutschland”). In less 
poetic but no less intense terms, Joseph 
Ratzinger understood the Eucharist to 
be “the mystical heart of Christianity, 
in which God mysteriously comes 
forth, time and again, from within 
himself and draws us into his embrace.” 
“The Eucharist,” he wrote in Pilgrim 
Fellowship of Faith, is “the fulfillment of 
the promise” made by Jesus: “I, when I 
am lifted up from the earth, will draw all 
to myself” (Jn 12:32).

Perhaps nowhere is Pope Bene-
dict’s eucharistic mysticism set forth 
so fully as in his apostolic exhortation 
“The Sacrament of Charity” (2007). 
The very first sentence reads: “The 
sacrament of charity, the Holy Eucha-
rist is the gift that Jesus Christ makes 
of himself, thus revealing to us God’s 
infinite love for every man and wom-
an.” Of course, it is the Gospels’ nar-
rative of the life, death and new life of 
Jesus that vividly displays the height 
and breadth and length and depth of 
the love of Jesus. Meditation upon the 
Gospels’ story preceded for Ratzing-
er, as it did for St. Ignatius Loyola, the 
contemplation on God’s love that is the 
climax of the Spiritual Exercises. The 
meditative Liturgy of the Word pre-
pares the table for the more contem-
plative Liturgy of the Eucharist. Scrip-
ture and sacrament, story and supper, 
mutually illumine each other.

Here one confronts, in our con-
temporary context, a challenge un-

known to St. Ignatius Loyola and the 
many guides to the Christian life of 
previous centuries: Some present-day 
biblical studies seem to block rath-
er than foster access to the Jesus of 
Christian faith. Pope Benedict ex-
presses this concern in the foreword 
to the first volume of his trilogy, Je-
sus of Nazareth. Reliance on histori-
cal-critical approaches alone has led 
to the spread of unwarranted skep-
ticism concerning our knowledge of 
Jesus. Here Benedict voices a heartfelt 
lament: “Intimate friendship with Je-
sus, on which everything depends, is in 
danger of clutching at thin air.”

It may be suggestive, then, to con-
sider Benedict’s Jesus volumes as con-
temporary spiritual exercises designed 
to render accessible once again the 
Jesus of the Gospels, who, as Benedict 
insisted, is the real Jesus. The exercise 
of critical reason needs to be comple-
mented by the insights of the reasons 
of the heart. For, as Joseph Ratzing-
er wrote: “Love seeks understanding. 
It wishes to know even better the one 
whom it loves. It ‘seeks his face,’ as Au-
gustine never tires of repeating.”

In a now-famous commencement 
address at Kenyon College in 2005, 
the late David Foster Wallace spoke 
of “the default setting” into which we 
seem naturally “hard-wired”: namely, 
our self as “the absolute center of the 
universe.” Though Wallace did not use 
the word, the condition he described 
seems strikingly similar to what the 
tradition terms “original sin.” In his 
most systematic work, Eschatology: 
Death and Eternal Life, Ratzinger 

speaks of the fundamental assent of 
faith made at baptism: “only with dif-
ficulty can it peer out from behind the 
latticework of an egoism we are power-
less to pull down with our own hands.” 
We are, indeed, the recipients of God’s 
mercy, Ratzinger writes, yet this does 
not relieve us of the need to be trans-
formed. The privileged encounter with 
the Lord in the Eucharist fosters this 
ongoing transformation. For Jesus’ 
very being is to be Eucharist: loving 
thanksgiving to the Father, loving sac-
rifice for the sake of the many.

I suggest that Benedict XVI’s last-
ing challenge and legacy to the church 
he loved and served so wholehearted-
ly may be summed up in these words 
from “The Sacrament of Charity”:

The Sacrament of the Altar 
is always at the heart of the 
Church’s life: thanks to the 
Eucharist, the Church is 
reborn ever anew! The more 
lively the Eucharistic faith of 
the people of God, the deeper 
is its sharing in ecclesial life in 
steadfast commitment to the 
mission entrusted by Christ to 
his disciples.

May Benedict’s witness and teach-
ing help enkindle anew the church’s 
eucharistic faith.

Rev. Robert P. Imbelli, a priest of the 
Archdiocese of New York, is an emeritus 
associate professor of theology at 
Boston College in Chestnut Hill, Mass.

Reasons of the Heart
The eucharistic mysticism of Benedict XVI
By Robert P. Imbelli
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