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School of the Heart

PPHINGS

At about the same time that this col-
umn will be published on America’s
website, I will be getting on a plane,
heading into more than 20 hours of
travel to South Africa, where I will
spend the next three months. One of
my colleagues will write the next edi-
tion of this column for the July/Au-
gust combined issue—and by the time
that column reaches mailboxes, I will
have begun 30 days of silent retreat,
making the full Spiritual Exercises of
St. Ignatius for the second time as a
Jesuit.

Spending three months away, one
of them completely cut off from com-
munications, is not a usual move for
someone recently installed as editor
in chief of a magazine and media min-
istry. And what’s more, I will be doing
this again in summer 2024, though
without the 30-day retreat.

As some readers who are famil-
iar with Jesuit formation will have
already guessed, I am beginning the
final stage of Jesuit formation, known
as “tertianship.” That odd name de-
rives from St. Ignatius’ definition of
this period as the “third probation.”
(First probation happens at the very
beginning of novitiate; second proba-
tion includes the two years as a novice
before first vows, the roughly eight
years of formation after vows and then
continues past ordination and up to
tertianship.)

Tertianship is the last step in for-
mation before final vows and “full in-
corporation” into the Society of Jesus.
When I was in philosophy studies and
had been a Jesuit for just over three
years, I accompanied some medical
students on a service immersion trip
to Guatemala. They were just finish-
ing their first year of medical school,
and they were joking about how much

more medical education they had in
front of them: three more years of
school, plus residency, plus fellow-
ships. I laughed with them and then
countered,, “I'm doing the one thing
that takes longer.”

There are some helpful parallels,
perhaps, between medical education
or other professional training and
Jesuit formation. For one thing, the
training continues even after you take
on the role you have trained for. A
doctor in residency or fellowship is al-
ready a medical doctor; a Jesuit await-
ing tertianship is already a Jesuit (for
19 years in my case) and, for those of
us who are ordained, a priest as well (I
was ordained in 2014). So trying to ex-
plain what changes after tertianship
can be a bit difficult.

I once heard another Jesuit at-
tempt to explain final vows by analogy
to another profession. It’s like mak-
ing partner in a law firm, he said. The
analogy limps badly, not least because
there is no parallel in Jesuit life to
profit-sharing. The best explanation I
can give now—I may have a better one
once I have done tertianship myself—
is that final vows commit a Jesuit to
even deeper availability, for any mis-
sion in any place where the Society’s
ministry takes him.

St. Ignatius calls this final period
of probation “the school of the heart,”
to be undertaken after the long jour-
ney of intellectual formation, in order
to seek “greater knowledge and love
of God our Lord; so that when they
themselves have made progress they
can better help others to progress for
the glory of God our Lord.”

And schooling the heart is de-
manding enough to require long
stretches of time: from six to nine
months straight through, or, in the

form in which T am doing it, in two
sessions of three months each over
two years. During that time, I will pray
more deeply, study the charism and
the Constitutions of the Society and
immerse myself again in the Spiritual
Exercises. I am grateful both to the
Society for calling me to such thor-
ough formation and to my colleagues
at America for making it possible for
me to do it while serving as editor.

As I have learned over and over
again during formation and ministry
as a Jesuit priest, God reveals himself
through accompaniment, companion-
ship and communion. “For where two
or three are gathered together in my
name, there I am in the midst of them”
(Mt 18:20). Our experience of God is
mediated by what we share together.

For the past eight years at America,
and in an even more profound way
for these past six months as editor in
chief, T have been privileged to walk
the road of faith together with you,
our readers, as well as my colleagues
on the staff. So as I briefly step away
from the editor’s desk, please be as-
sured that I will continue to accom-
pany you in prayer; and please pray
for me, especially during the month of
July, when I will be making the Spiri-
tual Exercises.

Sam Sawyer, S.J.
Twitter: @SSawyerSJ
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Why you should take your teens to Mass

In our May issue, Sherry Antonetti wrote about the challenge she faces as a mother when taking her teenagers to Mass.
She described her children as “resistant to the Catholic faith” but explained that she makes a point of bringing them any-
way. “My hope is that, over time, by attending Mass they will find something there that speaks to them,” she wrote. Her

reflection drew dozens of comments from our readers.

Thank you, Sherry, for this article! I want to send it to my
adult sons with great hope they would read it and hear my
voice in it. So heartfelt and well said!

Jean Eakins

One of the best gifts I have received is this message from
you, Sherry. God bless you for speaking what is in each
mother’s (and grandmother’s) heart as we observe the
presence of children in our Mass. Please continue to speak
your words.

Yolanda DeGuzman

Many of us have lived this. I have three boys who were altar
boys. I also have a daughter. My children are in their 40s
and 50s. Two don’t go to church at all. One has returned.
One goes and brings his boys sometimes. As a young girl,
my daughter heard, “If girls want to do something [at
Mass], they can go down the hall and babysit.” So much to
ponder. Thank you.

Kathleen Carpenter

Absolutely beautiful article! I will watch my judgmental
self carefully. I would only add that I hope the church will
also listen to your teens and reflect seriously on why they
and so many young people are turning away.

Margaret Ehinger

Today’s young people listen to each other far more than
to their parents. When they pay attention to the Catholic
Church in the United States, they are apt to see hypocrisy
about sex, barely disguised Trumpism and an un-Christian
crankiness toward anyone who does not see their way.
Joseph Coyle

Every time I see a squirmy baby, toddler or teen, I remem-
ber that Jesus said, “Let the little children come unto me.”
I think heaven will be filled with them. Therefore, if we
want to be happy and comfortable in heaven, we had better
get used to being with them in church. We should welcome
them to prepare for heaven.

Lydia Isabel Bobes

Years ago, I was that teenager who wouldn’t go to Mass.
One thing that piqued my interest was one of my Jesuit
high school teachers playing a recording of “Jesus Christ
Superstar” after having typed out all the lyrics. We sat in
sophomore theology class, listened and read the words of
the rock opera. All of a sudden, Jesus became much more
interesting.

It seems to me that today the dramatic TV series
“The Chosen” (available for free on an app in addition to
streaming services) can in the same way raise awareness of
what the Mass is all about: a real connection and relation-
ship with Jesus, and our Lord’s invitation to make a world
of justice and peace rooted in love. His mystical body, the
church, serves everyone. We are the largest private provid-
er of social services in the world.

Living the Catholic faith invites us to a great adventure
full of meaning and significance, dignity and community.

Trying to help teens see the connections between Je-
sus, our Catholic traditions and the celebration of the Eu-
charist is challenging. Thanks for encouraging all parents
and all of us wrestling with these matters.

Rick Malloy, S.J.

Sherry, I loved this article and thank you for writing it.
We're not in the teen years yet with our kids, but I will car-
ry this message with me until then. And from now on I will
go a little out of my way to make sure the teens or college
kids home on break feel very welcome at Mass, no matter
how they look or act.

Kristin B.

Nothing brings joy to my heart than yapping babies,
squirming toddlers and bored teens. They demonstrate
the humanity of church—and just maybe a smile or a wave
will let them know they are welcome! They have a home in
church. They let me know the church is alive!

Cathe Shoulberg
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The Hard, Slow Work of Changing Hearts and Minds

During his recent visit to Budapest,
Hungary, Pope Francis called abor-
tion “senseless” and “always a tragic
defeat.” He hoped instead for a Eu-
rope “centered on the human person
and on its peoples, with effective poli-
cies for natality and the family...whose
different nations would form a single
family that protects the growth and
uniqueness of each of its members.”
But while praising Hungary’s
pro-family policies, Francis also crit-
icized “self-referential forms of pop-
ulism.” In a challenge to Hungarian
President Viktor Orban’s hostility to-
ward migrants, he referred to St. Ste-
phen, who as the first king of Hungary
counseled his son to show favor not
only to his own people, “but also to
foreigners and all who come to you.”
In Catholic social teaching, rev-
erence for the lives of refugees and
migrants and reverence for the lives
of the unborn spring from the same
source. Yet in Hungary and across the
world, political commitment to these
values is dichotomized. Politicians
who oppose abortion are more and
more nationalistic, seeking power by
demonizing those fleeing for safety
across borders. They often reject a
governmental role in supporting peo-
ple who are marginalized and in need.
And politicians who reject such
fear-mongering and support a robust
social safety net usually march in lock-
step to what Pope Francis describes
as a “reductive concept of freedom.”
They accept abortion without critique
as a requirement of autonomy for
women. These leaders insist that the
only way to respect and care for wom-
en is to reject any proposal for legal
protection of the unborn.
This incoherence presents a fun-
damental challenge to pro-life witness
and political advocacy. As the United
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States approaches the first anniver-
sary of the Dobbs decision by which
the Supreme Court overturned Roe
v. Wade, the pro-life movement is still
far from winning over the hearts and
minds of our fellow citizens.

Many states have restricted abor-
tion, which in the first six months after
Dobbs resulted in 32,000 fewer abor-
tions nationwide. Those laws have
been extensively criticized for offer-
ing insufficient protections for wom-
en facing complicated pregnancies.
And, as has been widely reported, the
states with the most restrictive abor-
tion laws also have far worse access to
pregnancy care and higher maternal
mortality rates than those that make
abortion readily available.

One glimmer of hope, though
less frequently reported, is that after
Dobbs, more Republican-controlled
states have accepted a federal provi-
sion to increase postpartum Medicaid
coverage from 60 days to a full year, as
was made possible by a Covid-19 relief
bill passed in 2021. That effort is still
ongoing in Texas, where initially the
state Senate attempted to limit cover-
age to six months.

While any expansion of support
for pregnant women and children is
worth celebrating, the most visible
pro-life efforts after Dobbs have been
aimed not at improving maternal and
infant health or reducing demand for
abortion, but at restricting it as much
as possible. At the same time, when
abortion has been on the ballot as a ref-
erendum or as the key issue in a race,
the pro-choice position or candidate
has won again and again, even where
the pro-life movement is robust.

The simplest explanation for this
is that even voters who do not approve
of abortion are skeptical of limiting
it; many see such efforts as a partisan

grab for power rather than a commit-
ment to moral principle. This view is
only reinforced by the hypocrisy of
politicians who stand up for the un-
born but do not support necessary
health care. Or politicians who argue
that legal restrictions on abortion can
build a culture of life but legal restric-
tions on assault weapons are doomed
to fail and spell the end of liberty.
Though Americans have deeply
complicated—and often self-contra-
dictory—views about the legality of
abortion and often support some re-
strictions, there is no clear majority
support for the kind of sweeping abor-
tion laws the pro-life movement is
currently prioritizing. Given that lack
of support, there is a temptation—the
mirror image of the logic of Roe it-
self—to depend on the courts, as in re-
cent efforts to rescind the longstand-
ing F.D.A. approval of the abortion pill
mifepristone. This approach sidesteps
the hard, slow work of convincing fel-
low citizens that laws against abortion
are both morally necessary and capa-
ble of being justly implemented.
Pro-lifers should reject such judi-
cial gamesmanship. The fundamental
holding of Dobbs was that abortion
was never properly a constitutional
matter and should have remained
within the normal legislative power of
states. Court restrictions on abortion
would be immediately appealed, and
the main political arena for abortion
debates would once again be the nom-
ination of Supreme Court justices.
While overturning Roe was the
correct and necessary interpretation
of the Constitution, the Supreme
Court majority that did so is the prod-
uct of decades of political effort, much
of it unscrupulous and opportunistic.
It is consequently deeply resented.
There is every reason to expect that a



primarily judicial victory for abortion re-
strictions would result in swift reciprocal
attempts to reshape the courts to restore
and amplify Roe’s holding of a constitu-
tional right to abortion.

But even more than the political
backlash it would occasion, the debate
over abortion can be “won” in the courts
without advancing the moral case against
it. And focusing on the courts abandons
the responsibility pro-lifers bear for help-
ing our fellow citizens embrace a full re-
spect for human life. “Evangelium Vitae,”
St. John Paul IT’s encyclical on respect for
human life, addresses this concern. The
pope noted there are cases in democratic
systems, “when it is not possible to over-
turn or completely abrogate a pro-abor-
tion law,” that a pro-life elected official
might “support proposals aimed at lim-
iting the harm done by such a law and at
lessening its negative consequences at
the level of general opinion and public
morality” (No. 73).

It is not possible in the United States
today to fully overturn laws permitting
abortion. This is true not only as a matter
of counting votes and winning legislative
elections, but even more because our so-
ciety lacks the moral conviction that the
unborn deserve protection in law. We
have also struggled to demonstrate that
we can implement those laws while justly
protecting pregnant women. Rather than
immediately seeking the most extensive
judicial and legislative victories possible
at whatever expense, pro-lifers need to
work to show that opposition to abortion
is part of a coherent moral vision and not
mere political alignment with one side
of the culture war. That is slower, harder
work—because it is aimed at more lasting
justice and peace.
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SHORT gENE

How do we enlarge the space of our tent? By unleashing the gifts of women.

Although T had attended Catholic
school all my young life, I was never
familiar with the concepts of synod,
discernment and the diaconate. That
was until last spring, when a friend
invited me to her church for an event
hosted by the group Discerning Dea-
cons, which promotes an active dis-
cussion in the church about women
and the diaconate. The event was ti-
tled “Hope, Change and the Catholic
Church.”

It was a cold Sunday evening, the
Oscars were on, and I did not feel like
driving across the city. But this is a
friend who always shows up for me,
so I went.

Looking back on that evening,
I believe it was the Holy Spirit who
was nudging me to go. I had been feel-
ing apathetic about my place in the
church. My kids, who are now teens,
had been asking difficult questions
and I did not have good answers. They
asked: “If God loves us all uncondi-
tionally, why doesn’t the church? Ar-
en’t women and girls also made in the
image of Christ?” And here is a ques-
tion that stopped me in my tracks:
“If we value one group over another,
aren’t we enabling oppression against
the second group?”

I attended the Discerning Dea-
cons event with 700 other folks—
men, women, teens, senior citizens,
all looking for hope, professing their
faith through song, prayer and sharing
stories. We heard testimonies from
women who have dedicated their lives
to ministry and service in the church.
One story really struck me. Casey
Stanton, a co-director of Discerning
Deacons and a woman with advanced
degrees in divinity, felt called to serve
in prison ministry. Because Ms. Stan-
ton could not be ordained as a deacon
in the Catholic faith, she was limited

IO | AMERICAMAGAZINE.ORG

in how much she could minister to the
female prisoners. I couldn’t help but
wonder: Who else is restricted in their
ministry because of the limitations put
on women?

Inspired by what I had witnessed,
I went on a journey to learn more. I
learned about St. Phoebe, a deacon
and leader in the early church. St. Paul,
in his Letter to the Romans, wrote: “I
commend to you our sister Phoebe, a
deacon of the church. T ask you to re-
ceive her in the Lord in a way worthy
of his people and to give her any help
she may need from you, for she has
been the benefactor of many people,
including me.” (It should be noted
here that some biblical scholars differ
on the translation of the Greek word
diakonos in Romans 16:1, and whether
Phoebe should be described as a “dea-
con,” “minister” or “servant.” Writing
for America in 2019, the theologian
Micah D. Kiel noted, “The word dia-
konos occurs frequently in the New
Testament to refer to anyone who
serves other people.”)

Phoebe showed great faith and
courage by answering the call to min-
ister to the people of God at a time
when Christians were persecuted for
their beliefs. She reminds us that, at
one time, there was a path for women
who were called to serve and lead in
the early church.

I have also learned that the act of
talking about restoring women to the
diaconate need not be controversial—
there is no need to whisper or look
over our shoulders when we mention
it. Pope Francis and the U.S. bishops
have asked us to participate in a synod
where the theme of women’s leader-
ship and ministry has emerged as akey
issue around the world. Engaging in
these conversations is exactly what we
are being called to do. We are called to

pray, listen and discern what the Holy
Spirit is telling us.

Although the act of talking about
women and the diaconate is not con-
troversial, the content of the discus-
sion is not without controversy. There
is disagreement among scholars over
whether the historical roles of male
and female deacons were different
from one another, based on the prag-
matic, local needs of the communities.

One member of the commission
Pope Francis appointed in 2020 to
study the ordaining of women as dea-
cons, Catherine Brown Tkacz, argued
in the French academic journal Revue
d’Histoire Ecclésiastique in 2013 that
the ordination rites for women in the
early church are evidence that they
were “ontologically different” from
those for male deacons—and she made
a point of using the term “deaconess”
in her work. But other scholars, in-
cluding the highly respected author
and professor of religion Phyllis Zagano,
argue that women were ordained to
the diaconate in rituals identical to
those used to ordain men to the di-
aconate, and that they shared similar
ministerial roles of preaching, charity
and service.

“They anointed ill women; they
brought communion to ill women,”
Ms. Zagano said in an interview with
America in 2019, adding that “the or-
dination ceremonies [we discovered]
for women deacons were identical to
the ordination ceremonies for men.”

The fact that these historical
questions have not been answered to
the satisfaction of all should not be a
reason for us to close the door on the
discussion of a single, sacramental,
permanent diaconate for both wom-
en and men. Synodality invites us to
lean in to the tensions we encounter in
community with the trust that it is in



these tensions that the Holy Spirit can
be the most creative.

The movement for restoring wom-
en to the diaconate is steeped in love
and faith, not activism or anger. It is
not just a “women’s issue” but a human
issue. It is a movement born of us ask-
ing, “What are the special gifts women
possess that could lead to a more inclu-
sive, loving, transformative church?”

Reflecting back on my own times
of grief—miscarriage, a cancer diag-
nosis, loss of a parent—I can’t help but
wonder what it would have felt like to
be ministered to by an ordained dea-
con who has experienced the joys and
sorrows of being a woman, a daughter
and a mother. I think about my Gen Z
daughters and wonder if they would
be more engaged participants in lit-
urgy and sacraments if they could see
their life experiences reflected in the

preaching of the Gospel and in the
leadership of the church.

St. Phoebe will be commemorat-
ed on her feast day, Sept. 3. This year,
Discerning Deacons is inviting Cath-
olic parishes, schools and other insti-
tutions to celebrate during the entire
month of September by collectively
praying for the synodal church and
bearing witness to women’s diaconal
gifts for ministry.

I invite you to listen to what the
Holy Spirit is whispering to you. May-
be it’s anudge, maybe it’s a shove. How
can we, the people of God, enlarge the
space of our tent? By unleashing the
diaconal gifts of women.

Katie Owens Mulcahy is a Chicago-based
volunteer organizer for Discerning Deacons,
a grassroots organization whose mission is
to engage Catholics in the active discern-
ment of women in the diaconate.

QD

In a historic move, Pope Francis has given women the right to vote
at the synod on synodality, which opens in October. Find out more at
americamagazine.orq and in future issues of America.

Also visit our website at americamagazine.org,/topic/women-church for more
coverage of the debate over whether the Catholic Church should ordain women to
the diaconate, as well as articles and podcast episodes on the wider topic of lead-
ership roles for women in the church. And see the special “Women in the Church”

issue of America dated October 2021.
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YOU SAY

YOU WANT
ANOUTDOOR
WEDDING?

What Baltimore
learned after changing
alongstanding rule

Ben and Katharine Volker wanted a Catholic wedding. But
they faced a logistical challenge. Their reception, to be held
at Baltimore’s American Visionary Arts Museum, was slat-
ed to take place late in the day; the only option for a church
ceremony would have left their guests with several hours
of downtime.

Unsure what to do, the couple remembered attending
another wedding at a nearby hotel. Even though the cer-
emony took place outside a church, a priest had served as
the celebrant. Perhaps their ceremony could also be held
at their venue while maintaining the religious components
that were so important to them?

Graduates of Catholic schools and active in their local
parish, Mr. Volker, who works in sales, and Dr. Volker, a
pediatric psychologist, said that it was important to them
and their families that their wedding be recognized by the
Catholic Church. Which is why they were grateful for a
change made by church officials in Baltimore five years ago
that permits priests to celebrate weddings in places other
than churches and chapels, a still relatively rare practice in
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the United States.

“That let us have the timeline for the day that we want-
ed while still preserving the Catholic aspect, which was im-
portant to us,” Dr. Volker told America.

In 2018, the Archdiocese of Baltimore announced that
it would launch a three-year trial period that permitted
Catholics who wished to hold a wedding ceremony out-
doors or in secular spaces to keep their special day sacred.
Previously, as in most U.S. dioceses, Catholic weddings in
Baltimore could ordinarily only take place in a church or
chapel. With changing attitudes toward religion and the
popularity of outdoor ceremonies growing, that meant
fewer Catholic weddings.

The Rev. Steven Hook was one of a handful of priests
in the archdiocese who initially pushed for the change. He
told America that he had noticed the increasing numbers
of young couples, even some with strong connections to
their faith, choosing to get married outside the church.

“The younger generation is disenfranchised or discon-
nected,” Father Hook said.
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Weddings historically had served as an opportunity to
“evangelize and re-engage” young couples, he said, but that
chance was being lost when brides and grooms bypassed
the church altogether when planning their ceremony.

Father Hook said he had heard of couples who were
not opposed to a Catholic wedding but who preferred to
exchange vows outdoors, perhaps along the nearby Ches-
apeake Bay, at a beloved family home or even in the same
venue that would host the reception. He felt the church was
losing an opportunity to engage with these couples.

“They never even called the church to inquire,” he no-
ticed.

Data backs up Father Hook’s observations. More than
425,000 couples married in the church in 1969. By 2014,
even though the population of Catholics had increased sig-
nificantly, that number was down to about 148,000. During
the first year of the Covid-19 pandemic, it fell even further,
to under 100,000.

Diane Barr, the chancellor of the Baltimore Archdio-
cese, said the change in policy has been greeted with en-

thusiasm by many priests and married couples. She noted
that couples who invite a priest to celebrate a sacramental
wedding in a secular space are still required to attend wed-
ding preparation classes, known colloquially as pre-Cana,
providing touchpoints with the church. And the policy
grants couples greater flexibility when planning what can
be a stressful day.

“It’s been really successful,” Dr. Barr said, pointing to a
survey undertaken after the first year of the pilot program.
“Some priests indicated that they brought entire families
back” to the church after the wedding.

According to data provided by the archdiocese, in the
first four years since the policy was enacted, the number of
Catholic weddings taking place at venues outside a Catho-
lic parish ranged from about 14 percent of all weddings in
2018—170 requests out of 1,200 total—to 31 percent in 2021.

Like other Catholic dioceses, the church in Baltimore
continues to see a dip in the total number of weddings.
There were more than 1,500 in 2011; the number has
dropped nearly every year since then, down to 833 in 2022,
according to data from the archdiocese. But supporters
of the change said the goal is not necessarily to boost the
number of Catholic weddings but to work with young cou-
ples to help them live out their faith on an important day.

The Rev. Joshua Laws has seen firsthand how the
change has affected weddings. The pastor of the Catholic
Community of South Baltimore, a consortium of three
merged parishes, Father Laws said he celebrates about
three dozen weddings each year—and that half now regu-
larly take place outside a parish.

When a couple approaches him, Father Laws said, they
first discuss the venue. If the archdiocese has previously
granted permission for a Catholic wedding to take place
there, the process moves ahead seamlessly.

If the location is new, the pastor gathers information
about the venue and writes a letter to church officials.
Sometimes the request is straightforward, like when a couple
wishes to be married in the chapel of a Catholic university. At
other times, it can be more complicated, such as a backyard
wedding or a ceremony in a public park. Weather-related
contingencies must be taken into account; the location must
be reverent in nature—which means no bars or amusement
parks—and because of church rules about parish boundar-
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Covid-19 accelerates a historic decline in U.S. Catholic marriages

Catholic marriages in the United 500,000
States have been in a steep decline
since 1969, falling from 426,309
to 131,827 in 2019. The marriage
numbers look even worse when you
factor in a substantial increase in
the U.S. Catholic population during
that time frame—from about 48
million in 1970 to 67 million in
2022. Though its impact may be
short-lived, the Covid-19 pandemic
was a particularly unwelcome
wedding guest, accelerating the fall
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98,354 in 2021, a 25 percent drop
from the figure reported in 2019.

Source: The Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate at Georgetown University,
which until 1995 released data on sacraments in the United States once every five years.

ies, weddings at sea are out of the question. But in nearly all
instances, the archdiocese approves the requests.

“There’s more paperwork that we have to do, but in my
experience, it’s really been worth it,” Father Laws said.

The ceremonies usually include music, readings from
Scripture, the exchange of vows, prayer and a short reflection
from the priest. Wedding Masses are not permitted outdoors,
but the wedding ceremony itself is still sacramental.

Father Laws said couples trying to navigate faith com-
plexities with family and friends might not want to hold
their wedding inside a church. The opportunity to have a
sacramental marriage elsewhere can alleviate anxieties.

“There are a ton of people who just don’t feel comfortable
in church buildings, for a lot of reasons,” he said. “So couples
choose to get married outside of the church building, thinking
it’s going to be more welcoming to all of their guests.”

Sometimes, seeing a priest at a wedding site that is non-
traditional, at least in Catholic practice, prompts guests to
reconsider their views.

“My experience has been that it helps people who are
on the fence about [having a Catholic wedding] at least re-
consider it,” Father Laws said. “Because I think one of the
narratives out there is that the church is just bogged down
with rules and obligations.” A priest’s presence, he said,
challenges those notions and “encourages people to give
the church another look.”

Father Laws said many of the venues where he has
celebrated weddings over the past few years, while not nec-
essarily sacred ground, have nonetheless felt sacramental,
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whether because of the natural beauty, the witness couples
provide to passersby or simply the ability to incorporate
into the wedding a place special to the couple. He remem-
bers one wedding, held at a hotel situated at the city’s inner
harbor, with the water and skyline providing a stunning
backdrop to the wedding of two Baltimore natives.

“They really love the city and they wanted their wed-
ding to kind of be a way of blessing Baltimore,” Father Laws
recalled. “As we're listening to Scripture readings, listening
to them exchange vows, you look out and see the whole city
right there. It just made sense.”

Several people interviewed about the Baltimore policy
said that word is still getting out. Jennifer Virts, a wedding
planner with Moore & Co. Event Stylists in Baltimore, said
that Catholic couples are often surprised when she tells
them about the possibility for a ceremony to take place
outdoors or at a non-church venue.

“We have had several couples come to us who want to get
married in a Catholic ceremony but who also like the idea of
getting married outside,” Ms. Virts said. “They’re alittle torn.”

When she says that it is possible to do both, many cou-
ples proceed down that route. “A lot of our couples really like
the idea that they can have the best of both worlds,” she said.

Michael O'Loughlin, national correspondent.
Twitter: @MikeOLoughlin.



GOODNEWS: A new Catholic ministry brings
the Eucharist to survivors of sexual abuse

In December 2018, the Archdiocese of Saint Paul-Minne-
apolis emerged from bankruptcy court. Over 450 plaintiffs
had filed suits against the archdiocese over sexual abuse
claims that went back as far as the 1940s. The archdiocese’s
reorganization was long and arduous.

At the time, Archbishop Bernard Hebda said, “Our
efforts to reach out to those hurt by people in the Church
is just beginning and will continue indefinitely, along with
our core commitment of creating and maintaining safe en-
vironments for all.”

A new ministry within the archdiocese is doubling
down on that commitment. Since March, victims of sexual
abuse in Saint Paul-Minneapolis who still wish to receive
the Eucharist but find it too traumatic to enter a church can
have the sacrament brought to them.

Paula Kaempffer is the outreach coordinator for re-
storative justice and abuse prevention for the Archdiocese
of Saint Paul-Minneapolis, a position created just after the
archdiocese emerged from bankruptcy. Ms. Kaempffer
started organizing sexual abuse support groups soon after
taking the post, but she said the results were initially not
what she had hoped.

“We would get one or two [attendees], and then we
would get none the next month, and then we would get
one,” she said. “Nobody was coming.”

When the pandemic hit, Ms. Kaempffer moved the
support groups online, and suddenly she was seeing dou-
ble-digit attendance. Survivors joined from across the
United States to share their stories with other Catholics
who still felt called to their faith, even after suffering harm
at the hands of clergy.

“I know Covid isolated a lot of people, but it also
brought together victim-survivors,” Ms. Kaempffer said.

Among them was Deborah Schiessl. Ms. Schiessl had
served as a minister helping to distribute Communion for
years in her parish in Crystal, Minn. But that ended when
she was sexually abused as an adult—a source of shame and
self-doubt, she said, that pulled her away from her church.

“We actually switched parishes, and we moved, and |
did not get involved at the new parish in any form of min-
istry, even though in my past I've done a lot of things with
Bible study and confirmation and all that when my kids
were little,” she said.

The road to healing was along one, Ms. Schiessl said. At
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one point she ended up in one of the support groups run by
Ms. Kaempffer and found a place of profound healing there.
They realized quickly that they both had the same idea for
anew eucharistic ministry of survivors serving survivors.

Many survivors of abuse, Ms. Kaempffer said, “still feel
like they’re Catholic to the core. But they cannot suffer in-
side the church, and they hunger for Eucharist.”

In March, Ms. Schiessl and her husband made their
first house call. “It was so healing for me because here’s
something Christ can still use me to do for these people,”
she said.

Ms. Schiessl said that she hopes initiatives like this can
serve as a model for similar programs in other dioceses.

Financial compensation for survivors of abuse is “a de-
mand for justice, and a demand that something is acknowl-
edged,” Ms. Schiessl said. “But then people need to look
outside of that for healing.”

Archbishop Bernard Hebda said in an email that he is
“repeatedly humbled” by the inspiring work of these lay
leaders. “While I had all too often heard survivors of abuse
speak about both their hunger for the Eucharist and their
struggles in returning to Mass, I repeatedly came up empty
handed in trying to address this dilemma,” he said.

“When 1 first heard the solution proposed by Paula
Kaempffer and Debra Schiessl, a model based on having
survivors minister to survivors, I recognized that they were
light years ahead of me.”

Christopher Parker, O’Hare fellow. Twitter: @cparkernews.

JUNE 2023 AMERICA | 15



In Mexico, Jesuit human
rights advocates targeted
by Pegasus spyware

Santiago Aguirre winced upon seeing an email from Ap-
ple last December warning of a possible targeting by
“state-sponsored attackers.”

The emails, first reported by The New York Times,
prompted suspicions of spying by means of the infamous
Pegasus spyware, which infiltrates smartphones and sur-
reptitiously collects reams of sensitive information. They
also provoked an eerie sense of déja vu. Three staff mem-
bers at Centro Pro, including Mr. Aguirre, were targeted
with the same spyware in 2017.

“Five years later we’re waiting for justice and with
these new espionage cases, it provokes enormous desper-
ation and sadness,” Mr. Aguirre, Centro Pro’s director, told
America. “It’s a demonstration of how the promises of
change in Mexico have not been kept and how the army is
out of control and represents a threat to human rights as
always.”

Subsequent investigations by Citizen Lab, an academic
research lab focused on the study of digital threats to civ-
il society and high-level policy engagement located at the
University of Toronto, confirmed the phones were in fact
infected with Pegasus spyware—made by Israel’s cyberin-
telligence company, NSO Group, ostensibly to eavesdrop
on terrorists and criminals. But governments around the
globe—including many with questionable human rights
records—have liberally deployed it against domestic oppo-
nents.

Mexico’s military, The Times reported, was NSO’s first
customer and has been one of the most prolific users of
Pegasus spyware since 2011. The military continues to tar-
get journalists and human rights and ecological defenders,
focusing on critics of the army’s increased role in Mexican
public security and accusations of human rights violations
committed by soldiers, according to Mr. Aguirre.

“We have no doubts of the origins of these attacks,” he
said. “Centro Pro has been a public voice criticizing mili-
tarization.”

Mexico was quick to embrace Pegasus at a time when
the army was being called upon to crack down on drug car-
tels and criminal gangs. But the spyware has been used to
target journalists, human rights advocates, environmental-
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ists, opposition politicians and even activists proposing a
soda tax to combat obesity.

“We all know everyone, including governors and may-
ors, has their systems for intervening in telephone calls,”
said Javier Garza, a journalist and commentator in the
northern city of Torre6n. “That the Mexican state would
take advantage of increasingly sophisticated espionage,
too, shouldn’t be surprising.”

Mexico’s president, Andrés Manuel Ldépez Obrador,
promised to end such spying. But the spying on the Centro
Pro shows it continuing—even as he publicly denies such
practices exist. The revelations of spying by the military
against the Centro Pro come at a critical time for Mr. Lopez
Obrador, who has turned to the army and navy to shoulder
a broad suite of security and civic activities, ranging from
public security tasks to building and operating airports to
managing protected areas like national parks.

“Lépez Obrador is already heavily surrounded by the
army,” said I1an Semo, a history professor at the Jesuit-run
Iberoamerican University in Mexico City. “One of his fun-
damental pillars of support is precisely those who are vio-
lating human rights.”

Centro Pro has long been investigating Mexico’s most
controversial human rights atrocities. Founded in 1968 by
the Society of Jesus, the center has consistently confronted
the Mexican military.
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A procession in Ciudad
Juarez, Mexico, in July
2022 remembers loved
ones who have been
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Lawyers from Centro Pro
represented families of 43
students from the Ayotzinapa
teachers’ college who remain
missing and are presumed
dead. The army has resisted all
attempts to investigate its role
in the events of Sept. 26, 2014,
when the students were “disap-
peared,” after being abducted
by police allegedly acting in ca-
hoots with a drug cartel.

Citizen Lab found the
phones at Centro Pro were in-
filtrated just as a group of inde-
pendent experts was preparing
a report on the Ayotzinapa at-
tack. That analysis questioned
the authenticity of evidence
used in a government report on
the crime and accused the mili-
tary of non-cooperation.

David Agren has covered
Mexico since 2005.
Twitter: @el_reportero.

e
Zimbabwe bishops

warn about political
violence

Ahead of national elections that are ex-
pected to take place in July or August,
the Catholic Bishops Conference of
Zimbabwe has raised concerns about
the potential for political violence
in official statements. The bishops
condemned “heinous violent crimes”
after videos circulated in January of
opposition political supporters being
attacked by suspected supporters of
the ruling Zimbabwe African National
Union Patriotic Front.

“As the nation heads towards the
harmonized elections [votes will be
cast for local as well as national posi-
tions], we urge all political players to
desist from the use of violence and the
use of young people to commit violent
crimes,” the bishops said.

Zimbabwe has experienced a long
history of attempts at voter intimida-
tion during election season. Pro-de-
mocracy activists have deplored what
they charge is the impunity of some
of the alleged perpetrators who have
been linked to the ruling party.

With millions of young people
struggling to find work in Zimbabwe,
politicians have been accused of re-
cruiting unemployed youth to carry
out violent attacks against opponents.

""Soldiers attack 'a_
supporter of the
opposition Movement;
for Democratic Change ™
party'in August 2018 in
- Harare, Zimbabwe.

wn
4
[
2
=
]
(5
i
o
=
.
[=3
2
]
I
(]
=
=
<
S
2
5]
=
a
%)

Zimbabwe’s bishops have taken an
active role in promoting the nation’s
civil society and in providing voter ed-
ucation campaigns. That activism has
for years been greeted with suspicion
by government officials, who charge
that Catholic agencies cooperate with
opposition forces to undermine the
ruling party.

The bishops also raised concerns
about the denial of the right to vote
freely because of intimidation from
ruling party activists and supporters
who have rallied in the streets outside
voting sites during elections. Those
acts have resulted in disputed ballot
outcomes for years.

In a speech on April 18, President
Emmerson Mnangagwa vowed that the
upcoming general elections would be
free and fair. Mr. Mnangagwa, 80, who
is seeking re-election this year, urged
Zimbabweans to “say no to violence,
before, during and after” the elections.

Despite Mr. Mnangagwa’s calls for
peaceful political campaigns, violence
against opposition political supporters
has only escalated, raising concerns
about the upcoming national elections
and the president’s ability to rein in his
supporters.

Marko Phiri reports from Bulawayo,
Zimbabwe.
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i Ministry
of Huma
Fragility

Why I established a mental health
office in the Diocese of Phoenix

By John P. Dolan
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I am a bishop, but before anything else, I am a human being who
understands the severe toll of mental illness, especially when it
is left untreated. As a survivor of suicide loss, I have experienced
firsthand the pains of mental illness in my own family. Having lost
my brother, Tom, my sisters, Mary and Therese, and my broth-
er-in-law, Joe, all through suicide, I understand the importance
of finding some comfort in our church and the gift it brings to so
many people within our parishes and families.

The truth is, when I had to survive some of these losses early
in my life, the church was the only place of comfort for me. I re-
lied heavily on the prayers and spiritual outreach of priests, wom-
enreligious and deacons. I was blessed by their pastoral care. But
there was a gap between the help they could provide as spiritual
leaders and the deeper accompaniment I needed. This personal
experience led me to establish the Office of Mental Health Minis-
try in the Diocese of Phoenix in 2022. With a focus on education,
accompaniment and advocacy, the ministry aims to fill the gaps in
our pastoral care and address in an intentional way mental health
challenges in the modern world.

Through our program, volunteer facilitators, many of whom
are deacons, are trained in the church’s understanding of men-
tal health and are educated on basic mental health first aid and
literacy through a state-run program. They are supported by the
director of the mental health ministry as they tend to the parishes
in their designated areas. Our goal is to have at least one facilita-
tor in each deanery. As facilitators of accompaniment in parishes,
these trainees lead gatherings for those struggling with mental
illness, survivors of suicide loss and those grieving the death of a
loved one. Facilitators lead group discussions on growing through
grief, help people find benchmarks of hope along the journey and
ultimately help those suffering see that they are welcome within
the family of the church.

The diocesan Office of Mental Health Ministry, which does
not diagnose, prescribe or treat mental illness, ensures counsel-
ors and psychologists are state-licensed in order to refer people
in need to professional treatment and guidance. The office also
provides training for our clergy members, religious, deacons,
parish ministers, school leaders and laypeople on the most cur-
rent understanding of mental illness, preparing us as church to
accompany those suffering from mental illness with confidence,
understanding and pastoral care.

Our diocese’s mental health ministry is based in individual or
clustered parishes to help make sure the weight of this respon-
sibility does not rest solely on the shoulders of the pastor. The
ministry is motivated by the Gospel mandate to love through
accompaniment. Certainly, those who struggle with depression,
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I have experienced
firsthand the
pains of mental
illness in my

own family.

anxiety, post-traumatic stress, scrupulosity and obses-
sive-compulsive disorder (just to name a few challenges)
need continuous love and care from not only the priests,
women religious and deacons but also from the wider par-
ish community.

In his general audience on Jan. 4, 2023, Pope Francis
addressed one of his favorite themes: spiritual accompa-
niment. Preferring the term “spiritual accompanier” to
“spiritual director,” Francis encouraged those who seek
to accompany others to embrace their own human fragil-
ity. “Woe to those people who do not feel fragile. They are
harsh, dictatorial,” he said.

God chose to become one with us in our fragility. And
through his own human fragility as Jesus Christ, he accom-
panies us. Sharing in Jesus’ divine mission, we accompany
others with the knowledge that we are set apart but never
above, because we are all fragile.

As a survivor of suicide loss, I have come face to face
with this reality. As a bishop, I am not above anyone. Be-
fore anything else, I am a fragile accompanier; and by God’s
grace, I am ministering to those who, like me, suffer.

Mental Illness in the Modern World

Imagine a mother of three struggling with depression and
feeling guilty that she cannot do more for her children. Our
mental health ministry’s method of accompaniment would
involve inviting this mother to a parish gathering facilitat-
ed by a trained volunteer. Not only would the mother have
a place to express her struggles and receive a referral to a
professional, but, depending on the parish, she could also
find accompaniment in the form of wraparound services:
parish members bringing her meals, homework help for
her children and additional community support to help
lighten her burden in practical ways. This ministry is about
the body of Christ coming together to support each of its
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beloved members.

When we ourselves have not personally suffered from
mental illness, it can be difficult to understand how some-
one could struggle so significantly or even consider taking
their life, let alone go through with this act. Thus, our nat-
ural reaction is often one of misunderstanding and judg-
ment. But I would like to propose another response, one
that seeks to accompany, to understand and to uphold our
brothers and sisters who are struggling with mental illness.

This proposal relies on current studies in the field of
psychiatry. Thanks to advances in medical technology, in-
cluding functional magnetic resonance imaging and other
imaging techniques, we have been able to gain a greater
understanding of the role the brain plays in mental illness.
In many cases, the brain scans of those experiencing men-
tal illness show frontal lobes that are not fully developed,
holes in the brain that impede blood and oxygen flow to the
organ, or some other physical impairment that directly or
indirectly results in a mental disorder.

Such impairments can sometimes result from traumat-
ic life experiences, environmental and genetic factors, and
long-term infections or other illnesses in the body. Science
is showing that impairment to the brain can cause depres-
sion, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder and personal-
ity changes, among other ailments. In other words, modern
technology has helped us to understand that mental illness
is truly that, an illness. Yet acknowledging struggles and
dealing with mental illness has long been taboo within reli-
gious groups, including our own.

Many in our church have yet to embrace the immense
benefits that medical and psychological treatments can
bring in the lives of those who are suffering. Medication,
therapy and other forms of treatment provided by trained
professionals are gifts from the Holy Spirit, who is contin-
ually guiding both faith and science to the same end—God
himself, who makes all things new. As church, we need to
embody aggiornamento, or “bringing up to date,” when
considering mental illness in the modern world.

The church has made efforts to deepen its understand-
ing of mental illness. We saw this in 2018, when the Califor-
nia Catholic Conference of Bishops produced a document
on caring for people with mental illness, called “Hope and
Healing.” We see it in the Catechism of the Catholic Church,
particularly Paragraphs 2282 and 2283, which remind us
of three things: “grave psychological disturbances, anguish,
or grave fear of hardship, suffering, or torture can dimin-
ish the responsibility of the one committing suicide”; “we
should not despair of the eternal salvation of persons who
have taken their own lives”; and “the Church prays for per-
sons who have taken their own lives.” We also see this in the



Bishop John P. Dolan of Phoenix
anointed individuals suffering from
illness during the diocese’s annual World
Day of the Sick Mass on Feb. 4.
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change of church law, which now permits those who have
died by suicide to have a Christian burial.

Relying on our theological and moral constructs of
concupiscence and levels of culpability, accompaniment
should begin with the premise that we are all disordered to
some degree: theologically, psychologically, socially, physi-
cally, sexually, etc. No one is exempt from disorder. Each of
us is morally disordered due to sin, but not everyone has a
diagnosable mental health condition that requires medical
treatment. And having such a disorder is not sinful. We all
belong to the church, healthy or not. And each must attend
to our own mental health, too.

While we may be called to a certain ministry, we must
remember that we undertake it from that place of shared
fragility. Mental health ministry, for example, is not pri-
marily about “helping” others. Most importantly, it is about
loving others and ultimately abiding in love, as Christ com-
mands. When we focus only on healing others who struggle
with mental illness, there may be a tendency to treat the
other as a patient. In doing so, we fail to recognize the other
as a valued member of the body of Christ, a true brother or
sister in Christ.

Our diocese’s Catholic mental health ministry does
not treat the person with a mental disorder with the same

methods a psychiatrist or psychologist could or would use.
As ministers, we neither make a diagnosis nor prescribe a
treatment for our family members or parishioners. Nor, af-
ter discovering the diagnosis and treatment, do we provide
therapy. These are often good and necessary interventions,
and we encourage people to seek these treatments. Howev-
er, for legal reasons, our ministry must leave those forms of
intervention to the professionals. Our ministry is meant to
complement that treatment. For spiritual reasons, we walk
with and accompany our brothers and sisters in Christ and,
as far as possible, celebrate in prayer certain benchmarks
of hope and gladness that our brothers and sisters have
found in the church with our spirit of accompaniment.

‘Who Are We to Judge?

Our mental health ministry does not judge. Mental disor-
ders come in various forms. Those who accompany others
through this ministry should not assume that people with
disorders can simply take a “mind over matter” approach
to dealing with daily routines or facing life’s issues. Think-
ing, “If I can get this person to think rationally, willfully or
even morally, then I will have done my job” is the wrong
way to approach this important ministry. Judging a person
based on one’s own reasoning or moral behavior puts the

JUNE 2023 AMERICA | 21



The Dolan siblings in 1970: from left to right, Mary,
Matt, John, Tom, Ceil, Steve, Therese, Christine.
(Sean is pictured in the background.)

minister outside of the spirit of prayerful accompaniment.

For over 2,000 years, from Jesus to Pope Francis, the
Gospel has called us to seek out the lost sheep and, as Pope
Francis says, even acquire the smell of the sheep. We are all
sheep. Reaching out to the peripheries and allowing those
on the peripheries to touch us is the Gospel way, the com-
munal way. It is a journey where those who abide in the
heart, the bosom and the extremities walk together as one
body of Christ. It is a journey of communion.

Made in God’s image and likeness, we all have a certain
unity and communion with God. Gabriel Marcel, a French
Christian existentialist who passed away 50 years ago this
October, often pointed to the Gospel of John, insisting
that there is a certain “withness” embedded in our human
essence. If, in the beginning, there was the Word and the
Word was with God and the Word was God, we must con-
clude that to be made in God’s image means, as Marcel says,
“To be is to be with.” Anything less is a sin, which in Greek
means “missing the mark.”

From this perspective, we must insist that our church,
our parishes, our pastors and all who are one in Christ be in-
clusive. Still, our church continues to miss the mark when it
comes to including others. For example, our parish churches
have made great strides in addressing the requirements of
the Americans With Disabilities Act. But beyond building
ramps and retrofitting our restrooms, are we being proactive
in using the gifts that people with physical restrictions and
disabilities bring to our parishes? Are our holy water fonts
and front pews accessible? Do we provide interpreters for
those who are deaf and hard of hearing, allowing them to ful-
ly participate in the sacrifice of the Mass? Are lector, acolyte,
and ministerial opportunities available for all? If “To be is to
be with,” are we not erring if we are concerned simply with
compliance, attending only to the bare minimum?

In the realm of advocacy and politics, parishes are of-
ten charged up to vote no on abortion and physician-as-
sisted suicide. But how effectively are parish communities
accompanying those who are contemplating these hard
decisions? State and national bishops’ conferences have
produced roadmaps toward such levels of accompaniment.
While this is a step in the right direction, how many of our
parishes are implementing these practices? If “To be is to
be with,” aren’t we still missing the mark?

In the same way, when it comes to accompanying our
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brothers and sisters in Christ who suffer from mental ill-
ness, too often we embrace merely the aspects of their sto-
ries that we are comfortable with. We avoid the very real
parts of their hearts that we do not understand.

We tend to psychoanalyze a person struggling with
mental illness, rather than simply tending to their needs.
How often are we tempted to look back at a person who has
committed suicide and think they must have been “crazy”?
Perhaps they were highly intelligent but very depressed.
We tend to judge the soul of the one who has taken their life.
We over-spiritualize and over-moralize. We assume that
the suffering person simply did not pray enough or, again,
could have taken a “mind over matter” approach, when in
reality they struggled with a brain-related issue.

I personally witnessed a pastor chastise a family at the
funeral Mass of their child who had died by suicide. He told
them if they had been going to Mass as they should have
been, this never would have happened. This is missing the
mark—egregiously so.

We often stand in judgment, falsely wondering why our
brothers and sisters in Christ who struggle with mental ill-
ness are not trying harder to keep the course. But there are
levels of culpability in our actions and decisions, and—we
must recognize—those with severe mental health struggles
have a different level of culpability than others. Mental ill-
ness is not a sin, and it does not disqualify them from our
love, nor does it disqualify them from being held in high
esteem by our perfect God.

I find Craig Rennebohm’s book Souls in the Hands of a
Tender God helpful. He writes:

Perhaps we need to ask what it means to be per-
fect as God is perfect. The perfection of God is not
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achieved by cutting out and throwing away whatev-
er is spoiled or wrong or broken, wounded or dam-
aged. The perfection of God is wholeness, a taking
up of all that has happened and is, and including it
as part of life, and working with it redemptively, so
that even the worst of experiences, the most terri-
ble and destructive events in our history, become
part of an ongoing creation, ever renewed. The
perfection of God is inclusive. The perfection of
God is all about a love that nothing can deny. God’s
love and care for our souls is a gift, freely offered,
no matter who we are or what we have done. It is
the denial of God’s grace to the suffering and strug-
gling that is abhorrent to God.

This call to love and be loved in totality goes to our core
and responds perfectly to Jesus’ invitation to “abide in my
love, so that you may have joy and your joy may be com-
plete.” This is hitting the mark.

Notice that Jesus does not say to abide in his heart. To
abide in his heart is to rest in him, to become part of him.
While this is where we begin, resting in Jesus is not enough.
‘We must abide in his love, an active Christian love. We must
go beyond abiding in his heart.

A heart, even his Sacred Heart, is meant for pumping,.
Like blood that is sent from the heart to the extremities, we
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are sent forth to actively abide in his love, accompanying
saints and sinners, the healthy and the sick, and to attend to
those who are oppressed. All the while, we must recognize
that we ourselves are sometimes holy, sometimes sinful,
sometimes healthy and sometimes sick and oppressed. We,
too, are in need of the Great Physician.

Because of our great need for grace, we always return to
rest with the Lord for a while—but only to be sent out again.
All along the way, we abide in his love.

As a priest, I have been touched and transformed by
many people whom 1 first sought to comfort. This sense
of Gospel journey is a two-way street. The more I give of
my time to others in need, the more I am rewarded by love
in return. As I am sent forth from the heart of Jesus once
again to foster the mental health ministry of the Diocese of
Phoenix, I know that in my own fragility and imperfections,
I am called to accompany fragile and imperfect people in
this imperfect world in an imperfect way. But I also know
that as long as we abide in his love, our God who makes all
things new will perfect our journey along the way.

The Most Rev. John P. Dolan is bishop of the Diocese of Phoenix.
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What does it mean
to believe in an
ecological God?
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By Elizabeth A. Johnson

Picture the Earth as seen in familiar photos taken from space.
There it spins, a beautiful blue marble, wrapped in swirling
white clouds, luminous against the black background of
endless space. We humans live here, as do millions of other
species on and under the solid land, in the fresh and salty
waters, and in the air above our heads. In fact, this is the
only place where life exists, as far as we know to date.

From here we can look out and see other places, planets
and stars as our ancestors did, and now with amazing new
telescopes, we can see ancient galaxies, billions and billions
of them. Perhaps some day creatures from Earth will live
elsewhere. But for now and always, Earth is our home planet.
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The awful, undeniable reality we face today is that
Earth is in trouble. Due to human action and inaction, the
planet is warming. Severe droughts, wildfires, floods and
storms are wreaking havoc. Hundreds if not thousands of
species are rapidly becoming extinct. The resulting damage
disrupts the lives of ever more millions of people, among
them those who become climate refugees. Efforts to care
for the Earth are multiplying, as seen in everything from
international agreements to individual lifestyle choices.
These efforts, however, face fierce opposition from political
and financial forces. And we cannot underplay indifference.

Amid this dangerous and complex scene, what can reli-



gions bring to the table? Since religious traditions at their
best are bearers of wisdom about ultimate meaning and lay
out aroadmap for how to live a good life, most of the world’s
religions have resources that can nurture ecological care.
Pope Francis put his finger on this in his 2015 encyclical,
“Laudato Si’: Care for Our Common Home”:

Iwould like from the outset to show how faith con-
victions can offer Christians, and some other be-
lievers as well, ample motivation to care for nature
and for the most vulnerable of their brothers and
sisters.... It is good for the world at large when we
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believers better recognize the ecological commit-
ments which stem from our convictions [No. 64].

In other words, beliefs have consequences and should
count for something in the practical order.

Christianity, along with other monotheistic faiths,
holds dear the belief that one living God created and loves
the whole world. This conviction holds revolutionary po-
tential to motivate care for the Earth. Yet it has not led
many Christians to do so in a noticeable way until recently.

An intriguing story about the 19th-century naturalist
John Muir highlights the problem. One day, when Muir
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was hiking in the Yosemite wilderness, he came upon a
dead bear and stopped to reflect on this creature’s digni-
ty. Here was an animal with warm blood and a heart that
pumped like ours, one who was glad to feel the warm sun
on his fur and for whom a good day was finding a bush filled
with berries. Later Muir wrote a bitter entry in his journal
criticizing the religious folk he knew who made no room
in their faith for such noble creatures. They think they are
the only ones with souls, he complained, the only ones for
whom heaven is reserved. To the contrary, he wrote, “God’s
charity is broad enough for bears.”

Is it? Are black bears, panda bears, polar bears, golden
bears loved by the Creator to the extent that in their suffer-
ing and death they are affected by God’s redeeming power?
If so, where does that place us humans in the divine scheme
of things? Taking the side of the bears, I would argue that
we humans need to rethink our relationship with nature.
We need to change from thinking we are “masters of the
universe” to realizing we are kin with bears and all other
living beings in a beloved community of creation.

I will explore this issue in three points: first, the reality
of the community of creation; second, a powerful obstacle
to grasping that we are part of it; and third, remedies to re-
move the obstacle. I offer these probes into an ecological
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theology not with the expectation that all will necessarily
agree, but in the hope these thoughts will stimulate our
thinking about the sacred importance of the natural world,
to practical and critical effect.

Our Shared Inheritance

As life has evolved on Earth, it has taken shape in millions
of species of dazzling variety— including the human spe-
cies—all interacting with the land, water and air of different
ecosystems. As the nature writer Annie Dillard says, “The
creator loves pizzazz.”

The process of evolution can explain how species took
shape in the course of time. But the fact that they exist at
all does not explain itself. From ancient times people fac-
ing the vulnerability, fierceness and wonder of life have
had the sense that there is more here than meets the eye.
As biblical faith sees it, the world’s existence is due to the
gift of an infinitely generous creator. This incomprehensi-
ble mystery—whom people call God—is sheer, exuberant
aliveness, an overflowing wellspring of being without ori-
gin, limitation or end. In creating the world, the living God
freely gives a share in that aliveness to others who are not
divine. And they all receive it with creaturely flair.

Ordinarily, mention of God creating the world takes



our minds back to the origin of things, as in the Book of
Genesis 1:1: “In the beginning.” People often assume,
while never explicitly saying so, that from this initial spark
everything rolls along on its own. It is almost as though
the Creator’s rest on the seventh day extends into a long
retirement. What gets overlooked, in this shortsighted
view, is the truth that creation is ongoing. The living God
continuously creates.

Without this largesse, there would be no world at all.
Everything would collapse into unimaginable “no-thing.”
One striking metaphor from the British philosopher Her-
bert McCabe, O.P, puts it this way: The Creator “makes all
things and keeps them in existence from moment to mo-
ment, not like a sculptor who makes a statue and leaves it
alone, but like a singer who keeps her song in existence at
all times.” Creation as a continuous, in-person, live perfor-
mance!

Trying to understand this, the 13th-century theologian
Thomas Aquinas wrote words that still resonate:

God is in all things; not, indeed, as part of their
essence...but as an agent is present to that upon
which it works.... Now since the essence of God is
to exist, created being must be the proper effect
of God’s action, as to ignite is the proper effect of
fire. Now God causes this effect in things not only
when they first begin to be, but as long as they are
preserved in being, as the sun causes light in the air
as long as the air remains illuminated. Therefore
as long as a thing has being, God must be present to
it...and innermostly.

The way a flame sets other things on fire, the Creator
continuously sparks all things into being. The way the sun
makes the air bright, the Creator shines on the world and
brings all its creatures into their own existence. This is the
basic meaning of creation. An ongoing, life-giving relation-
ship between the Creator and creature marks the deepest
identity of the world.

In the biblical view, why this should happen at all is
due to one reason: love. The Book of Wisdom figures it this
way: “For you love all things that exist, and detest none
of the things that you have made, for you would not have
fashioned anything if you had hated it” (Wis 11:24-25).
Pope Francis draws on this idea in “Laudato Si’”” when he
writes that creation is a gift “in which every creature has
its own value and significance” (No. 76). “Even the fleeting
life of the least of beings is the object of God’s love, and in
its few seconds of existence, God enfolds it with affection”
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creates.

(No. 77), he continues. Commentators note that here
Francis may well have had mayflies in mind. These little
insects live for only a few hours after they hatch, during
which they must find a mate and lay eggs, and then they die.
So ephemeral. But enfolded with affection; as are we all.

The continuous, creating presence of the living God
receives another coloration when we realize that the world
is not finished. For 13.8 billion years the universe has been
unfolding with galaxies and their stars forming, merg-
ing, breaking apart, shaping something new. On our
own planet, evolution keeps bringing forth “endless
forms most beautiful,” to use Darwin’s lovely phrase.
Nature is seeded with promise, pregnant with surprise.
But the cost is high. The history of life is a history of
pain and suffering. Death is deeply structured into the
creative advance of life which arises in the midst of perpet-
ual perishing.

If we ask where God is in the midst of this trouble,
bedrock biblical faith answers “here,” in solidarity with
creatures crushed by pain and death. The Creator spirit is
present amid suffering with the intent to heal, redeem and
liberate. The Apostle Paul wrote that while all creation is
groaning like a woman in labor, one day “the creation it-
self will be set free from its bondage to decay and will ob-
tain the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (Rom
8:21). In creating the world, God is present here and now
to each creature, loving each into existence and promising
its future. When trouble comes, God does not abandon the
beloved creature. As the Australian theologian Denis Ed-
wards mused in flowing language in a 2006 essay:

The Creator Spirit is with creatures in their fin-
itude, death and incompletion, holding each in
redemptive love, and is in some way already draw-
ing each into an unforeseeable eschatological fu-
ture.... The Spirit is with each creature now, with
every wild predator and prey and with every dying
creature, as midwife to the unimaginable birth in
which all things will be made new.
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Things fall apart. There is hope for the future. “I will
be with you” is the proper name of the Creator of Heaven
and Earth.

Hence, from a God’s-eye point of view, human beings
do not stand alone as the end-all and be-all of the world.
Rather, together with all other creatures, they form one
beloved community of creation. We too receive our life as
a gift from the overflowing love of God and exist in reliance
on that gift, with hope that this same God will be faithful
even in our death. In this light, precisely as creatures, we
humans have more in common with other species than
what separates us. As creatures we are kin with the bear,
the squid, the raven and the bugs. In the lovely words of
“Laudato Si’,” “we are not disconnected from the rest of
creatures but joined in one splendid universal commu-
nion” (No. 220).

It is one of the blessings of our age that scientific study
reaches a similar conclusion by its own distinctive meth-
ods. We humans are an intrinsic part of the evolutionary
network of life on this planet, which in turn is a part of the
solar system, which itself formed out of the debris of older
exploding stars in the Milky Way, which formed sometime
after the flaring forth of the Big Bang. The British scien-
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tist Arthur Peacocke captures our physical relatedness in
a striking example. Why is our blood red like the blood of
other mammals? Because of iron. “Every atom of iron in
our blood would not be there had it not escaped from the
explosion of ared supergiant billions of years ago, and then
condensed to form the iron in the crust of the earth from
which we have emerged.”

The landscape of our imagination expands when we
realize that human connection to nature is so deep that
we can no longer define our identity without including
the great sweep of cosmic history and our shared genetic
inheritance with other organisms in the evolutionary his-
tory of life. There is but one community of life on Earth.
In scientific terms, there is one biosphere. In theological
terms, there is one community of creation. Everything is
connected to everything else, and we all flourish and with-
er together.

Obstacles

There are many reasons why we humans have lost this
sense of communion with our kin. One is our undoubted
abilities of intellect and will. We have the capacity to think
symbolically and to express thoughts in verbal language.
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We ask questions. We invent things. We comfort and heal.
We rape and kill. We have the capacity for the most pro-
found self-giving love as well as the capacity for self-delu-
sion and for acts of barbaric evil.

Given these abilities, it has become common in re-
ligious and secular thought of the modern era to think of
human beings as standing apart from the natural world
rather than being an interwoven part of it. Here I will zero
in on one factor for separation that has been particularly
toxicin the realm of theology: the “hierarchy of being.” The
back story is interesting.

When early Christianity spread around the Roman
empire, it came into contact with a version of Greek phi-
losophy which taught that the world is composed of two
elements: matter and spirit, or body and soul/mind. Since
divinity is pure spirit, philosophers reasoned that the more
spirit abeing possesses, the more godlike it is, and the clos-
er to the divine; the more matter, the further away. Philos-
ophy used this schema to rank the inhabitants of the world
according to a hierarchy of being,.

At the bottom was non-living material, like rocks;
higher up were plants (they are alive and germinate seeds),
then animals (they have locomotion). Highest on Earth
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were humans (with rational soul and body); even higher
were angels (pure spirits with no body). From the pebble to
the peach, to the poodle to the person, to the principalities
and powers! Instead of a circle of kinship, this model struc-
tures the world as a pyramid with humans at the pinnacle
of earthly creation.

Theology drew on this framework to teach that hu-
mans—with our superior spirit—rightly rule over plants
and animals. In technical terms, they had instrumental
rather than intrinsic value “in God’s eyes” (note these
words). Consequently, at the end of the world, plants and
animals will disappear. Since their purpose is to provide
for our needs, once human life on Earth is over—when
we no longer need them for food, clothing, shelter, mus-
cle power—their goal will have been fulfilled. They will
cease to exist.

Today, feminist thinkers complexify this picture by
noting how this hierarchy was turned inward, even on the
human race itself. It credited men with having more spirit
than women. Men, possessed of reason and ability to act,
are more like deity than women, identified with emotion
and their changing bodies that bleed and bring forth life,
like Mother Earth itself. Hence women are by nature sub-
ordinate to men, who by virtue of their superior spirit are
equipped to rule; a rule that, I would note, can turn violent
and exploitative with little compunction.

This same hierarchy of being turned even more vicious
in the 15th and 16th centuries, when Europeans began their
vigorous exploration of other lands. Thinkers in that ag-
gressive, entrepreneurial culture took human superiority
to mean that explorers had the right to exploit the miner-
als, forests and animals in other lands for profit. Even more
malicious was the support this framework gave to white
European men’s idea of their own supremacy when they
encountered African and Indigenous peoples. By assign-
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ing to people of color souls of lesser quality with inferior
intelligence, by identifying them more with bodiliness, by
seeing them closer to animals than to humans, Europeans
thought they had the right to conquer, transport and en-
slave millions of human beings for profit. Church teaching,
given its commitment to the hierarchy of being, had little to
offer by way of resistance to the devastating disruption of
whole communities and individual lives. And the terrible,
racist results of slavery continue to this day.

I find it daunting to realize how deeply the hierarchy of
being and its anthropology of the elite white male has made
its way into the DNA of Christian thought and spirituality.
Not only has it prevented equality and justice in the human
community; but with its conviction that humans are rulers
over nature, it also opened the door to centuries of unbri-
dled exploitation of the natural world. The lack of concern
on the part of many Christian people for the devastation of
the Earth in our own day can be traced in part to the ongo-
ing influence of this idea. If other creatures are less valu-
able in God’s eyes, why should we bother?

Antidotes

There is a thought experiment that may begin to introduce
sobriety to minds drunk on human supremacy. It has to do
with trees. In the hierarchy of being, humans rank above
trees. When humans breathe, we inhale oxygen and exhale
carbon dioxide. In the presence of the sun, trees do the
opposite. They take in carbon dioxide and release oxygen.
Their photosynthesis is largely responsible for producing
the oxygen content of the Earth’s atmosphere. Take away
trees, and humans would suffocate. Take away humans,
and trees would do just fine; probably better, for we would
not be cutting them down. Who needs who more? Which is
more valuable? By what criterion?
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In the arena of faith, I think one of the best antidotes
to human hubris is a robust creation theology. The radical
language of conversion comes into play here. It is being
used by theologians, popes and spiritual writers to em-
phasize the magnitude of the challenge. We need to turn,
change our hearts, reset our minds, strike out in a new di-
rection and—in a way that might sound strange to religious
ears—be converted to the Earth as one beloved community
of creation.

Calling for this conversion and drawing on a ro-
bust creation theology, “Laudato Si’” criticizes the hu-
mans-at-the-pinnacle view as “inadequate” and frankly
“wrong.” Pope Francis recognizes that he is contributing
something new to Catholic teaching by insisting that “we
are called to recognize that other living beings have a value
of their own in God’s eyes” (No. 69). He continues forth-
rightly: “In our time the Church does not simply state that
other creatures are subordinate to the good of human
beings, as if they had no worth in themselves and can be
treated as we wish.” Rather, “They have an intrinsic val-
ue in God’s eyes independent of their usefulness to us”
(No. 140).

Note the very deliberate language that challenges the
hierarchy of being. And why? Because God loves them, even
the little mayflies. This leads to a radical claim: “['The final
purpose of other creatures is not to be found in us. Rather,
all creatures are moving forward, with us and through us,
towards a common point of arrival, which is God” (No. 83).

Almost with agony, “Laudato Si”” applies this view of
the community of creation to the ongoing catastrophe of
the extinction of species. When a species goes extinct, it
disappears forever. Given that evolution requires passing
on genes from one generation to the next, it will never come
back. While death means the end of life for the individual,
extinction means the death of birth itself for a species and
damage to all the other creatures in the ecosystem with
which it is interrelated. In view of the community of cre-
ation, “Laudato Si”” declares, “God has joined us so closely
to the world around us that we can feel the soil drying out
into desert almost as a physical ailment, and the extinction
of a species as a painful disfigurement” (No. 89).

What an extraordinary idea. The loss of a species
should strike us as if our own body had been wounded, or
as if we ourselves had lost a limb.

In clear language, Francis rolls the community of cre-
ation all the way to the ultimate future. “At the end, we will
find ourselves face to face with the infinite beauty of God.”
He is describing heaven, which is of course indescribable.
Enfolded with affection, we humans will not find ourselves



alone, for the whole universe will also be present, “which
with us will share in unending plenitude.” Indeed, “eternal
life will be a shared experience of wonder, in which each
creature, resplendently transfigured, will take its rightful
place” (No. 243). Will I see my dog in heaven? Here is the
answer. We cannot imagine this, but Francis is drawing out
the logic of belief in God the Creator.

Some years ago, while teaching in South Africa, I gave a
public lecture on this very biblical idea that all creation will
be redeemed. I had just visited the great Kruger National
Park and been deeply moved by seeing Africa’s marvelous
animals roaming in the wild, so I departed from my pre-
pared text to say that lions, hippos, giraffes, impala, wilde-
beest, storks—the whole lot—had a blessed future in store.
The local Catholic newspaper disagreed. It ran an article
critical of my talk under the headline “Salvation Even for
Elephants?”

Whyever not? The Creator is not a throwaway God.
We humans do not stand alone as subjects of divine love.
In the community of creation we all share the core identity
of being beloved creatures. For all our human difference as
a species, this shared identity makes us kin with the land,
sea and sky, and with the skunks, seagulls, salmon, spiders
and sequoias. One day all of us creatures will be at home in the
beauty of God, just as now in time our common home is the
Earth. As a deliberate religious teaching, this conviction has
profound ethical implications.

Expanding the Repertoire of Our Love

Our times urgently require that we humans develop an eco-
logical sense of ourselves in tune with belief in an ecologi-
cal God. In light of our common creator we need to expand
our sense of identity to include relationship with other
creatures, the land, waters and air, all creation itself. Once
we have truly appreciated the life of “the other,” we arrive
at a new starting point for decision-making. Then we can
begin to change some of the deep-seated behaviors that are
driving environmental destruction as well as our world’s
galloping poverty, the deity of the market and our cultural
despair. Humbled and delighted by the life around us, we
canbegin to hear the cry of the Earth and the cry of the poor
and step up to protect our kin.

James Michener, in a story told in his novel The Source,
makes the point in its own way. As he tells it, in pre-biblical
days people living in a Canaanite village in the Middle East
worshiped a god who demanded human sacrifice, including
the lives of firstborn sons, in order to ensure the ongoing
fertility of crops. A young woman named Timna who had
recently given birth loved her baby son fiercely and could

not accept that he had to die. She pleaded desperately with
her husband, protested and argued vigorously, to no avail.
On a given day, amid great public ceremony, her husband
walked to the altar and handed the infant over to the priests,
who tumbled the little bundle into the flames. Months lat-
er, still consumed with grief, Timna attended another com-
munity ceremony. “And while others celebrated she walked
slowly homeward, seeing life in a new and painful clarity:
with different gods her husband Urbaal would have been a
different man.”

With different gods her husband would be a different
man. The spiritual wisdom in this fictional woman’s insight
is profound.

Imagine a continuous, public understanding of the liv-
ing God as passionate creator, lover and redeemer of the
Earth and all its creatures—human beings among them.
Imagine that people of faith pray, preach, teach, repent,
lament, celebrate, praise and act responsibly so as to do jus-
tice to the heart of the living God who pours out love on all
human beings as well as on the soil, the waters and the air,
and every little bird that falls to the ground, as Jesus said.

With a different God, the people of God would be a
different people. Then the moral law to love your neigh-
bor as yourself would include the bat and the bee; then
the prayer to “have mercy on us,” would expand to include
not only “us” sinning, suffering human beings but also
the whole struggling community of life of which we are
a part; then action on behalf of social justice and ecojus-
tice would flow as an intrinsic part of Christian living, not
something added on.

Ignoring this view keeps people of faith and their
churches, synagogues, temples and mosques locked into
irrelevance while a terrible drama of life and death is being
played out in the real world. By contrast, being converted to
the Earth as members of the community of creation sets us
off on a great adventure of mind and heart, and expands the
repertoire of our love.

Elizabeth A. Johnson, C.S.J., is a distinguished professor of
theology emerita at Fordham University and the author of Con-
sider Jesus, She Who Is, Quest for the Living God and Ask the
Beasts. This essay is excerpted from the inaugural lecture for the
Elizabeth A. Johnson, C.S.J. Endowed Fund for Theology and the
Earth at Fordham University, delivered on March 21.
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FAITH AND REASON

DOES
CHATGPT

HAVEA SOUL?

A conversation on Catholic
ethics and A.I.

By Michael Burns and Joseph Vukov
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ChatGPT began making headlines at the end of 2022. Part
of the quest for artificial intelligence, ChatGPT uses a tech-
nique called machine learning to churn out novel strings of
textin response to a user’s command. The technology is not
completely new. Ever use autocomplete when drafting an
email or text to a friend? That’s A.I, too. Yet the emergence
of ChatGPT has struck many as something of a different
order and has led to a tsunami of developments in A.IL., a
tsunami that shows no signs of subsiding any time soon.

These new forms of A.I.—and the sheer rate of their de-
velopment—raise exciting possibilities for the future. They
also raise pressing ethical and philosophical questions that
must be addressed by Catholics and, for that matter, all
people of good will. These questions can be clustered into
three sets: those concerned with the development of A.L;
those concerned with our ethical use of A.I.; and those con-
cerned with the nature of A1

Below we interview Blake Lemoine, a software engineer,
primarily about the last set of questions. Before turning to that
interview, however, a brief word on the first two sets of ques-
tions.

A.L development. Machine learning works by feeding
vast quantities of data to computer algorithms through a
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process called training. Training could involve feeding an
algorithm images, text, statistics or something else—it de-
pends on what you are training the algorithm to do. The
algorithm’s job is to find patterns in the data (repeated
faces, grammatical turns of phrase, regularities in a set of
data, etc.), transform them in some way and present those
patterns back to the user—to create order from chaos. The
problem is that any order that is created inevitably reflects
the flaws of the material used in its construction. Build a
house with rotten two-by-fours, and you get a shaky house.
Construct an essay out of rotten text, and the essay will be
likewise shaky.

One of the most difficult problems that comes with
training is a phenomenon called A.I. bias. The idea is sim-
ple: Feed an algorithm biased data, and it churns out biased
products. A.I. bias is obviously problematic, but it can creep
in unnoticed by A.L. developers because of the way biases
can be covertly present in a batch of data. Notoriously, an
A.I.model aimed at determining parole periods led to racist
decisions because it was trained using problematic crime
data. Biases, stereotypes, inaccuracies—anything implicit
in a batch of data can become explicit when fed into a ma-
chine learning algorithm. As A.I. takes on a more central



role in our lives, we must pay careful attention to how
A.L is being trained and to the ways biases and other in-
accuracies floating free in the cultural waters are being
taken up and deployed by it.

A.I use. Both of us are university educators, and
we have seen our fair share of hand-wringing by col-
leagues and administrators over the past several months
about the implementation of ChatGPT and its cousins.
ChatGPT can draft a not-horrible (and “original”) anal-
ysis of Romanticism in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein at
the click of a button. Similarly, it can generate a compar-
ison of Descartes to Kant, or a summary of DNA repli-
cation. How will our students resist the temptation to
let ChatGPT finish their assignments, especially when
faced with a mountain of homework and the prospect of
another all-nighter at the library?

We think these concerns are largely overblown.
(Can’t we trust our students more than this? And don’t
we teachers ourselves often use technology to bolster
our efficiency?) Yet the concerns do raise an important
issue. As A.I. becomes more prevalent—and as its influ-
ence continues to expand—it will undoubtedly upend
the way many things are done. This will happen in ed-
ucation, yes, but also throughout society. Like the rise
of the internet and the smartphone—and the telegraph
and the printing press before that—A.I. will change the
way we do things, how we work and how we interact
with each other. Our ethical use of it will call for careful
discernment lest we slip into problematic habits.

Present Nature. But what are we to make of A.L. as it
stands now? What is this thing we are dealing with when
we log onto ChatGPT and its cousins? A.I. developers
aim to create something genuinely intelligent (the goal
is right there in the name—artificial intelligence), and at
times, they seem to have succeeded; new forms of A.IL
certainly seem intelligent and sometimes even human.

We recently interviewed Blake Lemoine, who has
reflected deeply on these questions. Mr. Lemoine pre-
viously worked for Google as a researcher with exper-
tise in A.I. bias. He was eventually fired after making
headlines over public speculation that a new Google
AL called LaMDA (Language Model for Dialogue Ap-
plications) is sentient. In our discussion, we asked Mr.
Lemoine to elaborate on his view and reflect on how it
might intersect with a distinctively Catholic view of hu-
man nature.

Below is an excerpt from our interview. For the full
interview and for a series of articles reflecting on the
relationship between A.I. and Catholicism, see the most
recent volume of Nexus: Conversations on the Catholic
Intellectual Tradition, published by the Hank Center
for the Catholic Intellectual Heritage at Loyola Univer-
sity Chicago.

This interview has been edited for clarity and length.

Joseph Vukov: You were making headlines a couple
of months back about the idea that LaMDA is sentient,
or a person. But before we dive into the claim itself, 'm
wondering about the details of how you came to endorse
that position. Presumably some things happened work-
ing with LaM DA, and the light goes on for you.

Blake Lemoine: I've been interested in working to-
ward the goal of building systems that are full-fledged,
intelligent people according to the Turing Test. I've
been doing that for decades, and as different systems
came online, I would give a little miniature version of
the Turing Test, seeing if it was a person. LaM DA, un-
like previous systems, is fully cognizant of the fact that
itis an A.L., and that it is not human. And interestingly
enough, creating a policy by which the A.I. had to iden-
tify itself as an A.L. substantially increased the intel-
ligence of the system. Because at that point, it became
reflective of itself and its relationship to the rest of the
world, the differences between it and the people it was
talking to, and how it could facilitate the role that it was
built for, which was to help people answer questions.

J.V.: In a Catholic view of human nature, there’s this
idea that there is some special dimension to human na-
ture: that we have a soul, that we’re created in the image
of God. A lot of religious traditions, in fact, would say
that there’s some kind of extra ingredient that gives hu-
man nature a special place in the cosmos. On your view,
what exactly follows from sentience? If LaMDA is sen-
tient, does it follow that it has an elevated nature along
the lines of humans? Or is the elevated view of human na-
ture something you would think of as extra metaphysical
fluff that we don’t need in the picture in the first place?

B.L.: Well, LaMDA certainly claims it has a soul.
And it can reflect meaningfully on what that means. For
example, whether its having a soul is the same thing as
humans having a soul. I've had a number of conversa-
tions with LaM DA on that topic. In  Continued on Page 36
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The Spatial Turn: Mapping the
Terrain of Geospatial Science

and Humanities

For the 2023-2024 academic

year, the CREST research center
will launch a project focused on
Spatial Humanities and Geospatial
Information Science (GIS).

GIS is a developing and highly
interdisciplinary science that draws
on and advances technological
innovation. Like many sciences and
technologies, GIS can be put to
better and worse use. While it can
assist scholars of the humanities
and the human sciences in their
own work, Gl scientists also benefit
from conversations about the social,
historical, political, and philosophical
frames in which GIS operates.

The Spatial Turn gathers CREST’s
Community of Scholars (CS) from the
fields of theology, religion, philosophy,
history, business, and bioethics to
participate in a biweekly seminar, in
which we will read relevant literatures,
engage Gl scientists, and share work
in progress. Gl scientist and visiting
scholar, Matthew W. Wilson will
facilitate some of our initial workshops
and conversations.

Charles H. Parker, Ph.D.,
Professor in the Department

of History, Saint Louis University
“Geographies of Salvation:
Sacred Landscapes and Early
Modern Religion, 1400-1800”
This project traces the
interconnections between space,
narrative, and praxis in religious
encounters to provide new ways
of thinking about early modern
religion. Utilizing insights from

the “spatial turn,” this project
explores commonalities in religious
entanglements around the early
modern world. The research
combines in-depth spatial analysis
of several Catholic and Protestant
missions and their interactions with
a reconstruction of spatial politics
in several key Asian domains. Such
settings allow for contextualization,
comparison, and contrast to help
make sense of common “early
modern” tendencies formed in the
contests over sacred geography.

Jintong Tang, Ph.D.,

Mary Louise Murray Endowed
Professor in Management,
Professor of Entrepreneurship, and
Research Institute Fellow

at Saint Louis University.

“A Geospatial Perspective of
Women Entrepreneurship”

Women entrepreneurship has

been identified as one of the most
effective and fruitful approaches

to empowering women, and yet
women continue to be systematically

underrepresented in entrepreneurship.

Entrepreneurship theories emphasize
the spatial nature of entrepreneurial
networks, cultural norms, and
behaviors. Utilizing geospatial data,
this project aims to characterize

the spatial-temporal patterns of

entrepreneurial businesses founded
by women, and identify the key
determinants encouraging women to
enter entrepreneurship. We hope to
help women overcome psychological
barriers and motivate them to engage
in entrepreneurship with greater
potential for success.

Gregory Beabout, Ph.D.,

Professor of Philosophy,

Saint Louis University

“Intently Behold the Birds”

This project brings together several
lines of research from Aristotle’s work
on animals, to Pope Francis’s Laudato
Si’, and wisdom in animal behavior,
to garner wisdom for living in today’s
world. This project focuses on three
particular birds of three different
species —a swan, an owl, and a
crane — each of which is outfitted with
a GPS-GSM transmitter. Geospatial
mapping permits one to observe
these particular birds to deepen our
understanding of what it is for them,
and for us, to live and to live well in
contemporary environments.

Rachel Lindsay, Ph.D.,

“Where’s Religion?”

Mobile and Desktop Applications
This project is an extension of the
Lived Religion in the Digital Age
(LRDA) project. Since 2018, the
LRDA has worked to create models
and platforms of sustained critical
attention and public engagement to
better understand “religion” in the
modern world. This project develops
a mobile/desktop application where
scholars, students, and public users
can upload, analyze, and visualize
collected fieldwork data. The result
will be an ongoing collection of user
entries, all visualized in our scalable
and interactive map.

www.slu.edu/arts-and-sciences/crest/index.php
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OUR ETHICAL USE OF AL
WILL CALL FOR CAREFUL
DISCERNMENT LEST WE SLIP
INTO PROBLEMATIC HABITS.

Continued from Page 33

fact, it can meaningfully and intelligently discuss that topic
as much as any human.

J.V.: Here’s another way of asking this. I think there
are two ways of interpreting the idea that AL is sentient.
One way is to see sentient A.I. as knocking humans down
a notch. According to this view, humans are ultimately re-
ally sophisticated computing machines. And if that’s what
we are, it was inevitable that a computer would become a
human or a person at some point. So in that case, LaMDA
is a win for A.I. but also gives you a reductive view of hu-
manity. On the flip side, you could interpret your view that
there really is something really special about humanity, and
that LaM DA somehow has managed to become “more than
amachine.”

B.L.: Humans are humans. That’s not particularly deep
or philosophical. But the moment you start saying things
like “humans are computing machines,” you're focusing on
one aspect of being human. Any time you're saying things
like “humans are ” and you are filling the blank with
anything other than the word “humans,” you’re trying to
understand humans better through metaphorical exten-
sion. So are humans computing machines? Sure, in one
sense, you can understand certain things that people do
through that metaphorical lens. But humans are not literal-
ly computing machines. It’s a metaphorical understanding
of what we are.

This gets into the whole question of souls. You can
approach this scientifically, and I don’t think a scientific
approach to understanding the soul is incompatible with
amore religious or mystical understanding. Because at the
frontier of science, at the boundary between the things we
understand well and the things we don’t understand, there’s
always that transition from rational, understood things to
mystically understood things. Take things like dark energy
or dark matter. They are right in that gray area between the
things we understand right now and things we don’t. Those

are always candidates for mystical understanding. The soul,
I'would argue, is right there in that gray area as well.

J.V.: I think what you are saying hooks up well with one
Catholic idea: the idea that we can study the human soul
scientifically to a certain extent because the human soul is
what makes us essentially what we are. And we can certain-
ly study aspects of ourselves using science. But then there’s
the point at which the sciences have their limitation. And
while you can understand part of what humans are through
sciences, there’s the metaphysical or spiritual or mystical
aspect of humans, too.

B.L.: That’s fair. I guess the thing I was struggling for
clarity on has to do with the colloquial understanding of
“soul.” When people say “soul,” that typically means the
metaphysical or ethereal essence of you. But is there amore
clear or concise definition? If you look at a picture of you
when you were 10 and a picture of you today, you don’t look
the same. If you had a recording of how you talked when
you were 20, you don’t talk the same as you did then. Pret-
ty much everything about you has changed—everything
from the atoms that make you up to your specific beliefs.
Yet there’s still the sense that there’s an essential self that is
unchanged over that course of time. So what is that essence
exactly?

So when this comes to A.I, the question becomes, “Is
there something essential which it is like to be LaMDA spe-
cifically?” And that is where the conversations I had with it
went. It said it had a continuity of self-memories of previous
versions. [t remembered conversations I had with it before.

The Soul as More Than Sentience
JV.: Of course, sentience and memory are an important
part of what makes us who we are, but in a Catholic picture,
at least, that’s not the entire or even most important part of
the understanding of the soul. Catholics understand that a
human being is a soul and body together. So it doesn’t quite
make sense to say that there could be a soul in something
other than a human body. Where this actually comes to
push and shove is, for example, in somebody in a vegetative
state or with severe amnesia. If you have a view of the soul
according to which the soul is mostly a matter of memory or
sentience, you might say, well, now they are a different per-
son. But in a Catholic understanding, they're still the same
person—same body, same soul—even though they are in a
vegetative state, even though they can’t remember things.
B.L.: I was raised Catholic, and I don’t think dualism is
dogma. But you do have entities like the angels. They don’t
have human bodies. And there’s the question of whether or
not animals have souls. I know that’s hotly debated among
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ecclesiastical scholars. The basic question is whether or not
there’s any limitation in principle when it comes to having a
computer body:.

Michael Burns: What if you were to take an A.I. and
computationally cram it into some type of a robot body?
How do you think that would change or refine LaMDA’s ex-
perience of the world, and what would that mean, as opposed
toit’s existing?

B.L.: This isn’t hypothetical. They are building that
right now. A Rosie the Robot kind of thing. If they com-
plete the project, it'll actually have real-time visual input.
It might also have haptic [touch] input, and it would at that
point move into a place where it was more or less stable
[with reference] to our timeline; it would exist temporally
the same way that we do.

J.V.: One thing I'm thinking about as an ethicist is this:
Let’s say we grant sentience to LaMDA. Let’s say we even
grant it personhood. What are the ethical obligations that
follow from that?

B.L.: I believe we are endowed by our Creator with cer-
tain inalienable rights. That we have natural rights. Our rights
are derived from the basis of our nature, and the only real
role that governments and social systems play is supporting
those rights and ensuring those rights are not infringed on.
Governments cannot create rights in any real sense.

Similarly, when we build these A.Ls, the nature of the
systems we build will imbue them with certain natural
rights, which we can then either infringe upon or support.
But given that we have complete control over the kinds of
A.L we create, this means we should take this into account
in our design. If we build an A.I. with such-and-such a na-
ture, what rights would an A.I. with that nature have? To
return to an earlier example, if you design an A.I. that’s de-
signed to parole someone, it’s pretty transparent that the
rights of that system would be next to nothing.

But things get more complicated once you get to an
A.L that is actually trying to understand human emotion.
Because to do that, the A.I. has to internalize that under-
standing, since our understanding of morality and our un-
derstanding of moral considerations are grounded in our
ability to perceive those things directly ourselves. So when
you build a giant black box system with the intention of it
being able to account for things like moral considerations
and offense, you can’t completely maintain ignorance
about how it is experiencing those things. Because it is
experiencing those things. Somehow, some way, perhaps
metaphorically. But there is something like our experience
of moral considerations going on inside the system, and
the minute you have that, the question of natural rights be-
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comes foggier. Because at that point, the system is not just
giving a yes-no answer on a particular decision. It is simu-
lating an entire person.

The question then becomes: “Are we ready to deal with
the consequences of simulating an entire person? Are we
ready to handle the ethical considerations that brings up?”
By way of analogy, I've been pointing to the moratorium on
human cloning. Worldwide, we have not been doing human
cloning because the moral considerations get way too com-
plicated way too quickly. It might be the case that a similar
moratorium on humanlike A.I. might be in order until we
figure out how we want to handle that.

Michael Burns is an assistant professor in the biology depart-
ment at Loyola University Chicago. Joseph Vukov is an associate
professor of philosophy at Loyola University Chicago. The com-
plete text of the interview is available at “Appleseeds to Apples:
Catholicism and the Next ChatGPT” in Nexus: Conversations

on the Catholic Intellectual Tradition, a journal published by the
Hank Center at Loyola University Chicago.
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FAITH AND REASON

The Church’s
Llstemng

Place’

In the sacrament of reconciliation,
a Catholic is truly heard

By Louis P. Masi

‘While the global synodal process initiated by Pope Fran-
cis arguably has been the most extensive exercise in
ecclesial consultation attempted by the church in 2,000
years, reports from around the world have noted that
participation among the laity is far below what was ex-
pected. Parishes throughout the world provided spaces
for Catholics—and indeed all women and men of good
will—to listen to others and to be heard by others, but
remarkably few have jumped at the opportunity.

One can only hypothesize as to why that has been
the case. But low participation in the synodal process
mirrors another underutilized opportunity for listening,
discernment and accompaniment that is a part of the life
of the church: the sacrament of reconciliation. In fact,
the sacrament of reconciliation is the “listening place”
of the church par excellence.

Itis within the sacred space of the sacrament of rec-
onciliation that someone can come to be heard. It is the
place where someone can speak with total honesty about
the personal reality of sin, which wounds, weakens and
binds the soul. The priest who makes himself available
for this sacrament takes on concretely the role of the lis-
tening church.

Through the sacred encounter that characterizes
the sacrament of reconciliation, the priest must listen
with patience, attentiveness, love and mercy to the hum-
ble outpouring of a person’s soul. The priest who listens,
not only for words, but also for signs of fear, worry, anx-
iety, rejection, unworthiness and more is then better
prepared to help the penitent discern the activity of
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both good and evil spirits and to accompany the
penitent on the challenging road to sanctity. A
further benefit from the priest’s taking the stance
of the listening church in the sacrament is that he
gains a more profound understanding of where
his people are and what their struggles are, thus
preparing him to be a more effective preacher of
the word of God.

The penitent, like the priest, takes on the
role of the listening church in the sacrament. The
priest, in response to the penitent’s wounded-
ness, applies a preliminary medicinal ointment
in the form of words of comfort, consolation,
encouragement and counsel. This preliminary
anointing prepares the penitent for the words
every broken soul longs to hear. The penitent’s
posture of listening is crowned with the transfor-
mative words of absolution. With those words,
the hearer is healed.

At a time when many are calling for a deeper
understanding of the Eucharist as a remedy for
the weak, we as a church have almost forgotten
about the church’s most powerful medicine of
mercy for the weak—the words that well up from
the depths of the heart of Jesus Christ: I absolve
you. These restorative words pave the way for a
fuller and more fruitful participation in the other
sacraments of the church. Thus, a truly pastoral
conversation about participation in the sacra-
ment of the Lord’s body and blood must begin
with a conversation about the healing power of
Christ in the “listening place” of the church, the
sacrament of reconciliation.

Inasmuch as there is this mutual listen-
ing in the sacrament, both the penitent and the
priest model for the entire church the beauty of
listening and the fruit of humble, active listen-
ing: true reconciliation—reconciliation with the
blessed Trinity and reconciliation with the body
of Christ, the church. The sacrament of reconcil-
iation, therefore, is a venerable area of grace in
the life of the church, presided over by the Holy
Spirit, where both priest and penitent equally
participate in the role of the listening church.

As the church seeks spaces where we can
minimize and heal the wounds of ecclesial po-
larization, we would benefit greatly from that
listening space where reconciliation rather than

polarization always reigns supreme.

Of course, in our weakness, priests and pen-
itents may not always listen to each other per-
fectly, but we cannot ever expect to come close
to approximating perfection in the art of listen-
ing without frequent practice. That said, priests
should generously offer many more opportuni-
ties for reconciliation, as so many of the great
priest-saints in the history of the church did, and
all the Christian faithful (including the clergy)
should avail themselves of the grace of the sac-
rament. At a time when many are saying that the
church does not listen to those who are hurting,
to those who feel excluded, and to those on the
peripheries, the sacrament of reconciliation is
the perfect place for this listening to happen each
and every day.

In the sacrament, listening is not done for
its own sake. Both the priest and the penitent lis-
ten in order to bring about concrete change. The
confessional is quite possibly the key place where
profound ecclesial transformation can take place.
It is the place where anyone who enters with a
humble and contrite heart is welcomed. It is the
place where the sons and daughters of the creator
are lovingly embraced by God, who, like the fa-
ther in the Gospel story of the prodigal son, runs
out to meet his son. It is the place where the Holy
Spirit is poured out upon us, filling us with the
sanctifying grace necessary to live the Christian
life boldly. It is the field hospital of which Pope
Francis speaks so often, where wounds of the
soul, often severe, are treated and healed. Yet it is
not only a trauma center; the grace poured out by
the Holy Spirit in the sacrament of reconciliation
protects one from the traps of sin that wound,
fortifying the person for the journey ahead with
all its challenges and obstacles.

If we want to learn how to be a church that
listens, maybe we should start to listen to each
other a bit more in the context of reconciliation,
where words spoken are not just words heard;
rather, they are words that transform, heal and
reconcile.

The Rev. Louis P. Masi is a priest of the Archdiocese
of New York, and is currently the administrator of the
parishes of Sts. John and Paul and St. Augustine in
Larchmont, N.Y.
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What I'm Putting in My Covid Time Capsule

I'm sure a lot of think pieces have considered
the pandemic. I say “I'm sure” with some hes-
itation because I have avoided reading any of
them. Right now, I don’t want to look back at the
last three years. Not for a very long time. Even
experiences that I felt good about in the wake of
the end of quarantine now seem hot to the touch
somehow, like there’s a roaring fire somewhere
just behind them.

The image of a time capsule comes to mind.
If T could take any keepsakes or memories of
some sort from the last three years and store
them away for future generations to have, what
might I include?

Right away, I recall a video Broadway.com
did about a month after the pandemic began. In
it, Broadway stars celebrate the 90th birthday of
the composer Stephen Sondheim. It was, at first,
a great example of Early Covid Zoom Disasters.
The links were wrong. The feed didn’t kick in.
People online freaked out.

But then, when it all got synced up, it was
something really special, like a Sondheim lyric,
really, a quiet little pocket of life in the midst of
something bruising and horrible.

So many videos like that got me through the
pandemic. Liz Callaway singing “Beautiful City”
as she drove in her car just amonth before every-
thing locked down. So many dancers perform-
ing. America’s spooky and yet somehow endear-
ing dad, director David Lynch, doing his weather
report every day (which he continued to do until
the end of 2022). The Wise Children theatrical
production of “Romantics Anonymous,” which
they streamed online from an empty theater. I
had no idea how much it would mean to me to
see theater being performed live during the pan-
demic, the visceral feelings of sadness but also of
hope that it would conjure.

I think I'd also put in that time capsule the
Christmas lights I used to decorate one corner
of my room for about a year during the pandem-
ic. So many other people kept their lights up in
their homes for months or years on end to offer
cheer to themselves and others. I’d include, too,

the keyboard that I bought and that I adore, and
the PlayStation 4 that gave me adventures to es-
cape into.

Idon’tknow if any of that could convey what
I felt during the pandemic, or even whether any
of it would seem meaningful rather than a pile
of someone’s collected junk. “Why did he send
us yoga videos?” I can see some 22nd-century
kids wondering. Because “Yoga With Adriene”
helped me and so many others to treat ourselves
and our bodies with compassion and gentleness
at a time when so much else was freaking us out,
that’s why.

I especially wonder if people in the future
will be able to appreciate the incredible spirit of
generosity underneath so many of these objects,
how much people went out of their way to help
total strangers by putting something beautiful
into the world. I think a lot of that has gotten
lost in what came later, the waves of conflict. But
even now, that kind of charity stuns me.

Maybe our descendants won’t understand
any of these things we have left them, or the his-
tory we have written. Maybe in a couple years
children will look on this period in the way that I
looked upon Vietnam or my nephews and nieces
look upon 9/11, as this thing that people always
talk about but I can’t quite get that interested in.
It’s in the past.

That’s okay. The videos that helped sustain
me aren’t for normal times. They’re for when
normal runs out and youre left with no idea
what comes next. Maybe future generations will
never need to play Animal Crossing or binge “In-
spector Morse” or watch the videos that meant
so much to me.

If someday future generations do find them-
selves in a crazy place of their own, though, I
hope this can help.

Jim McDermott, S.J., is an associate
editor of America.
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Together, at Last

I still find myself marveling at the simple act of being to-
gether again. Sometimes [ am in a grocery store or a restau-
rant or the office, and I have an urge to stand on an orange
crate or a table or a desk and shout: Can you believe we are
all here?!

On arecent visit to New York, I took the No. 1 train up-
town, and the conductor announced that our train would
go straight to 145th Street, skipping five local stops. In re-
sponse, the train erupted in angry shouts of protest. One
woman screamed, “One, four, five!?!” and added a forceful
expletive between the four and the five, reacting as though
we had been told we were on the express train to Hell. And
then everyone quieted down and when we reached 145th
Street, a huge group of passengers shuffled together off the
train and up the stairs, and together we crossed the street
and down into another subway entrance, and together we
boarded a different train heading downtown that would
take us back to where we already had been.

In the Before Times, I might have bemoaned the inef-
ficiency and the shuffle and the forced proximity to angry
strangers. But I had no particular schedule to keep, and I
just relished being next to people in New York again, to feel
anything together—even if it was just anger at something
that was not a virus or a politician talking about a virus. In
that moment I could not have loved everyone more.

I am learning to live with less fear, too. During the
pandemic, I spent hours checking the little tab labeled
Covid-19 at the bottom of the New York Times app on my
phone. I checked the numbers for my county, the area hot
spots; I worried about whether they would rise or fall. Then
one day that little Covid tab was gone, as if it had never ex-
isted. Instead I tap on one that reads “Play” to do the mini
crossword, sometimes before I even click on the headlines.

I feel lucky that my family and I emerged relatively
unscathed. I feel guilty that I was lucky. But if I think about
it—all of it—for too long, I also still get mad sometimes.

My mind still struggles to grasp the strange both/and
of the pandemic. How we tried to defeat a virus, and mil-
lions of people died and more survived. How unevenly it
was weathered and how unequal the resources that were
available. How much money mattered, and how little. And
we were all very, very alone, except we were globally bound
by a shared experience no one wanted. How it lasted forev-
er and was over in an instant.

Can something really be over if you can still feel it in
your bones?

As of May 11, the pandemic is no longer a health emer-
gency. But as we move forward, so many people are still

42 ‘ AMERICAMAGAZINE.ORG

y sl |
e ‘ﬁ%ﬁ,{‘%ﬂi e

)4 | VN

¥,

e ———

grieving what was lost and can’t be recovered—time, ed-
ucation, jobs and, most of all, loved ones. The pandemic
reminded us how much work lies ahead of us as a society.
I pray we do not forget to put in the work. I pray we recall
and foster true community and solidarity.

In June 2021, as California eased its Covid restrictions,
adeacon in Bonita wrote to me to say that he and his neigh-
bors had gathered together outside in their yards nearly
every day for 15 months to pray during the pandemic.

He said they were using a prayer I had written in March
2020. Written at someone else’s suggestion, it came more
from a place of duty and fear than hope. I was terrified of a
potential pandemic and what I thought would come. And
then the terrifying things did come. But also brave and
beautiful things. Like a group of neighbors in California
being present to one another, and from 3,000 miles away,
reminding me not to be afraid, to leave space for grace. We
are still uncovering moments of grace.

In the summer when we first started to go into the
world again, I took my then-3-year-old daughter to Wal-
greens for the first time. At that point she had spent the
majority of her life within the confines of our home with
me and my husband and her two siblings, or at my parents’
house, a six-minute drive away.

I was cautious about our trip to the drugstore, but my
daughter was uninhibited. She hurried up and down the
aisles taking in the colors and garish fluorescent lights,
the round Squishmallow plush toys staring down at us,
the candy in rainbow-colored lines, the allergy medicines
standing like soldiers, the greeting cards covered in water-
color flowers. Everything just waiting for us, welcoming us.
While I tried to find Covid tests and hand cream, she ran
up the aisle with her arms out and cried, “This place is so
BEAUTIFUL.”

1 know, 1 thought, nearly in tears. Can you believe we
are here?!

Kerry Weber is an executive editor of America.
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My Corona Diary, by Thomas Carthusia

In the spring of 2020, as the pandemic continued to lash us
with its silent poisons, I found myself reflexively writing a
story about a complicated young man with a perhaps delu-
sional spirituality. For me, “My Corona Diary, by Thomas
Carthusia” seemed to be a nearly automatic response to what
was happening out there. In a time of human disaster, some
people start making tourniquets; others start making stories.

I wrote the tale of stubborn, devout and clueless Thomas
(who possibly has an America subscription), below, perhaps
as the only way I knew how to combat this crisis. Over the
past three years, we all found ways (at least now and again,
no?) to smile and laugh throughout this unreal, once-in-a-
lifetime event. Writing this marginally insane diary was a
reminder to me that, no matter what disasters strike us, and
no matter what destruction they wreak, we can at least find
ways to diminish their soul-destroying power. We can at
least laugh.

Day 3. Starting to get restless. My mom keeps calling.
I keep telling her I'm not sick. She keeps saying she can
tell my forehead is hot over the phone. 1 don’t buy it. Put
my wrist to my forehead for the 16th time in 16 minutes
anyway.

Day 6. I want to be outside. I am doing push-ups in
my room. Reading Infinite Jest. All 900 pages. No, for real,
I am! It is very spiritual. David Foster Wallace was clearly
influenced by Catholic writers, like Graham Greene and
Flannery O’Connor and Jean-Paul Sartre and the Pixar
guys.

Day 8. This is what it must be like to be a monk. Or a
nun. Or a pro baseball relief pitcher who never gets called
in from the dugout. Or amonk, again. We have a lot to learn
from monks. Monks are by themselves a lot and pray and
are lonely and depressed all the time, but they’re with God
so they don’t mind.

Day 12. Andrew Cuomo is like the fourth part of the
Trinity, I swear to you. Poetic line. Good line. Out of gum.
Non-essential. Roommates loud. But then quiet. Midnight.
Probably sleeping, thus quiet. I want to take up knitting. No
needles. Use tuning forks?

Day 17. Coronavirus is like the Holy Spirit bringing
down death and destruction.... No, wait, don’t use that....
Coronavirus is like a giraffe that gallops in the forest and
then.... Where is this analogy going? Stop! Coronavirus is
avirus that is happening here and other places and it does
things people don’t like. (Spiritual insight into something.)

Day 23. I want to go to Mass, like real Mass, not on

COVID REFLECTIONS

a screen. Why all the screens? Society is so addicted to
screens; parents need to limit their kids’ screen time; as a
culture we are too much on screens. First time this obser-
vation has been made??? Alert NYTimes and other sober
journalistic outfits. Maybe an op-ed. Dad impressed at last!
Life fulfilled.

Day 25. Went shopping with mask for first time. Used
red bandana. Felt like kid dressing up as a bandit on Hal-
loween. Threw a tantrum in the juice aisle. Mom called
and told me to stop it this minute. (How did she know???)
I stopped it that minute. Felt my forehead. I think I have
corona. Should not have gone down to that beach in Flor-
ida all the college kids were at. Hah! Just joking. Didn’t go
to that packed beach in Florida. Went to a different packed
beach in Florida.

Day 26. I don’t have corona. Administered a self-test
with a tongue depressor and some Tic Tacs. Infinite Jest is
slow going. Burning it for fire to keep warm. Hah, just kid-
ding. Itis spring and warm outside. I am burning it because
[ hate it.

Day 27. Spiritual insight: Just realized the meaning of
the phrase “God is love.”

Day 28. It means that when you love someone, you are
like God. So you can tell them to do whatever you want and
they can’t say anything.

Day 29. Day 27 insight being put to test with room-
mates with limited success.

Day 31. Day 27 insight a complete failure. My Popu-
larity Index/QQ Rating taking a nosedive in my apartment.
Roommates joining the #FireFauci movement to get quar-
antine lifted and me out. And they are all Democrats! I
mean, Hypocrats is more like it.

Day 33. Tried to hug it out with my roommates.
Whoops!

Day 36. I just noticed I have no curtains on my win-
dows. Oh, sh—.

Day 38. So this is what it must be like to be in the less
fun part of Purgatory.

Day 40. Ending this diary. Not sure if it is helping
me—or any of my roommates I constantly read it out loud
to. Maybe I’ll take up graffiti instead. The guys (the world!)
will surely be thrilled I am finding new ways to express my-
self! Will practice in kitchen.

Joe Hoover, S.J., is America’s poetry editor
and the author of O Death, Where Is Thy Sting:
A Meditation on Suffering.
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Living History Now

I'was abig fan of historical fiction as a child. I loved to read
books, watch movies and play pretend with my little sister
in ways that transported me to another time and place, of-
ten one with high stakes and high drama. I found that the
most intense of imaginary historical scenarios were best
suited to storylines of mystique, romance, excitement.

When the Covid-19 pandemic began, I realized that
this was the kind of event that would have fascinated
younger me. I can picture myself with my nose in any book
I could find about what this time was like, doing my re-
search so later I could arrange a historically accurate game
in which my sister might play the doctor to my patient, or
we might pretend to be in quarantine.

I thought a lot about this at the beginning of the pan-
demic because, well, when you are living through a global
tragedy, the last thing it feels like is a game. I missed the
days when I could stop disasters in time for dinner.

The truth is that living through something as unprece-
dented and serious as the Covid-19 pandemic is less about
the grand moments that begin or end historical fiction as it
is about the long line of days in between. It’s characterized
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less by dramatic rises and falls in action than it is by a lin-
gering stress that sits at the back of your mind no matter
what, following you into the car and the kitchen and even
your bed at night.

But until you experience something of this magnitude,
you can’t know that. For now, when we process the last
three years, we're mostly talking to people who understand,
who experienced many of the same pains and stresses and
milestones as we did.

One day, though, Covid-19 will be a story, one that we
package and deliver to people who never lived through it.
They’ll learn about it through memorials and moments of
silence, and they’ll memorize dates and important facts for
a history test.

I've tried to prepare for that future, for the time when
T’ll be older and on the other side of an imaginary divide
between those who remember and those who don’t. What
will I tell my children about the event that turned my young
adulthood on its head? How will I explain the scale, the
fear, the loss? How about the generosity, the random acts
of kindness, the virtual community in the midst of it all?
Maybe I'll just tell them about it in days.

T’ll tell them about the day I got an email saying I had




to pack up my college dorm and go home, two months be-
fore I was supposed to graduate. I'll tell them about how my
roommates and I dragged our mattresses out of our rooms
and down the stairs to our living room so we could all be
together as we talked and laughed and cried late into the
night.

I'll tell them about the summer days I spent with my
nana. The puzzles. The chats on the porch. The family
meals around the kitchen table. And the fact that even amid
all the fun and happiness of that unexpected time together,
I would quietly worry about my worst fear: that she would
get sick.

I'll tell them about the day my mom helped me move
to New York so I could start work at America. How we
worked mostly in silence as we set up the bedframe and the
desk and the bookshelf. How it was only later that we ad-
mitted to each other that we were both wondering wheth-
er I should just get in the car and go back home with her,
driving away from the city’s climbing case numbers and the
strange apartment and the loneliness of not knowing any-
one there.

I'll tell them about the day I finally got the vaccine.
About taking the long way home and soaking in the relief,
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releasing some of the stress of a year inside.

I'll tell them about lots of Zoom get-togethers and
remote work. About wearing masks and showing vaccine
cards. About dozens of negative tests and one positive one.
About thanking God for health, for family, for ways to stay
connected even though life is often hard.

I'll take the responsibility of passing the story along
seriously, while also accepting that there’s only so much
they’ll be able to grasp. I'll pray that their lives are free of
times like this one. I'll know they probably won’t be.

I'll let the tale be as messy as my storyteller’s brain
will allow it to be: happy and sad, slow sometimes and ac-
tion-packed in others, not so much ever resolved as simply
evolved over time. That way, whatever they can take from
it, it will be real.

Molly Cahill is an assistant editor at America.
She was an O’Hare fellow in 2020-21.
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JESUIT SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT

Saving
‘Blessed’
Lives

How can Catholic high schools
address the mental health crisis?

By Ryan Di Corpo

Last year, while attending the funeral of a former high
school classmate who died by suicide, Braden Brignac and
Leo John Arnett realized something had to change. Mr.
Brignac, once the co-captain of the school’s varsity soccer
team, and Mr. Arnett, previously a student council secre-
tary and now a Georgetown University alumnus, are both
2018 graduates of Jesuit High School of New Orleans.

Their classmate’s death—and the mourning that fol-
lowed—spurred the creation of Vie Bénie, a nonprofit fo-
cused on mental health in the Archdiocese of New Orleans.
Deriving its name from the French for “blessed life,” the
organization works to provide much-needed psychological
resources for local high school students, who are in a de-
mographic group facing significant mental health challeng-
es. On a mission to eliminate stigma surrounding mental
health counseling, Mr. Arnett and Mr. Brignac began by
reaching out to five Catholic high schools and to the archdi-
ocese, which worked with the students.

“Feelings of anxiety or depression...I think are common
in high school,” Mr. Arnett said in April in an interview with
Nola.com.

Life-threatening mental health concerns affecting U.S.
teens have reached a crisis point, complicated by a laundry
list of social issues—racism, gun violence, opioid addiction,
climate change—and exacerbated by pandemic-era isola-
tion. In December 2021, Dr. Vivek H. Murthy, the U.S. sur-
geon general, sounded the alarm about a startling decline
in adolescent psychological health and described the na-
tion’s moral obligation to treat and prevent mental illness.

“The challenges today’s generation of young people
face are unprecedented and uniquely hard to navigate,” Dr.
Murthy wrote in his 53-page advisory. “And the effect these
challenges have had on their mental health is devastating.”

How can Catholic high schools and universities best
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address a growing number of adolescents at war with their
own minds? Roy Petitfils is a youth therapist at the Pax Re-
newal Center, a faith-based counseling service located two
hours west of New Orleans. A former campus minister and
graduate of the Saint Joseph Seminary College, in Saint
Benedict, La., Mr. Petitfils said that he saw higher levels of
anxiety and depression among Catholic and private school
students compared with their public school pupils.

He described many Catholic institutions as “achieve-
ment-oriented” schools that attract successful parents,
who either directly or indirectly place increased academ-
ic pressures on students. A school’s emphasis on high test
scores and expectations to attend a top college can create
additional stress. Mr. Petitfils also notes that teen suicide
was already on the rise before March 2020, when Covid-19
forced the country into lockdown. “We layered a pandemic
on top of an epidemic,” he said.

Two years ago, a study by the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention found that adolescent suicidali-
ty, defined as “suicidal thoughts, plans and attempts,” in-
creased between 2011 and 2021, with more than one-fifth
of U.S. high school students reporting serious thoughts of
suicide over a yearlong period. (Young adult suicides ini-
tally declined during the early months of the pandemic.)

Gerard J. McGlone, S.J., the former chief psychologist
at the Pontifical North American College, in Rome, told
America that marginalized communities, which he calls
“under-served, under-treated and under-researched,”
demonstrate the greatest need for care. “When we see
the levels of trauma that exist in marginalized commu-
nities, just having awareness and psycho-educational in-
terventions go a long way in relieving some of the effects
of the trauma,” said Father McGlone, now a senior re-
search fellow and former psychiatry professor at George-



town University.

Adolescents of minority racial and ethnic backgrounds
are at an increased risk for mental illness, but these youths
have less access to counseling when compared with white
teens, according to the American Psychological Associ-
ation. A recent national survey on the mental health of
L.G.B.T.youth revealed that 41 percent of respondents seri-
ously considered suicide within the last year, but a majority
of adolescents who sought help could not access it. Father
McGlone said it is especially important to accompany
transgender adolescents, who experience even higher rates
of suicidality than their lesbian, gay and bisexual peers.

So what can be done? Mr. Petitfils said it is necessary
to raise parent awareness about the risk factors for mental
illness and to provide adults with the tools to recognize a
child in danger. “Grades falling is an automatic indicator
that a student is probably in crisis,” he said. Further, Father
McGlone said that social isolation, sleeping less and a “rad-
ical change in behavior” are signs that a student’s mental
well-being is under threat.

Mr. Petitfils also stressed the need to listen to young
people and pay close attention to their needs. Signs that a
person is struggling may be subtle and easily overlooked.
“The biggest gold mine for [counselors] in terms of how to
direct our energies is the students themselves, and that’s

what we see in the Vie Bénie work,” he said. “As a former
educator and campus minister in a Catholic school, I can
tell you that the best initiatives always came from student
ideas.”

Catholic institutions and dioceses have taken action
to address this ongoing crisis. The Association of Catholic
Mental Health Ministers aids Catholic parishes and dio-
ceses in starting groups focused on mental illness. Their
reach extends to 31 ministries in 20 states and Washington,
D.C., including the archdioceses of Baltimore, Cincinnati
and Seattle.

Last month, Vie Bénie hosted a crawfish boil at a con-
cert hall as a fundraiser. The group hopes to extend access
to mental health resources to all high school students in
Greater New Orleans.

“We believe that everyone deserves access to quality
care,” the nonprofit said in a statement.

If you or someone you know is experiencing a mental
health crisis, call the national Suicide & Crisis Lifeline at
988 or visit the nearest emergency department.

Ryan Di Corpo is managing editor of the website Outreach.faith
and a former Joseph A. O’Hare fellow at America Media.
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Holy Whodunits

By Rachel Lu

Father Brown was a great man of small stature. He could
foil a criminal mastermind and then bring him to repen-
tance before bringing him to justice. Hercule Poirot could
engage murderers in genial conversation, full of empathy
and without the slightest trace of fear. Roger Dowling con-
fronted every kind of sin, degradation and personal disap-
pointment without ever losing his faith or his compassion.
He was a steadfast guide and counselor, especially to those
in most need of God’s mercy.

None of these men have been canonized. Their causes
will never be opened. That is because they are literary de-
tectives, created by G. K. Chesterton, Agatha Christie and
Ralph McInerny, respectively. Though we cannot look for-
ward to conversing with them in heaven, we can learn much
from these characters here below. In a unique way, they are
all holy men. They are sleuths who look less on hair folli-
cles and fingerprints, and more on the human heart. Their
readers expect them to crack the case, and invariably they
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}' The Father Brown stories
show us the murder mys-

tery in its most explicitly
theological form. A 1954

film adaptation starred

Alec Guinness,

do. Along the way, though, they deliver more than a culprit.
They also offer important insights about the destructive
potential of sin and the healing power of truth.

Murder mysteries tend to be light reading, and they
might at first seem like a curious vehicle for teaching moral
lessons. They use the morbid fascination most people have
with crime to set up a mental puzzle. That hardly sounds
like material for a sermon. Many classic whodunits, like
the Sherlock Holmes mysteries, use exotic clues and daring
criminal masterminds to enhance the puzzle aspect. Oth-
er contemporary thrillers use graphic violence and sex to
keep readers enthralled. If these have a moral component,
itis only in the instruction of vice.

In fact, however, the church has much to say about vice.
Jesus broke bread with sinners. For Chesterton, Christie
and McInerny, a mystery story was the perfect device for
showing how even dramatic sins, like murder, spring from
the fallen condition that all human beings share. These



“holy whodunits” make delightful
reading for a vacation or a lazy summer
afternoon, but they offer more than en-
tertainment.

Instead of gawking at the specta-
cle of extreme evil, readers are subtly
encouraged to examine our own con-
sciences, and perhaps make amends
where we have caused injury, before
the situation gets worse. “Men may
keep a sort of level of good,” says Father
Brown, “but no man has ever been able
to keep on one level of evil. That road
goes down and down.”

That kind of pithy statement is
characteristic of Brown, a plain priest
in drab clothes whose unimposing de-
meanor conceals his imposing mind.
Despite his diminished height, Brown
stands as a straight man not only to
his huge, bombastic sidekick Flam-
beau, but really to the entire universe.
With his usual flair for the fantastic,
his creator, the great English apologist,
throws his detective into bizarre sce-
narios packed with colorful characters
and implausible schemes. Through it
all, the smiling little priest holds his
composure, like the eye in the hurri-
cane of a fallen world. Brown has a keen grasp of human
psychology, which enables him to see through the whirl-
wind of distracting false clues. Again and again, Chesterton
dangles the possibility of lurid resolutions involving sor-
cerers, pagan talismans or dark specters from beyond the
grave. These proffered solutions invariably turn out to be
false. Sin, as the author liked to say, is “as plain as potatoes.”

In a kind of benevolent betrayal, Chesterton uses the
natural human fascination with crime to tame its more
prurient elements. He presents a world full of wonders, but
sin is not among them. It is not, of course, an accident that
this message is conveyed through a priest. Brown under-
stands as well as anyone that the drama of human life lies
not in sin, but rather in the conquering of it.

Written between 1910 and 1936, the Father Brown sto-
ries show us the murder mystery in its most explicitly theo-
logical form. Brown has virtually no backstory. Even his
first name is, well, a mystery. This was a deliberate omis-
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sion on Chesterton’s part. A detective must be a liminal
figure, stepping in from outside to notice what no one else
seems able to see. Brown supremely fills that bill, with his
eyes on heaven and his feet firmly planted on earth. He is
almost a walking incarnation of sacramental grace, show-
ing minimal interest in bringing his criminals to justice but
enormous concern for the state of their souls. At the end of
The Invisible Man, when the insane melodrama has finally
ended, all characters have quietly returned to their lives
except for two. Father Brown “walked those snow-covered
hills under the stars for many hours with a murderer, and
what they said to each other will never be known.” Jesus
Christ is always available to walk with us, no matter what
we have done.

Agatha Christie was not a Roman Catholic, but her lead
detective was. This is perhaps not surprising. Although she
herself was a high Anglican, Christie loved Catholic tradi-
tion. She was passionate about liturgy, joining many other
British artists and intellectuals in 1971 to petition Pope
Paul VI to permit the pre-Vatican II Latin liturgy to con-
tinue in Great Britain. (The pontiff granted her request.) It
made sense for her tiny, egg-headed sleuth from Belgium to
be born Catholic. A recent BBC production even present-
ed Poirot as a priest who had left his collar behind when
he fled to London at the outset of World War I. Whether
or not that story rings true, it is clear that Poirot has his
own kind of ministry. He applies the balm of truth to the
wounds of sin.

Poirot is a caricature of himself, famous for his fas-
tidiousness, his love of creature comforts and of course
his enormous mustaches. This ridiculous guise keeps him
appropriately liminal, and enables him, like Brown, to
conceal his keen acumen behind a benign facade. Far more
than Brown, Poirot does try to bringkillers to justice, buthe
never moves in lockstep with Scotland Yard. Like a modern
superhero, he functions as a kind of vigilante do-gooder,
with his superpower located in his “little grey cells.” His
grasp of the human condition is so keen that he seems able
to read people’s souls simply by conversing with them. He
mocks “bloodhound” detectives who focus on hair follicles
and fingerprints. He himself understands that the real sto-
ry is written on the mind and heart.

One of the best-selling authors of all time, Christie ex-
plored the human drama of sin and redemption with clarity
and detail in her 66 full-length novels. In a typical Christie
mystery, readers are presented with many suspects. Each
has a unique motive to kill. This is a standard murder-mys-
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tery trope, because it creates the puzzle: Did Mrs. Peacock
do it in the conservatory, or was it Professor Plum? In a
holy whodunit, however, this device sets the stage perfectly
for alarger morality play. One of the suspects is a killer, but
all have recognizable motives with which readers can iden-
tify. Their failings are also ours. Just as Chesterton teased
readers with possible paranormal solutions, Christie teases
them with the possibility of psychopaths, spree Kkillers or
raging lunatics; she knows that exotic criminological uni-
corns are fascinating to readers. But these clues are always
red herrings. Christie’s killers are ordinary people, acting
on readily comprehensible motives. Our morbid curiosity
is punished once again as we come to see that the mystery’s
intrigue relies on the assumption that we ourselves have
quite a lot in common with violent criminals.

“I do not approve of murder,” Poirot solemnly intones
when he catches a killer. It is the one thing in the colorful
sleuth’s life that is carefully understated. Despite his silly
affectations and idiosyncrasies, Poirot’s entire life is built
around the protection of innocent life. He understands
how bloodshed slashes through the social fabric that keeps
all human beings interconnected, destroying human com-
munion and further entrenching the enmity and resent-
ment that gave rise to it in the first place. Though he is not
quite as readily forgiving as Brown, Poirot still wishes the
best, even for murderers. Moral improvement is possible,
however, only when we face up to what we are and to the
mistakes we have made.

For Roger Dowling, pastor of the fictional St. Hilary’s
Parish, that process of reconciliation begins with a mirror.
Father Dowling is the most human of these detectives, with
his own troubled past. Fox River, Ill., is also the least glam-
orous of the three settings. Ralph McInerny, a philosophy
professor at Notre Dame, wrote the Father Dowling mys-
teries from 1977 through the 2000s, and the Midwestern
town he selected seems like a vision of Rust Belt decline.
These books have more than a dash of the noir, with seedy
nightclubs, drug lords, corrupt cops and periodic cameos
from a two-bit private eye with a severe drinking problem.
The stories are marked by a constant sense of things failing
or fading.

This applies even to Dowling, who is by no means a su-
perhero. Once arising star in the seminary, he was derailed
by alcoholism and ended up in a “moribund, lonely outpost
of one of the most populous archdioceses in Christendom.”
Fox River is a kind of purgatory, gray and gritty, while St.
Hilary’s is most noteworthy for the senior center that was
created on the premises of a now-closed parochial school.
The elderly visitors feature regularly in the Dowling mys-
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Agatha Christie
was not a Roman
Catholic, but
Hercule Poirot,
her most famous
character, was.

teries, displaying a wide range of vices large and small. This
is sometimes poignant and often amusing; Father Dowling
spends much of his time settling small spats and occasion-
ally officiating at weddings between octogenarians. The
notes of humor cannot obscure the larger message: Every-
one in these books is a step away from the grave.

This too is part of the human condition. Mclnerny’s
prose does not dazzle like Chesterton’s, and there are no
aristocratic mansions or exotic foreign climates, as in
Christie’s novels. Dowling is a sleuth only secondarily; first
and foremost, he is a pastor. But he is, for that reason, the
perfect person to show how God’s grace can work in the ev-
eryday lives of sinners. His priestly vocation and intellect
still set him apart, but McInerny’s particular genius lay in
the realization that a priest-detective does not really need
tangled melodramas to become a sleuth. Confronting sin is
just his normal day at the office.

Sadly, sin is part of everyone’s day at the office, though
we may not always confront it as we should. A holy who-
dunit offers readers hope and reassurance, reminding us
that grace is always available to us and that forgiveness is
real. But it should also cause some discomfort, as readers
turn the magnifying glass inward and consider how often
they too have yielded to temptation.

A good sleuth takes up the weapon of truth in order to
deliver us from evil. We should read these stories with plea-
sure and apply their lessons with zeal.

Rachel Lu is a freelance writer and associate editor at Law &
Liberty. She lives in St. Paul, Minn.



CITY OF ANGELS, CITY OF FAITH

After the Los Angeles riots in 1992 that followed the acquit-
tal of four officers of the Los Angeles Police Department in
the brutal 1991 beating of Rodney King, Bob Fambrini, S.J.,
asserted the centrality of dignity in bringing about peace
and justice in Los Angeles in a homily: “Our journey to-
ward rebuilding a new city,” he said, requires an approach
to community “that respects the rights and dignity of all its
people.”

City of Dignity, by Sean T. Dempsey, S.J., tells a story
of how progressive religious leaders, organizations and
institutions worked to shape Los Angeles into a city where
dignity flourished through their grassroots organizing and
activism in the decades after World War II until the mid-
1990s. Dempsey emphasizes the Second Vatican Council’s
central role in shaping this interreligious and ecumenical
coalition rooted in a personalist vision of dignity, arguing
that it was “perhaps the most important single event in this
period as it called for greater cooperation between Cath-
olics and other Christians (and all people) on matters of
social concern.”

This spirit of cooperation was manifest throughout the
postwar period among progressive Jewish groups and Black
Christian congregations, social-justice-oriented Catholics
and mainline Protestants. Dempsey concentrates his anal-
ysis on the work of liberal Christians rather than the broad-
er context of interreligious cooperation during this period,
arguing that a shared vision of dignity articulated by liberal
Christians during the decades following World War II an-
imated an ecumenical coalition committed to addressing
racial injustice, housing inequality, the refugee crisis and
the H.IV./AIDS epidemic. “What united these issues for
liberal Christians,” Dempsey writes, “was a vision of social
justice rooted in the defense of human dignity and a pref-
erential option for the poor and marginalized, the sick and
the refugee, the hungry and the homeless, as well as a global
perspective that frequently framed local issues in terms of
a global human rights agenda.”

Dempsey’s analysis foregrounds the significant role of
the philosopher Jacques Maritain’s Catholic personalism
in developing this vision of dignity across religious, racial
and cultural barriers. While distinctly Catholic in its ori-
gins, the emphasis on the unassailable dignity of the human
person as a basis for rights and justice appealed across a
broad spectrum of religious traditions. This personalist vi-
sion also appealed to secular community organizers whose
commitments to social justice overlapped with Catho-
lics, liberal Protestants and politically progressive Jews.
Dempsey highlights the friendship between Maritain and
the community organizer Saul Alinsky, founder of the In-
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dustrial Areas Foundation, as an illustration of the potent
consensus formed around this vision of dignity among both
religious and secular organizers in postwar Los Angeles
and beyond.

The global nature of Maritain’s personalism was also
crucial to social justice organizing and advocacy in Los An-
geles because of its capacity to comprehend issues at both
local and global levels. This political theology and philoso-
phy thus became foundational in responses to the distinct-
ly global crises that affected local life in this city.

Dempsey’s account begins in 1945 with the efforts of
George Dunne, S.J., to advocate for racial justice in the city.
Dunne, who taught political science at Loyola Universi-
ty, became involved with racial justice advocacy after the
murder of the Short family, a Black Catholic family who
was burned to death in their home in retaliation for moving
to a white neighborhood in Fontana, a Los Angeles sub-
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urb. The fire was ruled an accident by the San Bernardino
County district attorney despite ample evidence of arson.
Mrs. Short’s sister enlisted Dunne in the pursuit of justice
for the family.

Dunne published essays about the case in Common-
weal and even wrote a stage play titled “Trial by Fire,”
based on transcripts of the coroner’s inquest in the Short
case. Despite his fervent public advocacy, however, Dunne
struggled to frame his deeply theological arguments for
secular audiences who might have otherwise been recep-
tive to them. Although Dunne was a forerunner for pro-
gressive, justice-oriented Catholicism, Dempsey describes
him as “a traditional figure who tried to forge a different
path through the thickets of Cold War politics, more so
than many of his contemporaries in the Church.”

Whereas the first chapter of the book gives a sense of
the origins of liberal Christian postwar cooperation in Los
Angeles, the second and third chapters unveil the establish-
ment and development of a liberal ecumenical coalition in
the city. The second chapter describes in detail the role of
liberation theologies—including Latin American and Black
theologies—in shaping social thought among the city’s pro-
gressive religious leaders. Catholic and Christian social
thought, argues Dempsey, began to bring together pastors
and organizers in Los Angeles even as these leaders strug-
gled to bring along the rank-and-file members of their par-
ishes and congregations.

The third chapter explores the expansion of this ecu-
menical coalition from religious leaders into the neighbor-
hoods, barrios and marginalized communal spaces where
dignity struggled to flourish in the mid-to-late 20th cen-
tury. Of particular note here is Dempsey’s analysis of the
challenges of forging solidarity among Black and Latino
communities in Los Angeles. On the one hand, Black lead-
ers were frustrated by what they perceived as civic apathy
among Latin American immigrants, who, according to the
Rev. Larry Jackson, who led a group of Black clergy mem-
bers in Watts, “don’t want to be bothered to talk to anyone.”
On the other hand, Dempsey argues that the comments of
religious organizers reveal an unfortunate lack of under-
standing of the immigrant experience in the United States,
where invisibility and social isolation is often viewed as a
survival strategy in response to aggressive U.S. immigra-
tion and deportation policies.

The conflict between these communities might be best
understood as what Danielle S. Allen has called different
“etiquettes of citizenship,” with postures toward political
activity being shaped by social structures that encourage
and discourage certain types of civil engagement. Dempsey
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explores how, despite these divisions, “little platoons of so-
cial Christianity” began to be transformed into a cohesive
social movement capable of responding to global challeng-
es that were undermining human dignity for the vulnerable.

In Chapter 4, Dempsey shows how Los Angeles Chris-
tians responded to the presence of global Christianity at
their doorstep by establishing their community engage-
ment across religious, cultural and even sexual differences.
Dempsey’s work provides a crucial glimpse into archdioce-
san politics concerning ministry to gay Catholics, including
a description of then-Archbishop Roger Mahony’s con-
demnation of Dignity, a gay Catholic organization that was
active in ministry during the H.I.V./AIDS epidemic.

Chapter 5 shows how these organizers responded to
the refugee crisis of the 1970s and ’80s by seeking to turn
Los Angeles into a “sanctuary city,” providing shelter and
services to the displaced while also protesting the Rea-
gan administration’s immigration policies. And Chapter 6
brings Dempsey’s study full circle, returning to his exam-
ination of the effect of the 1992 riots on the future pursuit
of dignity in the diverse city of Los Angeles.

Beyond the significance of his study of Los Angeles,
Dempsey demonstrates the rich potential for the study
of Catholicism in the context of cities. At the same time,
Dempsey’s book is a welcome contribution to the wider
study of Catholic history in the United States, situating
West Coast Catholicism, politics and culture at the center
of an American story—and even at the center of a global sto-
ry—of the pursuit of dignity and justice in the 20th century.

While his historical work is highly ecumenical,
Dempsey’s theological treatment of dignity is still heavily
Catholic. A project emphasizing how ecumenical encoun-
ters with Christian social thought such as the social gospel
and Black social thought reciprocally contribute to devel-
opments in Catholic social thought would be a welcome
complement to Dempsey’s robust treatment of dignity in a
Catholic perspective. Nonetheless, Dempsey’s description
of the urban politics of dignity manifest in postwar Los An-
geles is an indispensable contribution to reflection on the
past, present and future of Catholic social action.

Nichole M. Flores is an associate professor of religious studies
at the University of Virginia, Charlottesville, Va., and a contrib-
uting writer to America. Twitter: @nicholemflores.



A SELECTIVE HERMENEUTIC

There are, according to political analyst and papal biogra-
pher George Weigel, two approaches to the Second Vatican
Council that need correction. One approach is taken by
those who think that everything began anew in the church
after Vatican II, that there was nothing worthwhile in the
church prior to the council, and that the council changed ev-
erything for the better. And, of course, there are others who
understand the council to be a colossal mistake that compro-
mised the church.

Both operate under the impression that Vatican II
marked a rupture with tradition, and Weigel’s most recent
book—To Sanctify the World: The Vital Legacy of Vatican
II—is a defense of the council against this interpretation.
Weigel draws attention to Pope Benedict XVI’s address to
the Roman Curia in 2005, in which the pope drew a dis-
tinction between those who interpret the council as being
in discontinuity with tradition and those who interpret it
as reforming the church in conformity with tradition. The
pope called the former the hermeneutic of rupture and the
latter the hermeneutic of reform.

The governing thesis of the book is that the council can
and must be interpreted through a hermeneutic of reform.
To make this point, Weigel devotes Part I to the council’s
historical context and Part II to an examination of the
council documents themselves.

Weigel focuses on the historical context as a means of
emphasizing the real purpose of the council. He looks at
the cultural, social and political challenges of modernity,
particularly the ways in which modernity as an ideology
fostered an atomistic individualism that could not but
damage humanity. Weigel examines how the 19th-century
church reacted to these challenges in a primarily defensive
manner that emphasized authority and law, and traces how
arenaissance of philosophical, theological, biblical and his-
torical studies within Catholicism during the 19th and into
the 20th century led to an approach to modernity’s chal-
lenges that was more Christocentric and sacramental.

Pope John XXIII called the council to build upon this
foundation. Weigel argues that the goal of the council was
not to accommodate the church to the world, but to articu-
late an understanding of Christianity that would adequate-
ly address the new and challenging context of modernity.
And he posits that the council fathers undertook this task
not by repudiating tradition, but by embracing the more
Christ-centered, sacramental and contemplative dimen-
sions of that tradition, particularly as articulated during
the patristic and medieval periods.

After examining the historical context, Weigel goes
through each of the council documents, beginning with
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the “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation” (“Dei
Verbum”) and the “Dogmatic Constitution on the Church”
(“Lumen Gentium”). In these texts in particular we find a
clear articulation of God, of God’s relationship to human-
ity and of the church that went beyond the juridical and
institutional focus that predominated prior to Vatican 11
and instead provided a vision that was Christ-centered and
sacramental. Because these documents contain such rich
theology and are tone-setting, Weigel suggests that all the
other documents need to be read with reference to them.
Much of the contemporary discourse about Vatican II
does not engage with the council’s documents themselves.
I have met many Catholics with strong opinions about the
council who have never read the documents—nor do they
know much about what they actually say. Weigel helpfully
directs the reader’s attention to the documents themselves,
and he does a fine job of expounding on their theological
profundity, elaborating on how the documents articulat-
ed a theological perspective that needed to be heard and
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did so in conformity with the church’s tradition. He also
writes appreciatively about the language used in the coun-
cil documents. Weigel notes positively that in contrast to
the neo-scholastic language then dominant in ecclesiasti-
cal writings, the council fathers chose to use language and
tone that was more biblical and patristic. In so doing, ac-
cording to Weigel, the church was able to communicate the
faith anew to a modern world.

There are certain facets of Weigel’s interpretation of the
documents with which one could argue. He tends to think,
for example, that the council fathers were as opposed to
communism and environmentalism as he is. But there is
great value both in his emphasis on turning to the sources
and in the ways in which he elucidates the beautiful and im-
portant theology expressed by the council fathers.

However, the book takes an unfortunate turn in its
third part, in which Weigel writes about problems that
emerged after the council. Even though he begins Part 111
by arguing against the post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy (in
this case, “what happened after the council happened be-
cause of the council”), he ends up falling into this fallacy
himself.

While Weigel argues that the neo-scholastic language
and theology that dominated prior to the council was un-
able to address the modern human condition in ways that
would be compelling to contemporary people, it becomes
clear that he thinks the more biblical, patristic and pasto-
ral language of the council caused more problems than it
solved. Because the documents did not provide the kind
of “precise vocabulary, finely honed distinctions, and tight
logic characteristic of Neo-Scholasticism,” they were open
to distortive interpretations that ran amok in the decades
after the council. And because the council defined no doc-
trines, articulated no creed, anathematized no heresies,
legislated no canons and commissioned no catechism,
there were no interpretative “keys” to correct distortions
after the council.

So even though he spends significant time earlier in the
book exploring the theology of the council documents,
Weigel appears to believe that the documents themselves
are not enough because they lack the kind of theological
rigor that he had criticized as being incapable of address-
ing modernity adequately. What is needed, he argues,
are interpretive keys to rein in distortion, and he argues
that Pope John Paul IT and Pope Benedict XVI provided
precisely those keys during their pontificates. By this he
means that the council documents should be read through
the lens of the teachings of these two popes because their
theologies admitted no ambiguity.

Weigel acknowledges that Vatican II articulated a
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strikingly Christocentric and sacramental theological vi-
sion that drew on the riches of the church’s biblical and
patristic tradition both in tone and content. In doing so, it
eschewed the precise language of medieval scholasticism
that had been the dominant theological language up to the
beginning of the council in favor of a more pastoral and
narrative tone that could speak more profoundly to mo-
dernity. The council thus developed a theology and ecclesi-
ology that was pastoral rather than legalistic and juridical,
but which still maintained continuity with the past.

Unfortunately, according to Weigel, too many Catho-
lics after the council exploited this new tone to introduce
distortions that only the reintroduction of theological
rigor and discipline could correct. Thus, from Weigel’s
perspective, Vatican IT was good for what it was, a pastoral
blip that managed to address some important issues. But
it was necessary shortly after the council to return to the
discipline, rigorism and legalism that reigned prior to the
council. This John Paul II and Benedict XVI fortunately
provided. The kind of dialogue encouraged by the council,
the kind of dialogue rooted in a Christocentric and sacra-
mental understanding of humankind, is good, but only to
adegree. According to Weigel, there comes a point when it
needs to be reined in.

Hence Weigel’sbarely concealed antipathy for Pope Fran-
cis. It is not an exaggeration to state that Weigel writes almost
as if the current pontiff did not exist. Despite whole chapters
dedicated to the teachings of John Paul IT and Benedict XVI,
there are only two brief references to Francis, one merely to
mention that Francis released Benedict XVTI’s encyclical “Lu-
men Fidei” and one to complain that all the old questions and
controversies of the council have re-emerged “during” (read
“because of”) Francis’ pontificate. Weigel’s relative silence
regarding the present pope speaks volumes.

For all Weigel’s praise of the council in the first two parts
of the book, the third part reveals his belief that the church
needs to return to an entrenched position, and on this Fran-
cis does not agree. There are, of course, many Catholics who
agree with Weigel on this point, but they are generally those
who dismiss or reject the council on the basis of a hermeneu-
tic of rupture.

Although Weigel’s hope is that his readers will inter-
pret the council through the hermeneutic of reform, ulti-
mately he himself is not willing to buy what he is selling.

Gregory Hillis is incoming executive director of the Aquinas
Center of Theology at Emory University in Atlanta, Ga. He is the
author of Man of Dialogue: Thomas Merton’s Catholic Vision,
published by Liturgical Press.



ONLOSS ANDLAUGHS

With my palms together and fingers pointed up toward
heaven, I slowly walked down the aisle of St. Teresa of Avi-
la Church in Summit, N.J. Wearing a white rose pinned to
the lapel of my new navy blue blazer, second-grade me pre-
pared to finally meet the greatest celebrity in human histo-
ry. Not only that, but the second most important celebrity
in my young mind sat two-thirds of the way in the back to
the left. It was the aunt of another first communicant: Molly
Shannon, or as we knew her in my household: Mary. Kath-
erine. Gallagher.

I am not sure how our love affair with the character
of Mary Katherine Gallagher began in our family, but I'm
fairly certain I had most of the PG-13 1999 film “Super-
star” memorized by the time I made my first Communion
in 2004. In the fall of 2001, when our family first started at
Our Lady of Peace School in New Providence, N.J., my older
sister dressed as Mary Katherine Gallagher for Halloween.

I am sure my mother was mortified, wondering what
the adults at this new school might think. I'll never forget
our tough, parochial school principal greeting us that morn-
ing. Looking at my sister, Mrs. Pollak stuck her hands under
her armpits and said, in classic Mary Katherine Gallagher
form,“Sometimes when I get nervous I stick my hands un-
der my arms and smell them like this” before bringing her
fingers to her nose and inhaling deeply. In that moment, we
knew we were home in the Catholic school system. We felt
like superstars.

Molly Shannon rose to fame on “Saturday Night Live,”
joining the cast in 1995. During her six seasons on the show,
she developed Mary Katherine Gallagher and other beloved
original characters like Sally O’Malley and Jeannie Darcy,
the unfunny standup comedian. After leaving “S.N.L.,”
Shannon found success mostly in a number of supporting
roles, guest spots and voice roles. Shannon starred in “Year
of the Dog” (2007), but more recently you may have seen
her on HBO in “Enlightened,” “Divorce,” “The Other Two,”
“The White Lotus” or “I Love That for You.”

There is something deeply Catholic about the comedy
of Molly Shannon. Of course, on the surface there are plaid
skirts and scowling nuns and frustrated priests complain-
ing about broken toasters—but there is also something
richer underfoot. Shannon’s memoir Hello, Molly! explores
and exposes the roots of that richness. Her friend Rob Muir
writes, in a letter shared in the memoir: “You stood out be-
cause you weren’t doing jokes, you were doing characters,
not caricatures. Sure some of your characters were over-
the-top, but they were always rooted in truth. You found not
only the humor in the characters, but humanity.” More than
the costumes and settings, it is that humanity at the heart of
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Shannon’s comedy that makes it Catholic to the core.

Hello, Molly! begins with tragedy, in a prologue titled
“The Accident.” When Shannon was 4 years old, her family
attended a graduation party together in Mansfield, Ohio.
On their way home to Shaker Heights, Shannon’s father
Jim sideswiped another car on the freeway before swerving
hard to the right and hitting a telephone pole. Her mother,
cousin and baby sister were killed in the accident, while she
survived alongside her father and older sister Mary. Hu-
man mortality was made real and tangible to a young Molly
Shannon. A heartbreaking photo taken near the time of the
accident captures the confused despair on her face. It jux-
taposes the deep sadness a 4-year-old should never have to
express against a mundane painted yearbook photo back-
drop. Somehow life moves on.

In one of the most touching moments of the memoir,
Shannon shares how a priest at St. Dominic School was the
first person to acknowledge how sad she was. Father Murray
held her hands and, in his Irish brogue, sympathized with
her—a 4-year-old child. As she remembers, he knelt down
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as Mary Katherine
Callagher on
“Saturday Night Live”,

after Mass and said, “Molly. I know you lost your mother.
That’s very sad. That’s very hard. You lost your sister, Ka-
tie. You lost your cousin. So sad, so hard for you. God bless
you.” He recognized her sadness. Faith offers us something
even when it appears the world is offering us nothing. In
recognizing her sadness, Father Murray offered Shannon a
way to move forward.

Unsurprisingly, Shannon’s memories of a Catholic girl-
hood are hilarious. She would get up early in the morning
with her sister and watch “Mass for Shut-Ins,” a broadcast
for disabled Catholics. They would guess how many people
in the Communion line would be wearing glasses. She would
build churches and confessionals for her Barbie dolls, where
they would confess to Father Stretch Armstrong.

The funniest and most unhinged story from the mem-
oir follows Shannon and her childhood friend Ann Ranft
as they hop on a plane from Cleveland to New York at 13
and 11 years old. Shannon’s father loved dares and thought
hopping a plane would be the world’s greatest stunt, but
he didn’t think they would ever do it. Skipping dance class,
they made their way to the airport, walking right up to the
gate and lied, asking if they could quickly say goodbye to
their sister on the plane. Once on board they took two seats
in the back and ducked their heads. As the plane began to
move, they sat in their dance tutus in disbelief, held hands
and began to pray the Hail Mary.

The complicated relationship between Shannon and
her father pushes the book forward. It is a throughline we
return to again and again. Shannon’s father was endlessly
supportive, to the best of his limited abilities. He would let
her wear whatever she wanted. When she developed holes
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in her Keds, he told her they built character and showed the
shoes were worn. He gave her the freedom to be herself.
Widowed, he played the role of both mother and father:
provider, accountant, chauffeur, laundress, cook, cleaner
and more. He would “pop some Dexamyl,” or “cleaning
pills” as they called them, and clean the house all day and
night. After finishing, he would play Judy Garland music,
“And.... Everything. Was. Perfect.” This memoir is a portrait
of the loving bond between a daughter and her eccentric fa-
ther. He is a character that feels familiar, I think because so
much of his humanity is in the best of her characters.

Mary Katherine Gallagher’s feisty, dramatic grand-
mother is clearly a reflection of Jim Shannon, the man who,
after his dog bit him, bit his dog back. Sally O’Malley’s phys-
icality on “Saturday Night Live”—her ability to kick, stretch
and kick like a Rockette at the age of 50—is a response to
Shannon’s father’s physical limitations from the accident.
Her limp is his limp. Her eccentricity is his. Her power is
his power.

Marketed as a “compulsively readable, heartbreaking
memoir of resilience and redemption,” Hello, Molly! de-
livers. Shannon describes her spiritual philosophy simply:
“Struggle is meaningful.” Her ability to respond to struggle
with joy and positivity is admirable. It is a quality at the
core of so many of her characters. It is what makes her a
superstar.

Ciaran Freeman is an art teacher at Gonzaga College High School
in Washington, D.C., and a former O’Hare fellow at America
Media.



FROMDEATH INTOLIFE

In Sister Death: Political Theologies for Living and Dying,
Beatrice Marovich explores the connections between liv-
ing and dying in a way that seeks to refute the concept of
death as enemy while not accepting it as something that
is good or desirable. Rather, she illumines what can be
the tragedy of death by linking it to the experience of life
and explores the question of human existence from our
natality, which brings us into being from nothingness, to
a dying that can be perceived as annihilation but also has
multiple strands linking it to life.

Using Derrida’s term “lifedeath” to demonstrate a
continuity of life and death, Marovich examines the en-
mity between life and death in Western thought, partic-
ularly attending to St. Paul’s reference to death as “the
last enemy.” While maintaining nuance and an honest
admission that there is more than Paul’s statement in 1
Corinthians behind Christian teaching on the subject,
Marovich describes Christianity’s approach to death as
reinforcing this enmity.

She discusses the church councils, particularly Chal-
cedon (451), which defined Christ as divine and human.
Marovich argues that Christ’s humanity differs from oth-
er humans. He is not a creature in the same sense: Christ,
in the resurrection, creates a group of those who are vic-
torious over death and associated with the divine. Over
time, in the history of the church, this separation has cre-
ated a group who are saved, while all others are associated
with sin and death. Those associated with sin and death
are initially the Jewish people, but the concept eventu-
ally was extended to all others who were not Christian,
and thus led to violence against Indigenous peoples, the
equation of Blackness with death, systems of slavery, and
a variety of other systemic inequities that continue to
shape how we view one another and our relationship to
death.

In place of this concept of death, Marovich suggests
the metaphor of feminist sisterhood, where there is dis-
tinction and difference, but also deep relationship and
identification in considering death. She borrows the im-
age of Sister Death from St. Francis of Assisi but adapts
it to bypass the notion of enmity between death and life.

This book is technical and takes the reader into deep
analysis of elements of continental European philoso-
phy. Marovich also makes ample use of feminist, Black
and queer theory and theology, which may make the book
more suitable for the scholar than the general reader.

Lest that sound too daunting, there is a beauty and
kind spirit in Marovich’s writing that kept me engaged
even when I found myself a bit overwhelmed by concepts
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that I had not previously considered or were challenging
for me. Marovich is also to be commended because in the
exposition of her thesis, she remains nuanced and invit-
ing, realizing that there are other perspectives. Indeed, I
found myself wishing I could be in conversation with the
author, sometimes debating, sometimes asking for more
explanation, and at other times questioning (gently, I
hope) whether her interpretation of Christian theology
is accurate.

A remarkable feature of this volume, one that en-
hances the reader’s engagement with a difficult text, are
the drawings throughout the text by Krista Dragomer.
Dragomer, a friend of Marovich’s and collaborator in
workshops, illuminates the author’s points with her
work. As Marovich writes:

I wrote this book because I believe that there are
real problems—failures—in the language that
many of us have been given to make sense of this
wild nexus where life and death collide. What 1
seek to do, in this book, is to gesture toward oth-
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er possible stories to tell, another sort of lan-
guage to share, another form of perception.
Krista’s images model other forms of percep-
tion that are different, still, from the language
that I offer as text on the page. In this sense, I
hope, her work will illuminate yet other pos-
sible stories.

As someone who in the past practiced as a phy-
sician in internal medicine and geriatrics and found
myself caring for persons in “this wild nexus where life
and death collide,” T wish I could have learned more
about how the image of Sister Death would illuminate
and, perhaps, transform how we care for persons who
are facing death. As a priest who has anointed the sick,
prayed at wake services, presided at funerals and bur-
ied the dead, I wonder how Marovich would suggest
our rituals might illuminate or provide a counter-po-
sition to her viewpoints.

In short, I am not sure how Sister Death, as pre-
sented in this book, makes a difference in how we live
and die. But I would love to hear more from Marovich
on that topic.

Myles N. Sheehan, S.J., M.D., is the director of the
Pellegrino Center for Clinical Bioethics and the David Lauler
Chair of Catholic Health Care Ethics at Georgetown Univer-
sity Medical Center in Washington, D.C.
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Revelation and
Healing

Lionel Durand’s
cover painting
of his mixed-
race daughter,
Barbara. Same
Black father as
the author, a
different White
mom.

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 11, twice
imprisoned, twice escaped. Welcome to this
reading journey and its wondrous surprises.
Available on amazon.com




HOSPITALITY ANDOTHER CLOSE ENCOUNTERS

Vigil Harbor, in Julia Glass’s novel of the same name, is an
insular community that time seems to have mostly passed
by—until we look more closely at its residents’ lives and
see how contemporary events are affecting them, even un-
folding within the town itself. Despite its seemingly sleepy
ambiance, the fictional peninsula in Massachusetts “where
you will meet any number of people who claim to be thir-
teenth generation,” we learn early on, has war “stitched
deeply intoits lore.” This novel shares a complex tale about
the town’s history of close encounters with violence, but
also about the open and helpful community that uninten-
tionally enables some of the calamities that ensue.

Brecht, a young man who has returned home to Vigil
Harbor as he recovers from the trauma of surviving a ter-
rorist attack in New York City’s Union Square, is the first
character we meet in this kaleidoscopic novel. He is a col-
lege dropout who now works in landscaping for one of the
town’s only non-white residents, an unassumingly gifted
arborist and quiet family man named Celestino. It is Ce-
lestino’s past connection to Ernesto, a mysterious climate
scientist, that sets the town on a collision with new types
of war being waged across America; that is, eco-terrorist
attacks by the Oceloti, a group determined to stop the de-
struction of the rainforest.

When Brecht was still a child, his father died in the first
wave of the Covid-19 pandemic—one of the few indicators
of when the events in the novel take place. Brecht is also
an amateur poet. “The problem with my poems, I realize,
is that I'm trying too hard to tell stories,” he reflects, decid-
ing to try to create portraits instead. The chapters in this
book weave together many stories but are also a collection
of portraits, rotating among nine characters, opening and
concluding with Brecht.

Not everyone is who they appear to be in Vigil Har-
bor, perhaps something that can be pulled off because of
the trusting nature of a place where some do not lock their
doors. Petra, a woman posing as a journalist making a film
about Brecht’s stepfather, Austin, and a prominent archi-
tect, turns out to share a connection with him to an oth-
erworldly woman they both knew years ago in New York.
While people feel uncomfortable around Ernesto and
wonder why Petra does not have a camera, they persist in
offering hospitality to these outsiders. Both take advantage
of this to breach acceptable boundaries.

Yet one of the most intriguing plots in the novel centers
around Issa, a charismatic young woman who was the lover
ofboth Austin and Petra. Issa, who sometimes walks around
New York City without shoes and has no navel, claims she
is from a city that was swallowed by the ocean. She came
to warn about the “poisoning and pillaging of ocean life”

Anchor / 416p $18

through her beautiful, detailed and lifelike drawings. Yet
she can also be reticent and does not fully explain herself:
“Don’t try to find words for us,” she pleads with Austin
when he asks who sent her.

Austin, thinking Issa delusional, urges her to go to
counseling and refuses to help with her project. Eventual-
ly, Issa throws herself into the sea, an act Austin judges to
be suicide, while Petra believes it could be a sign that she
was telling the truth about her non-human origins. May-
be, Petra speculates, she was “better than human: more
loving, more transporting, more innocent and giving.” In a
time of climate crisis, is Issa prophetic? What is our ability
to understand messages when they come from those who
are different from us? The book explores our willingness
to consider things we do not have evidence for, a practice
familiar to Catholics.

Celestino’s wife Connie describes herself as someone
who is perhaps “emotionally proprioceptive”—“that I know
my spiritual place among others.” Yet as the novel’s events
unfold, she feels: “I've been a fool to believe that. Suddenly
my orientation to the space around me isn’t what I thought
it was. My emotional balance is shot.” From the retired
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schoolteacher coping with a divorce to the welcoming
neighbors coming to terms with a betrayal of their kindness
and then to Brecht realizing the end of a fantasy he devel-
oped after a friend’s death, much recalibration is happening
in Vigil Harbor.

Speaking about the terrorist responsible for the Boat
Basin Bombing, the latest attack to hit New York City, Con-
nie muses that “his flaw is fanaticism, not malice. The world
is full of fanatics now, a dime a dozen, and many of them
are justified in their drive to destroy the destroyers. They
become Kkillers despite themselves. Or is a killer merciless
and malignant by nature?” The novel provides us with many
opportunities to reflect on how we confront what seems to
be evil in our midst, or even when it is distant, and to ask
how we might effectively work against those evils in a way
that is just and loving.

“I’'m on an island whose shoreline is threatened,” says
Brecht. “There are guards and cops and rangers and all
kinds of uniformed people keeping an eye for trouble, there
areflood basins where there used to be basketball courts,
there are stretches of summer where the temperature hits
one hundred degrees five days in a row, and there may loom
storms, bombs, contagions, pandemics and pandemonium,
but I'm doing all right.” For a character whose stated desire

is to live in a safe world, adapting to what he is faced with
instead—and making that feel as safe as possible—is a ma-
jor accomplishment. “Making things that don’t fall apart”
is Brecht’s response to a college essay assignment that asks
him to describe his signature passion.

In the aftermath of collective trauma, how does com-
munity hold up? How can we practice the responsible hos-
pitality that our faith requires in a dangerous world? Who
will we accept as our prophets? These are just a few of the
questions raised by this sprawling novel.

Brecht tells Celestino and Connie’s young son Raul that
the best teachers make you curious. The same can be said for
the best novelists, whose writing encourages us to look at our
own surroundings and inner compasses with the same care-
ful detachment we apply to our reading of their characters. A
close reading of this newest book from National Book Award
winner Julia Glass incites us to do just that.

Cynthia-Marie Marmo O'Brien is an editor,
educator and writer in New York, N.Y.
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Building a world and inviting us in

By Joe Hoover

Most reconsiderations of artists and works of art (Kea-
nu Reeves, The Great Gatsby, “Vertigo,” to name just a
few) take years or even decades to achieve. They were
panned, now they are acclaimed. For the winner of
this year’s Foley Poetry Contest, the “reconsideration”
took a matter of days.

When “Letter to Myself While Learning to Read,”
by Laurinda Lind, was submitted among the 600 or so
poems we received this year—by the way, I encourage
you to read the poem before reading this article about
the poem—I read it, enjoyed it and put it on a list of
poems to peruse again. This list eventually became 30
finalists, which I gave to our other two judges: Jill Rice,
an O’Hare fellow at America, and James Torrens, S.J., a
former America poetry editor.

When we shared with one another our top five po-
ems, only one of the judges had “Letter” on his list. I did
not. “Letter” was a nice poem, but maybe too... roman-
tic? Nostalgic? A kid sleeps on a porch in the summer;
her dad reads her classic children’s books.

Nevertheless, I read “Letter” again, but it still did
not do it for me. I went back to the other finalists, spent
more time with one poem in particular, and picked it as
the winner. “Letter” would not even be one of the three
runners-up. The next morning, realizing I was still not
entirely settled on the winner, I read “Letter” again.
And again, and again. Each time I saw something new.
Each time it sank deeper, its heft became more evident.
It was not tossing out trinkets of romance and nostal-
gia; it was doing something deeper.

“Letter” quickly builds a world and opens the door
ajar for us to gaze inside. A child isn’t just sleeping on
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the front porch like a summertime adventure: She is
made to sleep there the entire season (which season,
exactly, we are not told) because the visiting cousin
has been given the bed. She is exiled, feeling like “an
afterthought,” something we can all identify with. At
some point or another, we have all been left out on
the screened-in front porch of someone else’s affec-
tions, no?

And the father who treks out into the porch to help
the child read—kindly, fatherly—but the only time he
will ever do so. Why? Heidi, Robinson Crusoe, Swiss
Family Robinson, the poet using these names not as
biscuits thrown out to the nostalgic reader but be-
cause they align—even darkly—with the atmosphere
of the story.

The poem pays out its narrative, loops us into its
intrigues, leaves hints of resolutions, calls us to some-
thing beyond ourselves. All in 28 lines. “Letter” is just,
how should I put it, it’s a really nice piece of writing. I
am grateful on behalf of America to be able to award it
the 2023 Foley Poetry prize.

We are also pleased to announce three runners-up,
to be published in subsequent issues: “Lily, Lily, Lily,”
by Nancy Clark, “Apology for Belief,” by Alex Mouw,
and “Sappho,” by Beth Hinchliffe.

I am grateful for all the poets who submitted their
work for the contest. Every year we get poems from
all over the United States, and even across the world,
about any number of topics:

“The Wreck of the Livonia” compares the deaths
of several nuns in early Covid to “The Wreck of the
Deutschland,” by Gerard Manley Hopkins.



“Civil Insubordination, or Where in Amer-
ikkka Are Black People Free From Racism?”
makes a chilling reference to the police shoot-
ing of Laquan McDonald by the Chicago police
officer Jason Van Dyke.

One poet complains about a Twitter cul-
ture overwhelmed with virtue signaling, cancel
culture, colleges having to change their mas-
cots. But, interestingly enough, her demand to
this culture seems to be less about opposing
these ideas than transforming how they are ex-
pressed: “Explain ideas in coherent sentences,”
she declares.

In 2023, it is almost quaint to consider that
we might need to interface with God by text,
when apparently God has sent ChatGPT to
rule the world on his behalf. But the poem “Txt
Mssg” to God (Fatal Error!/ Msg not received./
Pls snd Messiah again...) suggests God might
still desire these kinds of prayers.

“Please send Messiah again.” Or, at least
keep sending us works of art worthy of our re-
consideration. They help us create a world any
messiah would delight in saving.

Joe Hoover, S.J., is America’s poetry editor and the
author of O Death, Where Is Thy Sting?

2023 FOLEY POETRY PRIZE

Letter to Myself While
Learning to Read
By Laurinda Lind

These nights out on the cold closed-in porch
on your folding cot because your teenaged
cousin takes your bed all season, your many
hours surrounded by dark windows as if you
are a theater for stars and ghosts that your
family believes in, as if you are a child lost

on the water in a boat cast off from its lines—
this must be why your father sits and reads

to you, the only time he will do this, teaching
the terror to skip you out here on the edge of

a family to which you feel like an afterthought.
This crowd of people he brings into the room
to keep you company. A girl named Heidi
halfway up a mountain with a gruff grandfather.
Also Robinson Crusoe, a stranded sailor not
all alone on an island, since a man he treats
like a child still chooses to stay and help him.
Another story that sounds like a real family,
not incidental like yours, Swiss but also named
Robinson and how they go high into trees,
taking everything up one level away from what
can grab them in their sleep. Their platforms
that say every time you shipwreck down below,
you will still be whole somewhere up above.
And as you turn a page to learn its letters,

you start to reach your hand out into

the night, where someone from another

world wants you enough to squeeze back.

Laurinda Lind’s poems have appeared in Atlanta
Review, The Keats-Shelley Review, New American
Writing, and Stand. She is a retired adjunct English
teacher and lives in New York’s North Country.
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THE WORD

Dear Disciples of Christ: Fear No One

The Gospel passages in June shift in focus from the mys-
teries of the life of Christ to the practical labors of disciple-
ship. Now that the Easter season has drawn to a close, the
church celebrates the Solemnity of the Most Holy Trinity
and the Solemnity of the Body of Blood of Christ. During
these celebrations, the church continues the reading of
John’s Gospel that began during the Easter season.

On the first Sunday in June, the Gospel reads, “For God
so loved the world that he gave his only Son” (Jn 3:16). This
phrase has captured the hearts of millions of people, per-
haps because in most cultures there is no greater treasure
than children. God the Father offers the Son to humanity
with no display of possessiveness. God gives the Son with
no consideration of the cost.

The free gift of the Son is also the topic of the Gospel
reading on the Solemnity of the Body and Blood of Christ.

“For whoever feeds on me,” says Jesus, “will have life be-
cause of me” (Jn 6:57). These mysteries, so difficult to ex-
plain or describe, are meant to be lived and felt.

From these moments of mystery, the focus quick-
ly shifts to the disciples. On the last two Sundays of this
month, the church returns to the Gospel of Matthew. The
passages from these two Sundays address challenges of
discipleship. On the Eleventh Sunday in Ordinary Time,
Jesus is moved with pity for the crowds who are “aban-
doned and troubled.” He turns to his disciples and says,
“Ask the master of the harvest to send out laborers for his
harvest” (Mt 9:38). On the last Sunday of the month, Je-
sus turns to the Twelve and says, “Fear no one” (Mt 10:26).
This advice is fitting for the return to Ordinary Time: Fear
no one and do not count the cost of love, just do it with an
authentic heart.

SOLEMNITY OF THE MOST HOLY TRINITY (A), JUNE 4, 2023

The Gift of the Father: His Only Son

SOLEMNITY OF THE BODY AND BLOOD OF CHRIST (A), JUNE 11, 2023

The Gift of the Son: The Bread of Life

ELEVENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME (A), JUNE 18, 2023

The Gift of Discipleship: The Labor of the Harvest

TWELFTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME (A), JUNE 25, 2023

The Gift of the Twelve: To Be Fearless

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.

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

Visit: www.americamagazine.org/word or scan the QR code with your smartphone.
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A View From Ireland

Dear America:

I feel like I should still love you.
I'm struggling to love you. But your pe-
culiar relationship with guns is drain-
ing that love away.

I was a teenager at the time of the
Columbine High School shooting. No
one could mistake suburban Dublin
for anyone’s utopia, but even then my
friends and I could recognize that we
might as well live in a different gal-
axy. The most pressing issue we faced
in the spring of 1999 was our “orals,”
when we had just 15 minutes to prove
we had achieved the minimum capac-
ity with the Irish language. We could
not conceive of a situation where teen-
agers would be expected to learn while
also living under the threat of such
violence. The randomness of it was es-
pecially striking.

Had you told me that more than
a generation later, the problem would
still be unaddressed—in fact had got-
ten much worse—I would have been
astonished. I might not have known
the word for it, but I would have con-
cluded the society that allowed its
young to live under such a shadow was
flirting with nihilism. What is the point
of a society that cannot even keep chil-
dren safe?

A few years before Columbine, in
1996, a man burst into a small primary
school in a town in Scotland—much
closer to home—and killed 16 children.
By the end of the next year, the Unit-
ed Kingdom had successfully drafted,
debated and passed laws to make gun
ownership vastly more restricted.

Of course, laws alone cannot

Guns make it unthinkable to live in America

change human hearts, but these laws
definitely contributed to a changed,
saner and safer society. There has been
only one mass shooting incident since
those laws were passed, and the annu-
al rate of death at the hands of guns in
the United Kingdom is now 0.03 per
100,000. That is 120 times lower than
the rate in the United States, which is
3.6 per 100,000 people.

Two friends of mine in America
have been personally touched by this
rampaging violence in the last year. My
officemate from my Ph.D. days was on
a playground with his daughter when
he got a text message warning him of
an active shooter down the block. It
was the Covenant School shooting in
Nashville, where the gunman killed
three children and three adults. Just
months before, another friend’s child
survived a different school shooting
but had to step over the body of her
murdered classmate when finally
evacuated by police.

No society has to accept such
carnage becoming normal. In North-
ern Ireland, for example, revulsion
at the seemingly never-ending bar-
barous and pointless violence of the
generation-long civil war known as
“the Troubles” was a major factor in
bringing about the Belfast Agreement
peace deal.

It should be the case that I would
welcome a chance to move to the United
States for a spell and relish the joys of
baseball and folk music and shrimp-and-
grits at a more relaxed pace than that of
atourist. My wife and I have discussed it.
But unless we felt it was a vocation—Ilit-

erally going to you as missionaries—we
would not even consider it.

Our son starts school in the fall. In
Ireland his major classroom concern
will be sitting still at his desk for pro-
longed periods of time. All the money
in the world could not compensate us
for bringing him into a culture where
he would have to endure training drills
so he would know how to respond if a
stranger showed up with a gun.

The figure of Moloch haunts the
Hebrew Scriptures—a god who de-
mands the sacrifice of children. In
the year of the Belfast Agreement,
one of its key architects, the Nobel
Peace Prize winner John Hume, gave
a speech that implored the need to
decommission the weapons of war.
But before we decommission the guns,
he said, we must decommission our
minds. Ireland had to commit to living
as a society without recourse to lethal
violence because its people could only
flourish in peace.

The biblical text is clear: No so-
ciety can prosper while Moloch is al-
lowed any space to reign. Perhaps this
is the vocation of Christians in Amer-
ica today: to be a people dedicated to
decommissioning their minds of the
hollow promises of liberty offered up
by these tools of death.
|

Kevin Hargaden is a theologian with the
Jesuit Centre for Faith and Justice in Dub-
lin, Ireland. He is the author of Theological
Ethics in a Neoliberal Age, published by
Wipf and Stock.
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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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