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President Trump’s ties to Russia matter. Here’s why.
Last month, as the political class-
es continued to fi xate on Donald J. 
Trump’s “war” with the media and as 
the president suggested “going nu-
clear” during confi rmation hearings 
for the next Supreme Court justice, 
at least one global statesman worried 
that we were missing something more 
important: The world is preparing for 
a real war on a global scale. Former So-
viet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, winner 
of the 1990 Nobel Peace Prize, wrote 
in a little-noticed Time magazine es-
say in January that “politicians and 
military leaders sound increasing-
ly belligerent and defense doctrines 
more dangerous. Commentators and 
TV personalities are joining the belli-
cose chorus. It all looks as if the world 
is preparing for war.” 

And it’s not just the rhetoric 
that is escalating. As Mr. Gorbachev 
pointed out, “more troops, tanks and 
armored personnel carriers are being 
brought to Europe. NATO and Rus-
sian forces and weapons that used 
to be deployed at a distance are now 
placed closer to each other, as if to 
shoot point-blank.” Three years ago, 
the last American tanks left Europe. 
Now they are back, as senior U.S. mil-
itary o�  cials take up the task of re-
turning to Europe the personnel and 
matériel they moved out of Europe at 
the end of the Cold War. The buildup 
is a response to Russia’s annexation of 
Crimea in 2014, as well as increased 
Russian military maneuvering in the 
Baltics. The redeployments are “the 
embodiment of the United States' 
commitment to deterring aggression 
and defending our European allies 
and partners,” General Frederick 

Hodges, known as Ben, commander 
of the U.S. Army in Europe, told NBC 
News in December. 

According to P. W. Singer and Au-
gust Cole, two of the country’s leading 
experts on 21st century warfare, the 
risk of a global war is greater still be-
cause “military planners and political 
leaders on all sides assume their side 
would be the one to win in a ‘short’ 
and ‘sharp’ fi ght.” If that sounds fa-
miliar, it’s because we’ve been here 
before. As Barbara Tuchman wrote 
in The Guns of August, her bestsell-
ing account of the origins of the fi rst 
world war, the consensus among mil-
itary planners then “had combined 
to fasten the short-war concept upon 
the European mind. Quick, decisive 
victory was the German orthodoxy.” 
Instead, as we now know, the whole 
of Europe was plunged into years of 
stalemate and slaughter. 

For his part, Pope Francis be-
lieves that the seeds of the Third 
World War have already been sown. 
“The word we hear a lot is insecuri-
ty,” he said last summer, “but the real 
word is war,” a growing global confl ict 
over “interests, money, resources.”

Will this confl ict escalate fur-
ther? Is a war among the great pow-
ers really in the cards, or is this just 
alarmist thinking? The Council on 
Foreign Relations recently surveyed 
foreign policy experts on this very 
question. While few believe that such 
a war is certain, a growing number 
believe that it is possible, and a NA-
TO-Russian confrontation topped 
their list of potential threats in 2017. 
According to the survey, there is a 
“moderate” likelihood of a “high im-

pact” event involving “deliberate or 
unintended military confrontation 
between Russia and NATO members, 
stemming from assertive Russian be-
havior in Eastern Europe.”

As you likely noticed, the key and 
most ominous phrase in the C.F.R. for-
mulation is “deliberate or unintend-
ed.” As Singer and Cole have written, 
“wars start through any number of 
pathways: One world war happened 
through deliberate action, the other 
was a crisis that spun out of control.” 
Mismanagement or madness, in other 
words, are as likely to cause the next 
great war as are neonationalism or 
cynical strategic calculation. 

Which brings me to the current oc-
cupant of the White House. President 
Trump and President Vladimir Putin 
“need to break out of this situation,” 
as Mr. Gorbachev has said, “to resume 
political dialogue aiming at joint deci-
sions and joint action.” But there is a 
big elephant in the room: What does 
Mr. Trump know about Russia? What 
does he not know? Does he know what 
he doesn’t know? What is the extent of 
his personal and business interests in 
Russia? Is there something there that 
could cloud his judgment? These are 
not just legal or political issues. Ques-
tions about Mr. Trump’s ties to Russia 
are not irrelevant simply because some 
of the questioners may have base, par-
tisan motives. Within the next year, 
the president may face the gravest in-
ternational situation since the Cuban 
missile crisis. Americans need to know 
that he can prevent a catastrophe.  
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Refugees. Immigrants. Abortion. 
Did you hear about current events at Mass?
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Within his fi rst few days in o�  ce, President Trump signed 
several executive orders pertaining to immigration and ref-
ugees, and tens of thousands of people around the country 
gathered to protest these measures. The annual March for 
Life also took place in Washington, D.C., with a sitting vice 
president addressing the crowd for the fi rst time, just a week 
after the Women’s March on Washington. We surveyed 
America readers to fi nd out if these current events were dis-
cussed during Mass on Sunday Jan. 29.

The overwhelming response to the survey was that these 
political issues were not discussed by homilists, and congre-
gants were left wanting. Of the dissatisfi ed majority, many 
respondents mentioned that their parish priests were ca-
pable of thoughtful homilies but wished that these homilies 
spoke more directly to their practical lives. Elizabeth Reed 
from Costa Mesa, Calif., expressed this disappointment in 
the context of her own parish’s demographics: “We have a 
somewhat divided parish as the church family is composed 
of a very large immigrant population and the parish school 
is predominantly caucasian and upper middle class…. I think 
yesterday was a missed opportunity for connection.” 

Also from California, Mayra Torres is a Catholic undoc-
umented immigrant who experienced the impact of this 

missed opportunity fi rst hand. She wrote to us about how the 
silence of her parish is contributing to divisions in her com-
munity: “I feel alienated from my church, and I feel threat-
ened by the present administration…. As a catequista I am 
questioning whether I should be serving and teaching my 
faith. I feel abandoned, not by God but by church leaders.”

This sense of abandonment was not felt in all parishes. At 
20 percent, a low but not inconsiderable number of readers 
felt their parish adequately addressed current events during 
Mass. An anonymous reader from Washington, D.C., de-
scribed his experience at Mass: “Our parish prayed in a spe-
cial way for a refugee family that we are sponsoring…. Our 
prayers of the faithful included a prayer that we uphold the 
dignity of all human life, including the elderly, the unborn, 
refugees, and immigrants. I am proud to be part of a parish 
that demonstrates its commitment to minister to those at 
the margins.”

The results of this uno�  cial poll are representative of the sample 
of America readers who responded to our questions via Face-
book, Twitter and our email newsletter.Due to rounding, these percentages may not add up to 100.

Too much
Not enough
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Right on Target
Thank you for the editorial, “President Trump’s Danger-
ous Nationalism” (Our Take, 2/6) immediately follow-
ing the inauguration. It was right on target. I hope the 
Jesuit Conference helps mobilize Jesuit institutions to 
take stands in dealing with President Trump. I was also 
pleased that the bishops fi nally found it in their con-
science to address the health care issue.
(Rev.) George E. Griener
Berkeley, Calif.

Richer and Stronger
Re “What Catholics owe their Muslim brothers and sis-
ters,” by Jordan Denari Duffner (2/6): The best way I 
know to break down stereotypes and prejudices is to get 
people to meet each other in person. I am so pleased to 
see these efforts to address this very sad phenomenon 
of Islamophobia. Diversity makes us richer and stron-
ger together. When we know people personally, we cannot 
keep pretending there is an “us” and a “them”—it seems ri-
diculous. There are some very poor examples of leadership 
in government in this matter, so I am really pleased to see 
church leaders like Archbishop Cupich and others speak-
ing up. I really like the practical suggestions in this article.
Christina Coombe 
Online Comment

Circle With Love
“Man of the House” (2/6), America’s interview with Pat-
rick Conroy, S.J., the chaplain of the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives, by Jeremy Zipple, S.J., gave an interesting de-
scription of a Congressperson’s life: “They work in a very 
toxic environment.”

As a result, it was suggested by one of our members 
that each Sister of St. Joseph who wishes should choose 
a member of Congress and contact him or her to say that 
she is praying for them. There was an amazing response. 
Our purpose is to circle Congress with love! We invite your 
readership to join us in this endeavor if they wish.
Marie B. Olwell
Westmont, N.J.

Global Instability
Re “Alternative facts and the coming constitutional crisis,” 
by Matt Malone, S.J. (Of Many Things, 2/6): These crises 

cannot be about one man, convenient though that might 
be. Current global instability runs far deeper than that. 
There are constant calls to emotional outcry…. There is 
a predilection for one-word adjudications, e.g., “unjust,” 
“immoral,” as reported here. All this seems to be little more 
than distraction. Everyone seems to know who the bad guy 
is; and, no surprise, it isn’t himself or herself. 
Maryanne Kane
Online Comment

Way With Words
Re “Vows of Friendship,” by Eve Tushnet (2/6): “I think 
that idea of friendship being non-discardable is what the 
blessing says to me.” The Irish in me loves the way with 
words that authors like Dana Spiotta, quoted in the article, 
have. It brings to mind someone I’ve been friends with for 
over 40 years. We have very little in common, as I married 
and had lots of children, and she did not. We have di� erent 
political views, di� erent ways of spending our free time, 
di� erent everything it seems. But somewhere deep down 
is the sense God put her in my life for a reason, and while I 
don’t know that reason, I should honor it.
Monica Quigley Doyle 
Online Comment

Boundless Frustration
Re “It’s Time to Fix the ‘Sunday School’ Culture” (Our 
Take, 1/23): This editorial almost made me cry. My wife 
and I made the faith central in raising our four children. 
We went beyond obligations and joyfully observed feast 
days and received the sacraments. We also did what we 
were told to do regarding religious education. We dragged 
our children to Sunday school for almost three decades, 
clawing our way to Confi rmation. I wrote to three dif-
ferent bishops begging for a change. I spoke once with a 
nun who was the director of religious education for our 
diocese. She admitted to me that “we do lose a few along 
the way,” as if we were speaking of something expendable, 
like tomatoes. 

I’m convinced that religious education is the major 
factor in why my adult children have rejected the faith. 
My frustration is boundless. I hope that things can change 
for young parents and children today.
Kevin Kavanah
Online Comment

READER COMMENTS



8

OUR   TAKE

Prophetic, Not Partisan
Why we need courageous preaching about politics

Strange times for politics make 
for strange times for preaching. In 
just one week at the end of Janu-
ary, people in the United States and 
elsewhere participated in large and 
sometimes spontaneous demonstra-
tions for the defense of human life, for 
recognition of women’s rights and for 
justice for refugees and immigrants. 
At the same time, in addition to the 
Senate’s consideration of President 
Donald J. Trump’s cabinet nominees, 
commentators discussed  revisiting 
what constitutes torture during the 
interrogation of terror suspects, the 
beginnings of a process of disman-
tling the A� ordable Care Act and the 
abandonment of the Trans-Pacifi c 
Partnership trade deal, to pick just a 
few examples.

Meanwhile, the liturgical cycle 
o� ered us the Sermon on the Mount 
from the Gospel of Matthew. But if 
the initial impassioned responses of 
our readers are any guide (see Your 
Take in this issue, page 6), few Catho-
lic preachers and parishes accepted the 
invitation to connect the Good News 
with the news of the day. In a Pew Re-
search Center survey last fall, just over 
a third of Catholics reported hearing 
about immigration and religious lib-
erty at Mass, and just under a third re-
ported hearing about abortion.

There are good reasons to be 
wary of addressing political issues 
from the pulpit. In addition to ques-
tions of the proper relationship be-
tween church and state, the church’s 
own teaching  allows for a great diver-
sity of political regimes and actors. 

Most important, the pastoral reality 
of congregations whose members 
support di� erent candidates and po-
litical parties means that preachers 
need to avoid anything that could be 
construed as a partisan endorsement 
in order to avoid creating division in-
stead of building communion.

But when only a third of Catholics 
report hearing from the pulpit about 
contemporary issues on which the 
teaching of the church is utterly clear 
and the bishops of the United States 
have spoken forcefully and consis-
tently, we need to ask whether cau-
tious prudence has crossed the line 
into unwarranted avoidance.

It seems that many Catholics, 
both in the pews and in the pulpit, 
have confl ated politics with partisan-
ship, assuming that addressing any 
issue on which our two major polit-
ical parties are divided necessarily 
constitutes an endorsement of one 
and rejection of the other. This nar-
row focus produces a regrettable side-
stepping of questions of the common 
good in preaching, which can lead to 
saccharine, feel-good homilies. On 
the other hand, some Catholics have 
been eager to “baptize” one party or 
the other—the Republicans for the is-
sues of abortion and religious liberty, 
the Democrats for poverty and immi-
gration—and pull out the pitchforks 
whenever support for their party’s po-
sitions are challenged.

The Gospel demands more of 
us—both when we speak and when we 
listen. While we must avoid partisan-
ship, we must also avoid letting the 

fear of partisanship loom so large that 
it overpowers our ability to speak pro-
phetically on issues that are political 
in the best sense: questions about how 
to order our common life toward the 
common good. Jesus in the Gospels 
is anything but silent on these ques-
tions, and those who follow him can-
not be silent either.

School choice and the 
common good
One of President Trump’s campaign 
promises for his fi rst 100 days in 
o�  ce was to introduce legislation 
that “redirects education dollars to 
give parents the right to send their 
kids to the public, private, charter, 
magnet, religious or home school of 
their choice.” This commitment to 
school choice was underscored by 
Mr. Trump’s nomination of Betsy 
DeVos, a longtime champion of char-
ter schools and voucher programs, as 
secretary of education.

Catholic schools constitute the 
largest alternative to the public educa-
tional system, and the National Cath-
olic Educational Association strongly 
supports school choice. Its public pol-
icy director, Dale McDonald, P.B.V.M., 
recently told Catholic News Service 
that enabling families of all income 
levels to choose religious education is 
a matter of justice: “We aren’t meant 
to serve only the rich,” she said. “As a 
church, we’re committed to serving all 
God's people.”

School choice does not mean 
abandoning the commitment to the 
common good exemplifi ed by the 
Catholic school system. All school sys-

AMERICAMAGAZINE.ORG
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tems that benefi t from government 
funds, including charter schools, 
should be held accountable not only 
for standardized test scores but also 
for treating all students with dignity, 
including those with disabilities and 
those for whom English is a second 
language. (During her confi rmation 
hearings, Ms. DeVos was disconcert-
ingly vague about the duties of non-
public schools that receive federal 
funds to provide an adequate educa-
tion to special-needs students.) 

Much of the opposition to vouch-
er programs, and to the nomination 
of Ms. DeVos, has come from teach-
ers’ unions and others who fear the 
weakening of public schools, which 
bear the major responsibility for ed-
ucating the nation’s young people.
But public schools should build sup-
port based on their performance 
rather than on keeping in place fi -
nancial obstacles for families seek-
ing faith-based or alternative educa-
tion. It is especially distressing that 
38 states still have so-called Blaine 
amendments, which proliferated in 
the late-19th century and prohibit 
public funds from going to “sectar-
ian” schools. As a Supreme Court 
majority wrote in 2000, ruling that 
the U.S. Constitution allows public 
funds to go to religious schools, these 
state amendments arose “at a time 
of pervasive hostility to the Catholic 
Church…and it was an open secret 
that sectarian was code for Catho-
lic.” The attention given to charter 
schools should not distract us from 
the fact that true school choice is 
not possible as long as these noxious 
state restrictions remain in place.
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An open letter to President Trump 
from the head of Jesuit Refugee Service USA

SHORT   TAKE

Congratulations on your inaugu-
ration. Americans know that in the 
days ahead you will have to come to 
grips with many challenges that will 
a� ect the well-being not only of the 
people of the United States, but of all 
peoples worldwide.

Not least of these challenges is 
the U.S. response to human migra-
tion. Today people are on the move 
in unprecedented numbers. Some 
move voluntarily, drawn by economic 
opportunities or family ties. Others—
some 65 million and growing—have 
been forcibly uprooted by war, perse-
cution, ethnic and religious strife, dire 
poverty, natural catastrophe or envi-
ronmental degradation. Their num-
ber is equivalent to the entire popula-
tion of Great Britain.

Our organization, Jesuit Refu-
gee Service, knows well the struggles 
refugees face. They are survivors who 
share our values: the will to overcome 
any obstacle, to assert independence, 
to defend hard-won freedoms and to 
achieve success through sheer deter-
mination. In earlier days, refugees 
were Irish escaping man-made fam-
ine, Jews and evangelicals escaping 
Soviet repression. In recent years they 
have included Vietnamese prisoners of 
war, the workers and translators who 
supported U.S. forces during our wars 
in Iraq and survivors of confl ict in So-
malia, Myanmar and Syria. In the past 
four decades, about three million such 
refugees have been o� ered new lives in 
the United States under our resettle-
ment program. They are weaving their 
lives into the tapestry of this country 
through the work of their hands.

Our country’s welcome of these 

newcomers expresses who we are as 
a people. It refl ects our desire to re-
spond to the call of the Jewish and 
Christian Scriptures to welcome 
strangers among us, especially those 
in danger or great need. It is rooted 
in the recognition that all men and 
women possess a shared human dig-
nity and, in the eyes of faith, are sons 
and daughters of a loving creator who 
calls us together as one human family.

Though essential for those most 
in need, asylum and resettlement 
can assist fewer than 1 percent of the 
world’s refugees. Nevertheless, your 
latest executive order to bar Syrian 
refugees from entering the United 
States and to ban all refugee resettle-
ments for four months fl y in the face 
of our proudest traditions. 

Most refugees will remain in 
temporary exile until they can re-
turn home. This places a tremendous 
strain on the very poor countries that 
host the vast majority of refugees. So 
it is also essential that U.S. assistance 
to these host countries be continued 
and, indeed, increased. In addition, 
the United States should intensify its 
leadership in diplomatic e� orts to al-
leviate the underlying causes of forced 
migration and to facilitate safe return 
when conditions allow. As Pope Fran-
cis said before Congress during his 
U.S. visit, “In a word, if we want secu-
rity, let us give security; if we want life, 
let us give life; if we want opportuni-
ties, let us provide opportunities.”

Mr. President, the generosity of 
the United States in response to the 
needs of refugees is a source of our 
reputation as “the last best hope of 
humankind” and expresses our high-

est moral values. Our leadership in 
this e� ort will also benefi t our country 
economically and politically by con-
tributing to world peace and stability. 
When you consider actions you might 
take to fulfi ll your promise to make 
America great again—and your deci-
sion to build a “large physical barrier” 
on the border with Mexico—please re-
member the greatness of heart that is 
at the foundation of just and humane 
U.S. refugee assistance. Without that 
heart we will have lost everything 
worth protecting. Our nation and our 
world look to you for a magnanimous 
response to those who have been 
forced from their homes.

Leo J. O’Donovan, S.J., is the interim 
executive director of Jesuit Refugee 
Service in Washington, D.C.
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~NOW AVAILABLE IN BOOKSTORES AND ONLINE ~
a practical, comprehensive

prayer resource bookprayer resource book
Starred 

Review in 
Publishers 

Weekly!

Save 25% at shop.franciscanmedia.org with code AMERICA

This volume, a must for every 
serious student and teacher 
of prayer and contemplation, 
covers such topics as:
•  Spirituality in the traditions 

of the Carmelites, Franciscans, 
Jesuits, Dominicans, and 
other major schools

•  Liturgical prayer
•  Prayer during the Lent, 

Advent, Christmas, and 
Easter seasons

•  New Testament scriptural 
approaches to prayer

•  Praying with the Psalms
•  Contemplation
•  Resistance to prayer
•  Enhancing a spirit of 

prayerfulness
•  Praying through grief, 

suffering, loss, and pain
•  Dealing with distractions 

in prayer
•  Traditional Catholic prayer
•  Struggling with prayer
•  Praying with classic and 

contemporary spiritual guides
•  Prayer and marriage

featuring over 40 contributors including:

William A. Barry, Dianne Bergant, 
Donald J. Goergen, Leslie Hoppe, 

Daniel P. Horan, James Martin, 
Richard Rohr, Ronald Rolheiser, 

Joyce Rupp, Donald Senior, 
and many others

EDITED BY ROBERT J. WICKS
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DISPATCHES

UNDOCUMENTED 
IN

They work in your restaurants and on your suburban lawns. They la-
bor in your factories and build your homes. They do odd jobs or any 
jobs. Their children go to your schools and play with your children.

And after years in the United States as immigrants without le-
gal documentation, many of them still live in the national shadows. 
In New York’s Westchester County, a small group of undocument-
ed parents surfaces one January night at a parish council meeting. 
Through a translator, Gustavo speaks on behalf of all.

The fear is real. Is the problem exaggerated?

By Kevin Clarke and
Robert David Sullivan
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The fear is real. Is the problem exaggerated?

“The fear that we undocumented people 
have is very great,” he says. “Could a tra�  c stop 
mean deportation,” he wonders. What would be-
come of the children left behind?

“I’m not sure how the community can help 
us in this di�  cult situation for our families, for 
our children,” Gustavo says, his eyes scanning 
the faces of the other members of his parish. “But 
can you help us?” he asks.

The simple appeal stills the parish meeting 
room. “If ever there was a time to take a stand, it’s 
now,” a council member fi nally says.

Containing undocumented immigration 
with a border wall and threats to deport mil-
lions of people were among President Donald 
J. Trump’s talking points as a candidate. Now, 
in the early weeks of his administration, the 
president is fulfi lling commitments that many 
believed were mere campaign bluster. The fear 
created by Mr. Trump’s recent executive orders 
among undocumented families is real, but the 
urgency of addressing the “problem” of undocu-
mented people may be less so.

Despite simplistic language that depicts a 
fl ood of undocumented migrants crossing the 
U.S. southern border, migration from Mexico 
has slowed considerably in recent years and 
even reversed. Apprehensions by the Border Pa-
trol, reported by fi scal year, declined from about 
1.1 million in 2006 to just over 337,000 in 2015. 
They spiked in 2016 to 416,000—with increasing 
numbers of Central American families and unac-
companied minors picked up.

But even if an immigrant inundation is more 
rhetorical than real, the question of how to deal 
with the undocumented people already in the 
United States remains. The overall number of 
undocumented immigrants has stabilized in re-
cent years from a 2007 peak of 12.2 million to 
just over 11 million people.

A little more than half of undocumented 
residents are of Mexican origin. But from 2009 
to 2014, the number of undocumented Mexican 

immigrants fell from 6.4 million to 5.8 million, 
according to the Pew Research Center, while 
those from other nations rose from 5.0 million to 
5.3 million, with signifi cant increases from Gua-
temala, Honduras and the continents of Africa 
and Asia.

Two-thirds of the undocumented have lived 
in the United States for more than a decade, rep-
resenting thousands of families that have inhab-
ited a prolonged limbo. A comprehensive reform 
package that promised to rationalize U.S. immi-
gration policy, long supported by the U.S. bish-
ops, has moldered in Congress since 2013.

President Obama tried to push immigration 
policy forward with a mix of record deportations 
that emphasized enforcement and executive or-
ders aimed at protecting some groups—among 
them the so-called Dreamers, young adults who 
were brought as children to the United States 
without authorization. But his successor ap-
pears intent on more punitive measures.

Mr. Trump has pledged to “begin removing 
the more than two million criminal illegal im-
migrants from the country,” a number disputed 
by advocates who say there are no more than 
820,000 undocumented people with criminal 
convictions, many for crimes relating to their 
lack of status. The End Illegal Immigration Act 
would imprison anyone who re-enters the Unit-
ed States after having been deported.

Under President Obama, the United States 
deported a record 2.5 million people. Hundreds 
of thousands of these deportees left children and 
family behind, and many have sought to return 
to them. Under Mr. Trump’s proposed law, they 
would fi ll the nation’s prisons.

What becomes of the children of deported 
immigrants represents a unique challenge. The 
Migration Policy Institute estimates that there 
were 5.1 million children in the United States 
with at least one parent who was an undocu-
mented immigrant between 2009 and 2013. 
Overall, about 80 percent of these children—4.1 
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Kevin Clarke, chief correspondent. Twitter: @clarkeatamerica; 
Robert David Sullivan, associate editor. Twitter: @RobertDSullivan.

million—are U.S. citizens themselves. Studies are only 
now grappling with the psychological and developmental 
impact on U.S.-citizen children when a parent—most of-
ten a father and the primary family earner—is removed 
from the household because of deportation, and how liv-
ing with that threat day-to-day a� ects child development.

Over the past decade, as spending on immigration 
enforcement skyrocketed, budgets aimed at regional sta-
bilization and economic development remained stingy. 
Though it committed $142 million, in 2016 the United 
States actually delivered just $47 million in aid to Mex-

ico, the lion’s share directed to security initiatives and 
just $4.4 million to economic development. Guatemala 
received just $57 million in total aid that year; Honduras, 
$49 million; and El Salvador, $29 million.

That same year the United States spent $19.4 billion 
on immigration enforcement, and America’s border wall 
may cost as much as $40 billion.

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN OF ALL “ALIEN” APPREHENSIONS (2015)

Nation 2009 2014 Change

Mexico 6,350  5,850 -500

Asia 1,300 1,450 +130

Central America 1,600 1,700 +100

1,200,000

900,000

600,000

300,000

Estimated undocumented origins rise/decline 
2009-2014 (in thousands):

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015  2016

2006 
1,089,092 2016 

415,000

Estimated cost of the “Trump Wall” from MIT Technology Review, based on 1,000-mile wall at a height of 50 feet (with the rest of the border secured by mountains and other natural barriers). Other sources: Depart-
ment of Homeland Security (apprehensions by fi scal year), Pew Research Center (total undocumented), Migration Policy Institute (children of undocumented), CNBC (Berlin Wall cost adjusted for infl ation).

Mexico   58% Guatemala   14% Honduras   9% Other   8%El Salvador   11%
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It has been over 10 years since the Irish bishops’ last ad 
limina visit to Rome, a trip that is usually scheduled every 
fi ve years to meet with the pope and confer with depart-
ments within the Holy See. In that time, “a lot has changed 
for us,” says Archbishop Eamon Martin of Armagh, who led 
this year’s visit as head of the Catholic Church in Ireland 
on Jan. 20. 

Family life has been challenged in the last decade, ac-
cording to Archbishop Martin, with the economic reces-
sion in Ireland bringing stress and returning the prospect 
of emigration into many homes. The defi nition of family 
has also been altered, after Ireland voted in same-sex mar-
riage in 2015.

“The church is in a di� erent space,” says Archbishop 
Martin. “We are one of many players speaking in the pub-
lic square. We must be more invitational, using a ministry of 
presence, gently explaining the message of the church and 
inviting people in. The church is called to work with people 
where they’re at.”

In Archbishop Martin’s own Archdiocese of Armagh, 
communities are facing a unique set of challenges. Sixty 
percent of people in the archdiocese live in Northern Ire-
land and 40 percent in the republic. The United Kingdom’s 
decision to leave the European Union—popularly known as 
“Brexit”—has created considerable uncertainty. The people 
of Northern Ireland voted against the idea of withdrawing 
from the union. The Irish Republic would remain part of the 
European community after the Brexit process is fi nished.

“We’re back to talking about borders between the north 
and south and restrictions on the movement of goods and a 
fear among some people of a restriction on a movement of 
people,” the archbishop says.

The uncertainty in Northern Ireland has been wors-

ened by the collapse of the power-sharing government in 
January. Archbishop Martin released a statement asking 
politicians to realize the importance of stability.

“I was disappointed because the politicians were at last 
getting down to issues like the economy, health and creating 
brighter future. There’s a whole generation that has grown 
up without violence, so it was a heartfelt plea not to let the 
progress slip away.”

He adds, “You cannot underestimate the importance of 
the Good Friday Agreement. People around the world look 
to Northern Ireland as an example of people sorting out 
their di� erences. But here is a legacy of hurt and a deep lega-
cy of su� ering and we all need to play a part to work through 
it. We cannot leave a vacuum.”

The next time the Irish bishops gather to meet Pope 
Francis it will be in Ireland in 2018 for the World Meeting 
of Families. It will be the fi rst papal visit since Pope John 
Paul II in 1979, whose trip came as the Troubles raged in 
Northern Ireland. Much has changed since then, for both 
the church and Ireland, although violence has still not end-
ed entirely.

“Just last week a police o�  cer was shot by dissident re-
publicans in Belfast,” Archbishop Martin notes. “But what 
gives me consolation is that politicians from all sides and 
church leaders from all sides were condemning it. We won’t 
let go of the progress we’ve made.”

Rhona Tarrant, Dublin correspondent; 
Twitter: @RhonaTarrant.
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A section of the Peace Wall that divides Catholic and Protestant 
communities in West Belfast, Northern Ireland.

Armagh Archbishop 
Martin contemplates 
changing times 
in Ireland
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administration and Congress acceler-
ate immigration enforcement e� orts. 
Federal o�  cials will determine wheth-
er resources will be aimed primarily 
at locating and deporting dangerous 
criminals or would sweep broadly to 
target even those who fl ed violence in 
their homelands or were brought to 
the United States as children.

Local o�  cials will still get to de-
termine the extent to which their 
communities will participate in feder-
al enforcement e� orts, and U.S. courts 
may in the end o� er them a legal sanc-
tuary to do so.

Ellen Boegel, a contributing editor, 
is an associate professor at St. 
John’s University in New York. 

Less noticed among a number of mi-
gration related targets of an executive 
order issued by President Donald J. 
Trump on Jan. 25 was its impact on 
so-called sanctuary cities. Mr. Trump 
threatened federal retribution against 
them, a proposition that faces many 
legal challenges.

The term “sanctuary city” is used 
broadly to describe any locality, in-
cluding a state, that welcomes unau-
thorized immigrants and promotes 
their involvement with the commu-
nity. Most communities that embrace 
the designation simply commit to a 
lack of cooperation with federal agen-
cies responsible for tracking, detaining 
or deporting undocumented people in 
the United States.

The executive order authorizes 
action, including the withholding of 
federal funding, against any municipal 
or state entity that “violates 8 U.S.C. 
1373, or...prevents or hinders the en-
forcement of Federal law.” Sanctuary 
policies that limit information-shar-
ing with federal authorities could be 
seen as violating that section, but that 
law prohibits only restrictions on the 
sharing of citizenship and immigra-
tion status information.

It does not require the collection 
or sharing of information related to a 
person’s criminal activity or release 
date from prison. Lack of compliance 
with section 1373 is di�  cult to prove. 
Of far greater value to federal immi-
gration enforcement authorities is 

local compliance with immigration 
detainers. Those are requests by Im-
migrations and Customs Enforce-
ment to give notice regarding the 
arrest and/or release date of immi-
grants in local custody. Detainer re-
quests are, however, voluntary, and 
any e� ort by federal authorities to 
require compliance would violate 
the Constitution.

The 10th Amendment, which re-
serves all nondelegated powers to the 
states and the people, prohibits the 
federal government from comman-
deering state authorities. The presi-
dent cannot force localities to com-
ply with detainer requests or assist in 
the arrest of immigration violators. 

The withholding of federal funds 
to localities that the executive branch 
determines have hindered immi-
gration enforcement raises two im-
portant constitutional claims. First, 
Congress, not the president, controls 
the federal budget. Second, Congress 
may use its power of the purse to en-
tice localities to participate in federal 
programs and even may be permitted 
to withhold earmarked funds from 
localities that refuse to participate. 
But fi nancial punishment that goes 
beyond persuasion to compulsion 
tantamount to “a gun to the head” 
has been held by the Supreme Court 
to be unconstitutional. 

Controversies between locali-
ties and the federal government may 
become more frequent as the Trump 

Sanctuary cities draw 
Trump administration threat



17FEBRUARY 20, 2017  AMERICA

A peaceful and bloodless transfer of power has taken place 
in the West African nation of Gambia after weeks of rising 
tension. On Jan. 21 the country’s former dictator, Yahya Jam-
meh, went into exile in Equatorial Guinea. 

President Jammeh had refused to recognize his surprise 
loss in the national election on Dec. 1. A real-estate agent 
turned politician, Adama Barrow, was elected by Gambians. 
The prospect of civil war had been real as the now-former 
president dug his heels in and refused to hand over power.

Mr. Barrow himself fled to neighboring Senegal as ten-
sions grew. The new president was sworn in at Gambia’s em-
bassy in Dakar, Senegal, the day before Mr. Jammeh left the 
country. Gambians celebrated in the streets when they heard 
that the new president had been sworn in. Everyone in fact 
should be cheered by this peaceful outcome.

A regional political body, the Economic Community for 
West African States, was determined to ensure the will 
of the people was respected. Ecowas publicly condemned  
Gambian Mr. Jammeh, and representatives from its mem-
ber states visited Banjul to negotiate his departure. The 
leaders even warned that they would coordinate a regional 
military force to intervene, if necessary.

After 22 years of Mr. Jemmah’s rule, Gambians have high 
expectations, but the new president inherits a nation in eco-
nomic crisis. Many Gambians are leaving the country seeking 
better lives in Europe.

Although the transfer of power was not straightforward, it 
at least did take place. For Gambians—and for the whole con-
tinent—that represents a significant triumph for democracy, 
and demonstrates that African solutions to African problems 
are possible. 

Russell Pollitt, S.J., Johannesburg 
correspondent. Twitter: @rpollittsj.

After decades, a dictator 
is overturned in Gambia
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Gambian President 
Adama Barrow greets the 

crowds at Banjul Airport 
in Gambia on Jan. 26.

Protesters outside City Hall in 
San Francisco on Jan. 25 after 
President Donald Trump signed 

executive actions to jumpstart 
construction of his promised 

U.S.-Mexico border wall and cut 
federal grants for immigrant-
protecting “sanctuary cities.”
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By Arthur C. Brooks

CONFESSIONS 

         
         

         
    CAPITALIST

      CONVERT

OF A Capitalism contains a mixture of 

praiseworthy and damnable behavior. 

What matters is the morality of those who 

participate in the system.
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The greatest conversion story of all time began at daybreak 
on Dec. 9, 1531, on a hill outside Mexico City. The ruthless 
Spanish conquest of the indigenous peoples was proving 
an uncompelling advertisement for the Catholic faith. It 
had produced a meager stream of voluntary converts up to 
that point.

That morning, according to tradition, an indigenous, 
Mexican peasant named Juan Diego reported an appari-
tion of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Her message was simple. 
“Dear little son, I love you,” she told him. “I want you to 
know who I am. I am the Virgin Mary, Mother of the one 
true God, of Him who gives life.”

That message might sound a little anodyne, but the 
political signifi cance of the apparition was anything but. In 
the midst of a violent campaign that attributed little human 
dignity to the indigenous communities, Mary appeared as 
a mestiza, an ethnic mix of the Spanish and native peoples. 
And she appeared to an indigenous man, speaking in his 
native tongue. In this deeply transgressive act, Our Lady 
showed that the Catholic Church, despite the mistakes and 
crimes of those who had introduced it to Mexico, repre-
sented the radical equality of God’s love.

In the seven years after this apparition, eight million 
natives were brought into the church. The tilma of Juan 
Diego, a cloak that was miraculously imprinted with an im-
age of Our Lady, became the spiritual symbol of an entire 
people. Even now, the image is reported to convert thou-
sands of onlookers each year.

I know something about that last data point. I am one 
of those converts.

At age 15, I visited the shrine of Our Lady of Guadalupe 
as part of a school band trip to Mexico. I had no connections 
to the Catholic Church at the time; I am not sure I knew 
any Catholics at all. But from within a crowd of teenagers 
on a forced march through a boring old church, I looked 
up at the image of the Blessed Virgin on the famous tilma, 
which still hangs in the shrine. I did not fall into a raptur-
ous trance. I was not overcome by sweeping emotion. But a 
simple observation captured my imagination and lodged in 
my memory: Mary was appearing to me.

“People often mistake their imagination for their 
heart,” wrote Blaise Pascal, “and so often are convinced 
they are converted as soon as they start thinking of becom-
ing converted.” It is true that Mary did not convert me in 
that singular moment. But the image stuck in my mind. A 
few months later, I started the conversion process at my 
local parish in Seattle. My Protestant parents were mildly 

chagrined but quickly recognized that if this was my teen-
age rebellion, Catholicism was probably better than drugs. 
I entered the church at 16 and began the great spiritual ad-
venture of my life.

“The mind of man plans his way, but the Lord directs 
his steps” (Prov 16:9). God puts the truth before us in un-
expected places, I have learned. Our job is to look hard and 
remain open-minded.

Sometimes that open-minded search has counterin-
tuitive steps. I found that out in my short and ill-fated run 
at college. As the son and grandson of academics, I should 
have been a successful student, but I was an aspiring clas-
sical French horn player with little interest in studying. 
This led to academic probation. So I followed my heart and 
launched an era that my long-su� ering parents would af-
fectionately term my “gap decade.”

The fi rst six years, spent touring with a chamber en-
semble, sound more glamorous than they were. Imagine 
driving a van around the country with four other guys, 
earning $14,000 a year, and you get the idea. But this no-
madic lifestyle had its rewards. In my early 20s, on a con-
cert tour of France, I met a Spanish girl studying in Dijon 
for the summer. Shredding Pascal’s maxim and mistaking 
my imagination for my heart, I moved to Spain in hot pur-
suit, took a job with the City Orchestra of Barcelona and 
started working on my Spanish.

Big bets sometimes have big payo� s. Shortly thereaf-
ter, we married and commenced our journey of faith to-
gether. Twenty-fi ve years later, as our children grow into 
adulthood, we fi nd ourselves worrying they will do some-
thing crazy like drop out of college or move to Europe in 
pursuit of young love. We ask Our Lady of Guadalupe to 
pray for them.

POVERTY ON THE RUN

The next conversions were professional and ideological. As 
a Seattle-born bohemian living in Barcelona, my political 
views were predictably progressive. But my thinking began 
to change in my late 20s upon returning to college, which I 
did by correspondence while working as a musician.

I fancied myself a social justice warrior and regard-
ed capitalism with a moderately hostile predisposition. I 
“knew” what everyone knows: Capitalism is great for the 
rich but terrible for the poor. The natural progression of 
free enterprise is that the rich and powerful accumulate 
more and more of the world’s resources while the poor are 
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exploited. That state of a� airs might be fi ne for a follower 
of Ayn Rand, but it is hardly consistent for a devotee of Our 
Lady of Guadalupe. Right?

As with most people of my generation, for me the sym-
bol of world poverty was a starving child in Africa. I re-
member a picture from my childhood—I think it was from 
National Geographic—of an African boy about my own age. 
He had a distended belly and fl ies on his face, and he be-
came for me the human face of true deprivation. As I grew 
up, I assumed, as do most Americans, that the tragic con-
ditions facing the starving African boy had gotten worse. 
Today, more than two-thirds of Americans think global 
poverty has worsened over the past three decades.

This assumption and the attendant beliefs about cap-
italism hit a snag when I studied economics for the fi rst 
time. In reality, I learned, humanity has starvation-level 
poverty on the run. Since 1970, the fraction of the global 
population that survives on one dollar or less a day (adjust-
ed for infl ation) has shrunk by 80 percent. Since 1990, the 
number of children who die before their fi fth birthday has 
collapsed by more than 50 percent. Life expectancy and 
literacy rates have steadily climbed. 

When faced with su� ering, we often ask a conventional 
question: “Why are some people poor?” But grinding ma-
terial poverty was the norm for the vast majority of people 
through the vast majority of human history. Our ancestors 
had no concept that mass poverty was an acute social prob-
lem that cried out for remedies. Deprivation was simply 
the background condition for everyone.

In just the last few hundred years, that all changed for 
a few billion people. So the right question today is: “Why 
did whole parts of the world cease to be poor for the fi rst 
time in history?” And further: “What can we do to share 
this ahistorical prosperity with more people?” Econom-
ics taught me that two billion of my brothers and sisters 
had escaped poverty in my own lifetime. This was a mod-
ern-day miracle. I had to fi nd its source.

My search for the “why” of this miracle required al-
most no detective work. Virtually all development econ-
omists, across the mainstream political spectrum, agreed 
on the core explanation. It was not the success of interna-
tional organizations like the United Nations (as important 
as they are) nor benevolent foreign aid that pulled billions 
back from the brink of starvation. Rather, the responsibil-
ity lay with fi ve interrelated forces that were in the midst 
of reshaping the worldwide economy: globalization, free 
trade, property rights, the rule of law and the culture of en-

trepreneurship. In short, it was the American free enter-
prise system, spreading around the world, that had e� ected 
this anti-poverty miracle.

Again, this is a mainstream scholarly fi nding, not some 
political cliché. Informed people from left to right agree on 
these basic points. As no less an avowed progressive than 
President Barack Obama put it in a 2015 public conversa-
tion we had together at Georgetown University, the “free 
market is the greatest producer of wealth in history—it has 
lifted billions of people out of poverty.”

None of this is to assert that free enterprise is a perfect 
system—but more on that in a moment. Nor is it to claim 
that free enterprise is all we need as people. But it has un-
ambiguously improved the lives of billions. It became my 
view that if I was truly to be a “Matthew 25 Catholic” and 
live the Lord’s teaching that “whatever you did for one of 
the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for 
me,” then my vocation was to defend and improve the sys-
tem that was achieving this miraculous result.

That is how an unlikely Catholic became an even more 
unlikely warrior for free enterprise.

THE INEQUALITY TRAP

My new mission gave meaning to my growing disenchant-
ment with music. I was hungry for work that served vulner-
able people more directly. Now I had a roadmap to point 
me toward that future. I graduated from correspondence 
college shortly before my 30th birthday. Traditional grad-
uate work in economics followed, and I left music for good 
to pursue a Ph.D. in policy analysis. That sparked a career 
as a university professor, teaching economics and social 
entrepreneurship.

As I taught about the anti-poverty properties of free 

Catholic faith instructs 
us in a moral program 
that we can implement 
under any economic 
system, including 
our own. 
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enterprise, a common objection—especially among my 
Catholic friends—remained. “Okay,” many said, “I see that 
markets have pulled up the living standards of billions, and 
that’s great. But they haven’t pulled people up equally. In 
fact, capitalism has created more inequality than we have 
ever seen.” This spawns ancillary concerns about the rich 
getting richer at the expense of the poor, and the rising in-
equality of opportunity. My challenge as a Catholic econo-
mist was to answer these questions in good faith.

The evidence on income inequality seems to be all 
around us and irrefutable, particularly in the United States. 
From 1979 to today, the income won by the “top 1 percent” 
of Americans has surged by roughly 200 percent, while the 
bottom four-fi fths have seen income growth of only about 
40 percent. Today, the share of income that fl ows to the 
top 10 percent is higher than it has been since at any point 
since 1928, the peak of the bubble in the Roaring Twenties. 
And our lackluster “recovery” following the Great Reces-
sion likely amplifi ed these long-run trends. Emmanuel 
Saez, a University of California economist, estimates that 
95 percent of all the country’s income growth from 2009 to 
2012 wound up in the hands of the top 1 percent.

Taking this evidence on its face, it is easy to conclude 
that our capitalist system is hopelessly fl awed. Digging 
deeper, however, produces a more textured story.

To begin with, we should remember that inequality 
is not necessarily a bad thing when the alternative is the 
equality of grinding poverty, which was the case in previ-
ous centuries. Few would prefer a nation of equal paupers 
to modern-day America. But in any case, the notion that 
global income inequality has been rising inexorably is 
incorrect. From 1988 to 2008, a key era in the continued 
worldwide spread of market systems, economists have 
shown that the worldwide Gini index—a common mea-

sure of inequality—at worst has stayed level and has most 
likely fallen.

The real concern is capitalism’s purported tendency to 
create radically and unfairly disparate economic outcomes. 
In reality, however, most of the places with sky-high inequal-
ity are not bastions of unfettered free enterprise. According 
to the World Bank, while the United States has the 63rd 
highest level of income inequality in the world, communist 
China is higher (57th place). Pope Francis’ native Argenti-
na, characterized more by government edict and economic 
planning than by free enterprise, is higher still (53rd).

If capitalism per se does not cause income inequali-
ty, what does? One part of the answer becomes clear after 
spending just a few days in China or Argentina. It is impos-
sible to miss that prosperity in these places depends large-
ly on political power and privilege, much more so than in 
the United States. While the United States is not perfect on 
this score by any means, our relative success at decoupling 
non-merit-based clout from economic success goes a long 
way toward explaining why so many people are so eager to 
relocate here.

Most of you have a family like mine. You are probably 
the descendant not of nobility but of ambitious ri� ra�  who 
risked everything to fl ee poverty, oppression or both. Ini-
tially, they knew, poverty and inequality would also greet 
them in America—but here those conditions would be mu-
table, and some measure of prosperity could be achieved 
through hard work and personal responsibility. All this is 
doubly true for American Catholics, who were long viewed 
by the elite as the very archetype of impoverished and 
unpolished immigrants. Generations of Catholic immi-
grants—perhaps Juan Diego would be one today—showed 
up on our shores and at our borders starving for jobs and 
opportunity. Our country’s attractiveness to immigrants P
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has persisted to this day, belying the idea that the United 
States is now some kind of plutocratic dystopia.

What about the worry that rich people are benefi ting 
at the expense of the poor? It is ill-founded. All income 
groups in the United States have seen dramatic increases 
in their standard of consumption—not just since colonial 
times but also over the past few decades. Today, govern-
ment data show, conveniences such as air-conditioning 
and color television—once literally inconceivable—have 
become ubiquitous all across the income distribution. For-
ty-fi ve percent of Americans with incomes below the pov-
erty line today live in a house with three or more bedrooms.

This is why many economists suggest that data on 
household consumption spending o� er a better gauge of 
families’ daily realities than pretax earned income. Many 
households lose signifi cant funds when they pay their 
taxes; many others gain meaningful resources through 
government transfers and benefi ts. Yet all of this is lost in 
the conventional income statistics. This is an especially 
noteworthy omission for Catholics, since our preferential 
option for the poor and corporal acts of mercy aim at con-
crete, specifi c improvements in actual living conditions. 
Eliminating poverty should mean fi ghting to raise living 
standards to a satisfactory threshold and eliminating acute 
material insu�  ciency. Mathematically, there must be a 
bottom 10 percent and 20 percent of earners in any society. 
The morally relevant issue is not this mathematical truism 
but rather how these people are actually living. 

So what happens when we turn to consumption statis-
tics, painting a more holistic picture with the data on what 
households actually spend? The allegations of recent run-
away growth in inequality evaporate. Measured this way, 
the gap has not grown meaningfully in decades.

In other words, the zero-sum fear about our econo-
my is mistaken. True, the rich are doing plenty well in the 
United States. Should they pay their tithe and then some, 
devoting resources not only to their government through 
taxes but also voluntarily to their churches and charities 
to help those who are less fortunate? Of course. But there 
is no real sense in which their success is directly stolen 
from the poor or middle class. In material terms, all these 
groups are unimaginably better o�  today than before free 
enterprise entered their lives.

A bigger concern is inequality of economic oppor-
tunity. The waves of immigrants drawn to this country 
did not expect to exchange impoverished lives in their 

homelands for instant wealth and luxury in the United 
States. But they did believe—accurately—that they were 
exchanging ossifi ed lives in permanently stratifi ed societ-
ies for one in which hard work could more directly yield a 
measure of prosperity.

Unfortunately, the best data available today suggest 
that absolute economic mobility is, in fact, declining. A re-
cent study led by Raj Chetty, a Stanford economics profes-
sor, shows that the percentage of children who earn more 
than their parents has rapidly decreased. Their research 
shows that at age 30, about 90 percent of children born in 
1940 were earning more than their parents had earned at 
that same age. Only half of children born in the 1980s were 
able to accomplish the same feat. And Americans’ expecta-
tions are trending downward to match this reality: Accord-
ing to a survey from mid-2015, only one in eight Americans 
believe their kids will have more disposable income than 
adults today.

Of all the concerns about inequality, this is the most le-
gitimate. Unfortunately, it is also the hardest to solve. For 
example, it is a dubious proposition at best that forcibly 
redistributing wealth to decrease inequality would nec-
essarily reinvigorate opportunity. After all, the approxi-
mately $20 trillion in transfer payments that have resulted 
from the War on Poverty have purchased a lot of welfare 
programs to make poverty a little less unbearable, but they 
have failed to do anything meaningful to make poverty 
more escapable. Even education spending, which is meant 
to level the playing fi eld, has failed to do so. It has doubled 
per child (in real terms) since 1970, yet the achievement 
gap between students at the top and bottom of the income 
distribution has increased, not decreased, by a third.

The bottom line is that income inequality is not ris-
ing worldwide or, when properly measured, in the United 
States. Income inequality is not a unique product of capital-
ism, and it does not itself create impoverishment of the poor 
or the diminution of opportunity. Income inequality is the 
wrong focus for our anxieties about free enterprise. Oppor-
tunity inequality is the crisis we face today, and weakening 
the free enterprise system will not solve this problem.

CAPITALISM FOR THE SOUL

Once I climbed over common Catholic criticisms of in-
equality, I realized that I had summited only a small 
foothill in the debate over free enterprise. A much bigger 
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mountain loomed: the e� ects of capitalism on the soul.
The critics’ argument goes something like this: Capi-

talism makes us into materialists, into money-making au-
tomatons. Capitalism focuses us on greed and acquisition 
at the cost of our families, our faith, our friendships and 
even our planet. It sucks the life out of life.

The great G. K. Chesterton voiced this objection in his 
classic essay “Three Foes of the Family.” “It cannot be too 
often repeated,” he wrote, “that what destroyed the Fam-
ily in the modern world was Capitalism.” He charged that 
the ethos that accompanies free enterprise had “broken 
up households and encouraged divorces, and treated the 
old domestic virtues with more and more open contempt.” 
Pope Francis put forward a similar point in his 2013 ap-
ostolic exhortation “Evangelii Gaudium”: “In this system, 
which tends to devour everything which stands in the way 
of increased profi ts, whatever is fragile, like the environ-
ment, is defenseless before the interests of a deifi ed mar-
ket, which become the only rule.”

These critics claim that market-based societies de-
stroy real human fl ourishing because they inevitably make 
their participants more acquisitive and selfi sh, and there-
fore more unethical and unhappy. The evidence on the hap-
piness question is especially evocative. In 2009, for example, 
researchers from the University of Rochester conducted a 
study tracking recent graduates’ progress at achieving goals 
they had set for themselves. Some of the 147 alumni had 
set out toward “intrinsic” goals, such as developing deep, 
enduring relationships. Others aimed at “extrinsic” goals, 
such as achieving wealth or becoming famous.

The results brought good and bad news. The good 
news is that, by and large, the subjects did achieve their 
stated goals. But be careful what you wish for, because it 
was only the alumni who had set intrinsic goals for whom 
success translated into actual happiness. The people who 
had successfully attained extrinsic goals, many of which 
boiled down to indulging avarice or pride, experienced 
more negative emotions, such as shame and anger. They 
even su� ered more physical maladies such as headaches 
and loss of energy.

For Catholics, this is a potentially lethal criticism of 
free enterprise: As capitalism fi xates us on wealth, it weak-
ens the family, fragments the community and leaves us 
miserable. Is this not the very essence of idolatry?

The answer to this has occupied me for the past de-
cade. I have lain awake worrying about the coarsening 

materialism of our society and American popular culture. 
Turn on the television, go to the movies, glance at practi-
cally any advertisement, and you will learn that the formu-
la for a happy life is simple: use people, love things, wor-
ship yourself. Is capitalism to blame?

My conclusion is that it is not. Systems are fundamen-
tally amoral. The forces that make up the free enterprise 
system are fundamentally content-neutral. Free enter-
prise could be used for purely evil ends if capitalism pro-
duced only pornography and poison gas, or for purely vir-
tuous ends if man were not fallen. In reality, like basically 
every human endeavor, capitalism as currently practiced 
contains a mixture of praiseworthy and damnable behav-
ior. At root, then, what matters is the morality of those who 
participate in the system.

Confusion about this point is the reason for one of the 
most frequent misquotes in all of Scripture. St. Paul is of-
ten incorrectly cited as saying that “money is the root of 
all evil.” On the contrary, his indictment was of inordinate 
attachment to money: “For the love of money is a root of all 
kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have 
wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves 
with many pains” (1 Tm 6:20).

The problem is not money; it is attachment to mon-
ey. Why else would God himself enter the world in com-
plete poverty? More precisely for the topic at hand, the 
big problem is not free enterprise per se. It is the choice by 
many men and women to prioritize the struggle for riches 
ahead of higher goods such as faith, family and friendships.

Still, doesn’t the free enterprise system’s relentless ef-
fi ciency at creating wealth make it a special o� ender at in-
centivizing selfi shness and avarice? Even if humans tend 
naturally toward greed until we are corrected, doesn’t cap-

Our ancestors 
had no concept 
that poverty was an 
acute social problem 
that cried out for 
remedies. 
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italism just slam our feet down on the accelerator?
In a word, no. Anyone who traveled behind the Iron 

Curtain in the 1980s (or China and Argentina today) has 
seen every bit as much human selfi shness and greed on the 
part of the powerful and privileged. And there is little doubt 
that kings, princes and even popes throughout history fell to 
pecuniary idolatry. Greed was a deadly sin long before the 
invention of capitalism. Free enterprise—which has brought 
so much good to billions of people—is not the culprit. 

Why is this particular fl aw woven so deep into our 
postlapsarian humanity? From the perspective of armchair 
evolutionary psychology, it makes intuitive sense that we 
have an appetite for material security. Had one particular 
caveman not stored up enough food or acquired enough 
animal skins, he might either have perished prematurely or 
failed to fi nd a mating partner, and you would not be here 
to read America.

This is why it is imperative never to forget that biology 
is not our loving Father. Unlike God, natural selection does 
not particularly care whether we are happy or whether we 
live fl ourishing lives that build up our communities. Our 
DNA certainly does not care how long we have to spend in 
purgatory—if we are fortunate enough to arrive there in the 
fi rst place. This means the quicksand of materialism is one 
way in which we Catholics are called to mortify and puri-
fy our impulses. This is not made any easier, incidentally, 
by the pervasive popular advice that “if it feels good, do it.” 
Our Father gives us rational souls and inspired conscienc-
es for a reason. We must put them to use in our fi nancial 
decisions and our careers, no less than in any other arena 
of our lives.

Catholic faith instructs us in a moral program that we 
can implement under any economic system, including our 
own. Our recipe for a better life simply inverts the world’s 

mistaken formula and renders it virtuous:  Love people, use 
things, worship God.

As St. Josemaría Escrivá reminded us, earthly goods 
are “debased when man sets them up as idols, when he 
adores them” instead of the Lord. But they are not inher-
ently bad. In fact, worldly goods can be “ennobled when 
they are converted into instruments for good, for just and 
charitable Christian undertakings. We cannot seek after 
material goods as if they were a treasure. Our treasure is 
Christ and all our love and desire must be centered on him.”

The bottom line, in my view, is that Catholics have no 
cause to reject free enterprise. We must acknowledge the 
limitations of any economic system, and avoid fashion-
ing false idols out of our wealth or the markets that make 
it possible. But those tempted to consider di� erent eco-
nomic systems must remember that only free enterprise 
(accompanied by necessary regulation and proper social 
safety nets) has helped fulfi ll the noble antipoverty goals of 
our faith for billions of people all around the world. Mean-
while, capitalism’s collectivist competitors, such as state 
socialism or communism, have left a long trail of misery, 
tyranny and atheism.

In the United States, practically no one advocates a 
complete overthrow of capitalism. But among many Cath-
olics who are laudably dedicated to social justice, there re-
mains a refl ex to militate against market forces and advo-
cate for more state control of the economy. Our prudential 
analysis of key issues, from education to taxes to corporate 
regulation, should not begin with hostility to free enterprise. 
We must conduct an honest accounting of market failures, 
to be sure—but we should rely wherever possible on market 
concepts of competition and choice, which have consistent-
ly transformed industries and improved living standards.

American free enterprise has imperfections that must 

We should rely wherever possible 
on market concepts of competition 
and choice, which have consistently 
transformed industries and improved 
living standards.
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be mended. But at root, we should cultivate it widely, share 
it with everyone and celebrate its fruits with enthusiasm. 

THE PRIVILEGE OF WORK

Earlier in this essay, I outlined my religious conversion to 
Catholicism, followed by my vocational conversion from 
French hornist to economist. Let me close with a few 
words about how they are related.

In “Gaudium et Spes,” the Second Vatican Council 
gave laypeople a clear teaching on the importance of our 
secular work. “Let Christians follow the example of Christ 
who worked as a craftsman,” the document declares. “Let 
them be proud of the opportunity to carry out their earth-
ly activity in such a way as to integrate human, domestic, 
professional, scientifi c and technical enterprises with reli-
gious values, under whose supreme direction all things are 
ordered to the glory of God.” In short, the church teaches 
each of us with an honest profession to sanctify our work, 
no matter what it may be.

During the years when my work was music, my favor-
ite composer was Johann Sebastian Bach. The master of 
the High Baroque published more than 1,000 works over 
the course of his 65 years. From keyboard études to church 
cantatas for every Sunday in the lectionary, Bach’s incredi-
ble compositions seemed to fall easily from his pen.

But music was not the most important force in Bach’s 
life. Before music came family. He was the father of 20 
children. And before everything else came his love for 
God. Bach fi nished each of his scores with the words “Soli 
Deo gloria,” or “Glory to God alone.” When asked one time 
why he wrote music, his answer was simple but profound: 
“The aim and fi nal end of all music should be none other 
than the glory of God and the refreshment of the soul.”

I fi rst read that quotation when I was still playing the 
French horn. It inspired me, but it also sank in like a knife 
to the heart. I wanted to be able to sanctify my secular 
work as the church instructs; to be able to confi dently say 
that my work glorifi ed God and served my fellow men and 
women. In the orchestra, frankly, I was feeling that way 
less and less often. A lot of nights I was refreshing no one, 
and I began to crave a new profession that would o� er a 
more direct path toward serving others.

To switch from music to economics might sound like 
moving from the sublime to the dismal. Yet as paradoxical 

as it seems, economics is what enabled me fi nally to deliv-
er something like Bach’s answer about my own work. As a 
Catholic dedicated to the welfare of those at the periphery 
of society, I am an expert witness to the fact that there has 
never been a better system than free enterprise for empow-
ering real people to pull themselves out of poverty. There 
has never been a better system to allow people to unlock 
the unique sense of dignity that comes with earning their 
own way, deploying their talents to serve their community, 
colleagues or customers, and taking home justifi able pride 
in—and rewards for—their e� orts. And there is no reason, 
if we are serious about our Christian apostolate, that free 
enterprise should become an idol in itself, impoverish 
anyone or capture our souls.

In sharing this truth, I can fi nally sanctify my work. 
Not on the level of the great Bach, to be sure, but in my own 
little way. What a privilege it is. Our Lady of Guadalupe, 
pray for me.

Arthur C. Brooks is president of the American Enterprise 
Institute. He is the best-selling author of The Conservative 
Heart (Broadside Books) and a contributing opinion writer 
for The New York Times. Twitter: @arthurbrooks.



Refugees in Malta try to start overBy Jim McDermott
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Bright and early every Monday morning, Selam Bisrat
emerges from her apartment on the island of Malta 
carrying her infant son, while her wide-eyed, 12-year-
old daughter walks nearby, her hijab and dress as bril-
liant and spotless as her mother’s.  

Hurrying down a winding street of ancient build-
ings, they come to a parking lot, where a skinny young 
man sits in a red shuttle bus. For the next hour they will 
hurtle through roundabouts and 1,000-year-old side 
streets on their way to the Paulo Freire Institute, a lit-
eracy apostolate sponsored by the Society of Jesus.  

Ms. Bisrat (whose name has been changed for secu-
rity reasons) is not from Malta but Ethiopia. She came 
here with her children as refugees in 2013 following her 
husband, who arrived in 2008 and fought for fi ve years 
to obtain refugee status. Under Malta’s family reunifi -
cation program, the families of people found to be legit-
imate refugees are able to join them. But the situation 
is complicated; rather than recognize family members 
as refugees in their own right, the government classi-
fi es them as dependent family. This is supposed to give 
them the same rights and access to services, but in the 
midst of it all, the institutional, bureaucratic agencies—
including agencies of the government itself—frequent-
ly do not understand that.  

Their ambiguous status keeps these families per-
manently anxious. If a refugee dies or there is some 
need for separation, it is not clear whether the family 
would have the right to stay. As if to highlight that pos-
sibility, their state identifi cation cards are good for only 
three years at a time. At the same time, once claimed by 
Malta as legitimate refugees, families are not allowed 
to move somewhere else. They gain the right to travel 
within the European Union (though sometimes E.U. 
countries will refuse their visa, citing concern they 
might stay), but they have to come back to Malta with-
in three months. Many asylum seekers express a hope 
that they actually will not get status in Malta, so that 
they will have the opportunity to apply elsewhere in the 
European Union or in the United States, which takes a 
number of asylum seekers from Malta every year. 

A Place to Call Home
On the way to the institute, Ms. Bisrat is joined by oth-
ers like her, mostly young women who have come from 
places like Syria, Somalia, Libya and Eritrea. Some 
have stories similar to hers—the constant threat from 
dangerous political situations and the hardship of years 

spent waiting to hear from their husbands. Others have 
been through even worse. But while their driver fi ghts 
to fi nd passage through Malta’s often-nightmarish traf-
fi c (think the most notorious freeways of Los Angeles 
crammed into every major thoroughfare of an island, 
with drivers who pay little or no attention to the street 
signs), here they all are now, visiting and playing with 
their babies, while a few teenagers play on their phones. 
(No matter what they have seen or been through, a 
teenager remains a teenager, thank goodness.) 

Among the biggest challenges that all of these 
women faced upon arriving in Malta, and still today, 
is their living situation. Talking to asylum seekers in 
Malta, you hear often about the amazing opportuni-
ties a� orded to friends and family in other E.U. coun-
tries—the housing provided in Germany, the vocational 
opportunities in Sweden, language studies, schooling. 
Here there is universal health care, but much of the rest 
they have to fi nd for themselves. Initial housing op-
tions for asylum seekers consist of a number of “open 
centers,” where the set-up ranges from rooms in con-
verted schools or army barracks to groups of converted 
shipping containers. 

The conditions in Malta today are nothing like 
the traumatic, overcrowded, barbed-wire camps one 
sees on the news. The fl ow of asylum seekers here has 
dropped dramatically in recent years, as people trav-
eling by boat have started being taken to nearby Italy 
instead. According to the U.N. High Commissioner 
for Refugees, just over 2,000 asylum seekers arrived 
in Malta by boat in 2013. Between January and June 
of 2016 there were just fi ve people, all on one boat. So 
whereas in 2010 more than 2,200 people lived in Mal-
ta’s open centers, as of May 2016 the number was down 
to 539. 

But fi nding adequate housing remains di�  cult, 
particularly for families like these. Ms. Bisrat and her 
husband have three children. They need more space 
than a one-bedroom apartment can provide. But a la-
borer’s salary can barely support such a residence, es-
pecially when water, electricity and food must also be 
purchased. Refugees with families talk about having to 
choose between things like medicine and food. Land-
lords nervous or unwilling to rent to refugees only 
make the challenges greater.

The Jesuits of Malta were not unfamiliar with 
these problems. And they felt challenged by the words 
of Pope Francis. “We were refl ecting as a province on 
how can we give some response to this invitation of the 
pope to host some refugee families,” recalls Paul Chet-
cuti, S.J., superior of one Jesuit community. “We decid-
ed to do something.”

Jesuit Refugee Service helps refugees like 
Selam Bisrat and her children, pictured at left, 
to venture out into their new communities.
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Opening Doors
In 2015 Jesuit province o�  cials began looking into o� er-
ing housing for refugee families in need for one year at a 
time. For guidance they looked to Jesuit Refugee Service 
Malta. Run by Katrine Camilleri, a lawyer who has fought 
for many years on behalf of refugees—indeed, every ref-
ugee you meet seems to have a story about how Ms. Ca-
milleri has helped them—J.R.S. Malta o� ers a wide variety 
of services, from legal and psychological to employment 
advice and literacy. Seen from the outside, it is a humble 
operation, just a small suite of o�  ces adjoining the cafe-
teria of a local Catholic school. But within one fi nds great 
warmth and a hive of activity. The youthful sta�  is much 
like Ms. Camilleri herself: ultra-competent, passionate 
and dedicated to helping any people who come through 
the doors, whether for a C.V. or for psychiatric help. 

Having heard again and again the stories of families 
unable to fi nd adequate housing, J.R.S. Malta developed 
“Communities of Hospitality,” a program that tries to 
match empty property owned by religious communities 
with families in need. 

As it turned out, Loyola House, the Jesuit community 
where Father Chetcuti was superior, had a perfect space: a 
real apartment, with its own entrance and exit, and plen-

ty of room. Father Chetcuti sat down with his communi-
ty—24 mostly elderly Jesuits—and presented the idea. 

There were, of course, many questions about how this 
might a� ect their community. But the meeting was more 
notable for the willingness of the Jesuits to consider the 
idea. “I was positively surprised,” Father Chetcuti re-
marks. “The community was much more open to the idea 
than I expected. No major objection was brought forward.” 

With that, Loyola House opened its doors.“They 
were warmly welcomed,” Father Chetcuti recalls, de-
scribing the community’s fi rst lunch with the Bisrats, 
“even if at the beginning nobody was fully at ease.” The 
apartment was set up in such a way that both the family 
and the community could have their privacy. But some 
community members volunteered to get supplies for the 
family and to visit; the children are allowed to play in the 
community’s garden. 

“They ask us if we have any problems. Sometimes even 
they help the children to do their homework,” Ms. Bisrat 
says. “They give us a lot of morals, virtue, by saying and by 
practice. They tell us to be strong and to live our lives.” 

For the Jesuits, too, the arrangement has proven a 
blessing. “I was 45 years in India and two years in Kenya,” 
says George Camilleri, a Jesuit brother who oversees the 

The conditions in Malta today are 
nothing like the traumatic, overcrowded 
camp scenes one sees on the news.
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men in the province infi rmary and often visits Ms. Bisrat’s 
family. “It helps me to be with them, because I myself feel 
like an outsider.” He also notes how positive the presence 
of the children has been on sick members of the communi-
ty. “When they see those young children around, they feel 
so happy.”

“The whole idea is not as unsettling as it seemed at 
the beginning,” notes Father Chetcuti. “Most of what we 
learn of the refugee issue in Malta is through the media, 
so it remains an impersonal reality. But when we come in 
contact with actual persons, children and their families, it 
becomes a personal story. And the impact is very positive.”
“I hope that now I can say I have some friends from Ethi-
opia. I love them, and I think they know and love me, and I 
take that as a great gift,” he said.

Moving Forward
Lacking vocational and language opportunities, resources 
for child care or even just peers, it can be very di�  cult for 
wives like Ms. Bisrat to venture out of their homes into the 
community. Their husbands often have been in Malta for 
years, have jobs that occupy them all day and have at least 
a basic understanding of how to get things done. Their 
children go to school and immediately begin catching up. 

But the wives of refugees here are often isolated, without 
voice, forgotten.    

This is why Ms. Bisrat and her companions take this 
helter-skelter bus ride every Monday, Wednesday and Fri-
day morning to Paulo Freire. In partnership with J.R.S. the 
institute is o� ering a set of basic English and cultural orien-
tation classes. There are occasional fi eld trips, as well, and 
celebrations, all aimed at helping the women begin to feel at 
home in this new country, to feel that it can be their place—
to feel they have what it takes to go out and make their way, 
and that even here in this strange land they have people 
who understand their situation and can help them.   

Today, after the van arrives and the mothers have trun-
dled their children and baby carriages into the waiting 
arms of the institute sta� , they climb the stairs to a little 
classroom fi lled with shelves of children’s books. On the 
walls, the carefully crafted words of children are next to 
shapes cut from craft paper. A retired primary school 
teacher waits for them. Once they are seated, she leaps 
in without delay, starting with words related to riding the 
bus, then days of the week, then the correct pronunciation 
of specifi c letters. It is all sort of like the van ride, woolly 
and wide-roaming, happy to turn down whatever nook or 
cranny comes along the way. 

On the surface it can be hard to tell what is sinking in. 
As with anyone learning a foreign language, there is that 
stricken look that comes over the students’ faces when they 
are asked to speak. 

It is ironic, really. In the big picture, the challenge of 
learning English is nothing compared to what these women 
have already seen, the homes and countries and friends they 
and their families have already lost. And yet in their eyes 
you can see it: the anxiety born of a great and burning desire 
to take all of this in, to learn everything and get it just right. 
And just as J.R.S. and the institute hoped, being together 
creates an instant bond. They are constantly stopping to 
help one another, to translate, to share what they know. 
They might have each come to this country carrying a great 
burden, but it is clear here they no longer carry it alone. 

At the end of the lesson the ladies gather their prams 
and their children and climb back onto the van for anoth-
er hour’s obstacle course/bumper-car ride, fl ying past lit-
tle shops and wide stoops where old Maltese men cluster, 
watching the world go by with intense curiosity. 

At their stop Ms. Bisrat and her children hop out, her 
daughter quietly carrying her son. She smiles and waves, 
and takes her family home. 

Jim McDermott, S.J., a screenwriter, is America’s Los 
Angeles correspondent. Twitter: @PopCulturPriest.

Katrine Camilleri, second 
from right, is a lawyer who 
has fought for many years 
on behalf of refugees.
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Unexpected wisdom 
from seekers, 
scientists and techies 
By Krista Tippett

Over the past 20 years, I have asked Christians and athe-
ists, poets and physicists, authors and activists to speak on 
air about something that ultimately defi es each and every 
one of our words. This radio adventure began in the mid-
1990s, when I emerged from divinity school to fi nd a media 
and political landscape in which the conversation about 
faith had been handed to a few strident, polarizing voices. 
I longed to create a conversational space that could honor 
the intellectual as well as the spiritual content of this as-
pect of human existence. 

The history of theology is one long compulsion to not, 
as St. Augustine said, remain altogether silent. The history 
of theology, and humanity, is also brimming, of course, with 
words about faith’s unreasonableness and limitations. One 
of my favorite defi nitions of faith emerged from an inter-
view with a Jesuit priest—the Vatican astronomer George 
Coyne, who quoted the author Anne Lamott: “The oppo-
site of faith is not doubt. The opposite of faith is certainty.” 
I have thrown this line into more than a few erudite discus-
sions, and it delightfully shakes things up.

That is all by way of declaring that I can o� er only in-
complete and humble observations to the question of what 
I have learned about faith, in my life of radio conversation 
and the life I have led alongside it. Faith is evolutionary in 
every culture and in any life. The same enduring, funda-
mental belief will hold a transfi gured substance in the be-
ginning, the middle and the end of any lifetime. So here are 
three things I perceive about the state of faith’s evolution in 
our world and in American culture right now.

THE 
   FUTURE 
        BELIEF
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The new nonreligious may be the greatest hope 
for the revitalization of religion.

The phrase “spiritual but not religious,” now common so-
cial parlance, is just the tip of an iceberg that has already 
moved on. We are among the fi rst people in human history 
who do not broadly inherit religious identity as a given, a 
matter of kin and tribe, like hair color and hometown. And 
this is not leading to the decline of spiritual life but to its 
transformation. One might even use the loaded word “ref-
ormation.” This is reformation in a distinctly 21st-centu-
ry form. Its impulses would make more sense to Dietrich 
Bonhoe� er, with his intimation of “religionless Christiani-
ty,” than to Luther, with those theses he could pin to a door.

Masses of airtime and print space have been given over 
to the phenomenon of the “nones”—the awkwardly named, 
fastest-growing segment of spiritual identifi cation com-
prising something like 15 percent of the American popu-
lation as a whole and a full third of people under 30. I do 
not fi nd it surprising that young people born in the 1980s 
and ’90s have distanced themselves from the notion of re-
ligious declaration, coming of age as they did in that era, 
in which strident religious voices became toxic forces in 
American culture.

More to the point: The growing universe of the nones 
is one of the most spiritually vibrant and provocative spac-
es in modern life. It is not a world in which spiritual life is 
absent. It is a world that resists religious excesses and shal-
lows. Large swaths of this universe are wild with ethical 
passion and delving, openly theological curiosity, and they 
are expressing this in unexpected places and unexpected 
ways. There are churches and synagogues full of nones. 
They are also fi lling up undergraduate classes on the New 
Testament and St. Augustine.

Nathan Schneider, a frequent America contributor, el-
oquently described to me during his interview on my show 
the paradox of his own spiritually eclectic upbringing and 
the depth of searching he and his peers engage when they 
encounter the traditions. He converted to Catholicism as 
a teen, attracted to the contemplative tradition of the me-
dieval church and the radical social witness of people like 
Dorothy Day. But at Mass, he met many lifelong Catholics 
who appeared unaware of the riches of their own tradition 
and kept going “with a kind of inertia.” Meanwhile, among 
the unchurched, he found people who were grappling with 
the big questions. “They didn’t feel like they could really 

commit themselves to these institutions, but they were cu-
rious, and they were looking for something.”

I see seekers in this realm pointing Christianity back 
to its own untameable, countercultural, service-oriented 
heart. I have spoken with a young man who started a digital 
enterprise that joins strangers for conversation and com-
munity around life traumas, from the economic to the fa-
milial; young Californians with a passion for social justice 
working to gain a theological grounding and spiritual resil-
ience for their work and others; African-American medita-
tors helping community initiatives cast a wider and more 
diverse net of neighbors. The line between sacred and sec-
ular does not quite make sense to any of them, even though 
none of them are religious in any traditional form. But they 
are animated by Martin Luther King Jr.’s vision of creating 
“the beloved community.” They are giving themselves over 
to this, with great intention and humility, as a calling that is 
spiritual and not merely social and political.

There is a new conversation and interplay between re-
ligion and science in human life, and it has wondering 
(not debating) at its heart.

        In the century now past, certain kinds of religiosity 
turned themselves into boxes into which too little wonder-
ing could enter or escape. So did certain kinds of nonbelief. 
But this I believe: Any conviction worth its salt has chosen 
to cohabit with a piece of mystery, and that mystery is at 
the essence of the vitality and growth of the thing.

Einstein saw a capacity for wonder, a reverence for mys-
tery, at the heart of the best of science and religion and the 
arts. And as this century opened, physicists, cosmologists 
and astronomers were no longer pushing mystery out but 
welcoming it back in. Physics came to the edge of what it 
thought to be fi nal frontiers and discovered, among other 
premise-toppling things, that the expansion of the universe 
is not slowing down but speeding up. It turns out that the 
vast majority of the cosmos is brim full of forces we had nev-
er before imagined and cannot yet fathom—the intriguingly 
named dark matter, as well as dark energy.

Meanwhile, quantum physics, whose tenets Einstein 
compared to voodoo, has given us cellphones and personal 
computers, technologies of the everyday by which we pop-
ulate online versions of outer space. In turn, these immer-
sive, science-driven experiences are renewing ancient hu-
man intuitions that linear, immediate reality is not all there 
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is. There is reality and there is virtual reality, space and 
cyberspace. Use whatever analogy you will. Our online 
lives take us down the rabbit hole, like Alice. We wake up 
in the morning and walk through the back of the closet 
into Narnia. The further we delve into artifi cial intelli-
gence and the mapping of our own brains, the more fab-
ulous our own consciousness appears.

I am strangely comforted when I hear from cosmol-
ogists that human beings are the most complex creatures 
we know of in the universe, still, by far. Black holes are 
in their way explicable; the simplest living being is not. I 
lean a bit more confi dently into the experience that life 
is so endlessly perplexing. I love that word, perplexing. 
In this sense, spiritual life is a reasonable, reality-based 
pursuit. It can have mystical entry points and destina-
tions, to be sure. But it is in the end about befriending 
reality, the common human experience of mystery in-
cluded. It acknowledges the full drama of the human 
condition. It attends to beauty and pleasure; it attends 
to grief and pain and the enigma of our capacity to resist 
the very things we long for and need.

Science is even a new kind of companion in illu-
minating this, the mystery of ourselves.  Biologists and 
neuroscientists and social psychologists are taking the 
great virtues into the laboratory—forgiveness, compas-
sion, love, even awe. They are describing, in ways the-
ology could never do alone, how such things work; in 
the process, they are making the practice of virtues and 
indeed the elements of righteousness more human-
ly possible. The science-religion “debate” of clashing 
certainties was never true to the spirit or the history of 
science or of faith. But this new conversation and in-
terplay born of a shared wonder is revolutionary and 
redemptive for us all.

The connection points I hear to monasticism and 
contemplation, nearly everywhere in the emerging 
spiritual landscape, are beyond intriguing.

The desert fathers and mothers, the visionaries like St. 
Benedict and St. Francis and Julian of Norwich and St. 
Ignatius Loyola—they all found their voice at a distance 
from a church they experienced to have grown exter-
nally domesticated and inwardly cold, out of touch with 
its own spiritual core. I see their ecumenical, humanist, 
transnational analogs among the nones. There is a grow-

ing ecumenical constellation of communities called the 
new monasticism with deep roots in evangelical Chris-
tianity—a loose network around the United States in 
which single people and couples and families explore 
new forms of intentional community and service to the 
world around. And there are technologists “hacking” the 
Rule of St. Benedict to build open, networked communi-
ties beyond the grip of the internet giants.

Meanwhile, even as many Western monastic com-
munities in their traditional forms are growing smaller, 
their spaces for prayer and retreat are bursting at the 
seams with modern people retreating for rest and si-
lence and centering and prayer, which they take back 
with them into families and workplaces and communi-
ties and schools. As the noisy world seems to be pulling 
us apart, many people in and beyond the boundaries of 
tradition are experiencing their need for contempla-
tive practices that were for centuries pursued by pro-
fessional religious classes and too often missing from 
the lives of ordinary believers. 

In so many ways, I see the new dynamics of spiritu-
al life in our time as gifts to the wisdom of the ages, even 
as they unsettle the foundations of faith as we have 
known it. This is a dialectic by which faith, in order to 
survive, has the chance to live more profoundly into its 
own deepest sense than it ever could before. I have no 
idea what religion will look like a century from now, but 
this evolution of faith will change us all.

The growing universe 
of the nones is one of the 
most spiritually vibrant 
and provocative spaces in 
modern life. 

Krista Tippett is the creator and host of the public 
radio program and podcast “On Being” and the 
author of Becoming Wise: An Inquiry Into the 
Mystery and Art of Living (Penguin Press).
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CHRIST THE KING RETREAT & CONFERENCE CENTER
500 Brookford Road, Syracuse, NY 13224
Phone: (315) 446-2680
Email: ctkretreat@syrdio.org website: www.ctkretreat.com

O� ering private, directed and preached silent retreats in a peaceful, contemplative setting for clergy, religious 
and laypersons of all denominations. Directed retreats: June 11-16, July 9-14, Oct. 22-27. Clergy retreat with 
Dan Horan, O.F.M., June 26-30. Preached weekend with Diarmuid O’Murchu, June 2-4; Simeon Gallagher, 
O...Cap., June 11-16; Barbara Fiand S.D.N.deN., July 9-14 . See www.ctkretreat.com for information.

LINWOOD SPIRITUAL CENTER
50 Linwood Road, Rhinebeck, NY 12572-2504 
Phone: (845) 876-4178 (X301); Fax: (845) 876-1920 
www.linwoodspiritualctr.org 

Linwood’s spacious hills overlook the majestic Hudson River in historic Rhinebeck, NY. Located fi ve minutes 
from Amtrak Station in Rhinecli� , NY. Check our website or call for listings of our programs including Private 
and Ignatian Directed Retreats.

LOYOLA HOUSE RETREAT & TRAINING CENTRE
Ignatius Jesuit Centre
5420 Highway 6 North, Guelph, ON N1H 6J2 Canada
Phone: 519.824.1250 ext 266
Email: registration@ignatiusguelph.ca; www.loyolahouse.com

With an international reputation for excellence, Loyola House o� ers “A Place of Peace” for silent retreats, 
grounded in the spirituality of St. Ignatius Loyola. We provide a welcoming space for individual and communal 
discernment, education, nurturing a deeper spirituality in people, leading to inner freedom. Programs include 
individual and directed retreats of various lengths, guided retreats andthe 40-day Spiritual Exercises Institute, 
as well as training programs in spiritual direction and retreat ministry. We also host retreats, conferences and 
meetings. Our location is 45 minutes from Toronto’s Pearson International Airport.

LOYOLA ON THE POTOMAC RETREAT HOUSE
9270 Loyola Retreat Road; P.O. Box 9; Faulkner, MD 20632
Phone: (301) 392-0800
Email: reservations@loyolaretreat.org; website: www.loyolaonthepotomac.com

Loyola on the Potomac, a Jesuit retreat house located in Faulkner, Md., sits on a blu�  overlooking the Potomac 
River. With 235 acres of woodlands laced with numerous paths, riverfront beach and spectacular sunsets over 
the Potomac, Loyola has o� ered thousands of retreatants the opportunity and means of experiencing the joy 
and serenity of God’s presence. 

Programs include Ignatian weekend retreats, fi ve- and 8-day private and directed retreats, and days of 
prayer. At Loyola, all are invited to: Come Aside and Rest Awhile!

Nourish Your Soul, Body and Spirit
Attend a retreat. Encourage a loved one to participate in a retreat.
Give a donation to a retreat house.
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SACRED HEART JESUIT RETREAT HOUSE
4801 North Highway 67, P.O. Box 185
Sedalia, CO 80135
Phone (303) 688-4198 ext. 122; toll free: (866) 930-1181 ext. 122
Email: reservations@sacredheartretreat.org; www.sacredheartretreat.org

Sacred Heart Jesuit Retreat House is a Colorado oasis of peace and beauty, welcoming those who seek to deepen 
their relationship with God and dedicated to retreats and spiritual direction in the tradition of St. Ignatius 
Loyola. The retreat house is ideally situated on 280 acres in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains. Surrounded 
by spectacular natural beauty and panoramic views of the majestic Rockies, the facility o� ers the perfect setting 
for solitude, refl ection and prayer. Summer 2017 schedule for individually directed silent retreats: May 15-24; 
June 12-21; June 12-July 13 (30-day Spiritual Exercises); June 23-July 2; July 4-13; Aug. 14-23.

SIENA RETREAT CENTER
5637 Erie Street, Racine, WI 53402
Phone: (262) 898-2590
Email: retreats@racinedominicans.org; www.SienaRetreatCenter.org

On the shores of Lake Michigan between Chicago and Milwaukee, Siena Retreat Center o� ers private 
retreats, spiritual direction, space for group retreats and training programs in grief companioning and 
spiritual direction. Bookstore, chapel, outdoor labyrinth and library. Examples of sponsored retreats include: 
Holy Week Retreat, “Things That Make for Peace” (April 9-13, with Margaret Mayce, O.P.); “Integral Ecology” 
(May 19-21, with Linda Gibler, O.P.); “Art Journaling” (June 2-4, with Rosemary Schmalz, S.P.); “Evolutionary 
Faith” (June 12-14, with Diarmuid O’Murchu); “Institute for Spiritual Guidance” (Aug. 6-8); and several 
weeklong retreats.

ST. FRANCIS CENTER FOR RENEWAL
395 Bridle Path Road
Bethlehem PA 18017
Phone (610) 867-8890
Email:  stfranciscenter@gmail.com; www.stfrancisctr.org

Is your organization in need of a peaceful and stress-free environment for your next sta�  retreat, workshop or 
board meeting? We invite you to experience the hospitality and care of St. Francis Center for Renewal.
Over 50 acres of peaceful countryside are embraced by the gentle fl ow of Monocacy Creek and enhanced 
by prayer gardens and walking paths. With 37 bedrooms (single or double occupancy), state-of-the-
art multimedia rooms and several conference room options, all fl oors are wheelchair accessible and air 
conditioned. Professional chefs provide nutritional meals and cater to special dietary needs.  Please visit our 
website to take a virtual visit of our facilities and grounds and to see our full calendar of retreat programs, 
including summer Sisters’ Conference Retreats.

SPIRITUAL MINISTRY CENTER
4822 Del Mar Avenue, San Diego, CA 92107
Phone: (619) 224-9444; Fax (619) 224-1082
Email: spiritmin@rscj.org; www.spiritmin.org

Religious of the Sacred Heart o� er year-round directed and private retreats, including the 30-day Spiritual 
Exercises and self-directed sabbaticals. We are one and one-half blocks from the ocean in comfortable 
townhouses with large private rooms and baths. Our silent house in naturally beautiful environs invites 
relaxation and prayer.
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Viet 
Thanh 

Nguyen 
writes 

about the 
refugees 
we don’t 

remember 
anymore.

IDEAS IN

By Quang D. Tran
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When Viet Thanh Nguyen’s bold 
and mesmerizing debut novel The 
Sympathizer received the 2016 Pu-
litzer Prize in fi ction, it was an hon-
or that took him by surprise. Having 
fl ed Vietnam in 1975 with his family 
at a young age, Nguyen was the fi rst 
Vietnamese-American writer to win 
the Pulitzer. The Sympathizer, with 
intense and ironic prose, wrestles 
with issues of identity and loyalty 
through the confession of a commu-
nist double agent during the Viet-
nam War. 

This month Grove Atlantic re-
leases Nguyen’s The Refugees, a col-
lection of eight short stories written 
over a span of 17 years. Nguyen’s 
stories deal with ghosts and patri-
otism, mental illness and infi delity, 
and gender roles and homosexuality, 
among other topics that highlight the 
tensions and complexities involved 
in the refugees’ search for identity 
and belonging. The stories humanize 
Vietnamese-Americans who do not 
always fi t the infl exible “model mi-
nority” stereotype. They take a seg-
ment of the American population not 
always on the social radar and bring it 
into sharp relief.  

I spoke with Nguyen over Skype 
while he was on Christmas break 
with family in San Jose. This inter-
view has been edited and condensed.

In The Refugees, you make it dif-
fi cult for readers to point out the 
“real enemy.” Your stories don’t al-
low for easy answers.
That refl ects just how I experienced 
life in the Vietnamese-American 

community. There were just so many 
situations that people found them-
selves in that really had no easy an-
swers. People were su� ering from 
various kinds of trauma. They were 
human beings who were trying to 
survive in the United States, but also 
deal with all kinds of complications 
with their families, and their children, 
and their partners. Some people made 
good choices, some people made bad 
choices, and some people made choic-
es whose consequences depended on 
how you were looking at them.

You have a gift for humanizing 
characters of opposing sides. 
Our job is to humanize the commu-
nities that we come from to people 
who don’t know anything about these 
communities. That’s important to do, 
but it’s also very constricting because 
writers who are not a part of the mi-
nority don’t feel that obligation. They 
don’t feel they have to humanize any-
body because it’s already understood 
that they’re human. If they’re a part 
of the majority and if their reader-
ship is a part of the majority, you 
don’t need to explain the humanity of 
your own community to someone of 
your own community. 

Each age group of Vietnam-
ese-Americans will receive and 
process your stories from The Ref-
ugees di� erently—and certainly, 
di� erently from non-Vietnamese 
Americans as well. Who were you 
imagining reading these stories 
when you were composing them?
I had a couple of di� erent audiences 

in mind. I had readers that I thought 
I wanted to reach out to. And those 
would be other Americans, but cer-
tainly also Vietnamese-Americans 
as well. But then, also lurking in my 
mind were the readers who could 
really make a di� erence to a writ-
er, and those readers were editors, 
agents and publishers. And that was, 
I think, very debilitating for me. I was 
worried about my career, and recog-
nition, and all those kinds of worldly 
things…. For The Sympathizer, I had a 
very di� erent audience in mind, and 
the audience was me. 

The topic of faith comes up often 
in your writings. Did you grow up 
Catholic? Did you have statues and 
rosaries all over the place, like my 
family does?
If I turn the camera around you can 
see that I’m facing three Catholic 
pictures on the wall that my parents 
have hung up. You know, Jesus, Mary 
and Joseph; St. Teresa; and Pope John 
Paul II. These are the kind of things 
that I grew up with on my bedroom 
wall. And my parents were extreme-
ly devout Catholics. They were born 
in the North before 1954, and then 
they were part of that wave of Cath-
olics that came south. I was raised as 
a Catholic, I went to Catholic school, 
and then Jesuit prep school, and went 
to church every week. So I grew up sat-
urated in Catholic mythology, if that’s 
what you want to call it, but Catholic 
culture as well. Ironically, despite all 
the money and e� ort that my parents 
spent on turning me into a Catholic, 
I’m not a very good Catholic.

“Our job is to humanize the communities 
that we come from,” says the essayist and 
Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist Viet Thanh Nguyen.

P
ho

to
: B

eB
e 

Ja
co

bs



40

You went to Bellarmine Jesuit Prep 
in San Jose. How was that experi-
ence, being a fi rst-generation Viet-
namese-American in a mostly white, 
a�  uent school?
It was a mixed experience where, on 
the one hand, it was a great education. 
I read all kinds of things that I think 
most people my age weren’t reading. 
So I was reading Faulkner, and Joyce, 
and Karl Marx. And I was also being 

inculcated with Jesuit and Catholic 
values of service to others, which was 
a major part of the curriculum at Bel-
larmine, and that has always stayed 
with me…. But on the other hand, it 
was primarily a white school, and 
mostly white curriculum, and that 
had a negative impact on me and oth-
er students of color at the time. We 
didn’t have a political consciousness, 
so we couldn’t articulate who we were. 

We knew that we were di� erent.

The topic of identity comes up a lot 
in The Refugees. How do questions 
of belonging and identity, race and 
racism di� er for Asian-American 
citizens now, in comparison to your 
generation?
I’ve seen younger Asian-Americans 
who’ve grown up in California, in 
the urban neighborhoods, take be-

The Vietnamese Eucharistic Youth Society 
at a parish in Houston, Tex., 2016. Viet 

Thanh Nguyen’s stories look at different 
dimensions of the Vietnamese diaspora.
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ing Asian-American for granted. 
They’ve always been surrounded by 
Asian-Americans, and so for them 
there’s less of an impulse to make 
identity into an important issue be-
cause it’s simply a fact of their life. 
They haven’t experienced discrimi-
nation, they haven’t even experienced 
not being a part of the majority. That’s 
a very di� erent experience than what 
I had. I think that’s why when I went 
to college, taking Asian-American 
studies classes and ethnic studies 
classes was very important to me. 

In almost all your stories, amid 
the tensions and all the struggles, 
there always seems to be a strong 
woman in the background. Was 
that intentional?
Yeah, defi nitely. And it’s very di� erent 
from The Sympathizer. The Sympa-
thizer is told from a very heterosexual, 
masculine point of view, and there’s 
a lot of sexism as a result of that. But 
in The Refugees, I really set out to try 
to capture a diversity of experiences, 
which meant I was literally mapping 
out stories thinking, “Okay, do I have 
women? Do I have young girls? Do I 
have older men? Do I have civilians? 
Do I have veterans?” I really wanted to 
get a broad demographic of the Viet-
namese-American community.

You have stories about women’s 
roles, sexuality and sexual orien-
tation, and fi delity. What’s the one 
thread that runs through all of 
these stories?
It was obvious to me that people’s 
lives, even as they were defi ned and 
constricted by ethnicity and race, they 
saw themselves as Vietnamese people 
in a white country. Within that, they 

For Leila Means Night and Night 
Is Beautiful to the Desert Mind

 
—for my daughter

By Philip Metres

Indeed, the very hairs of your head are all numbered. 
Do not fear; you are more valuable than many sparrows.
Lk 12:7

But the ends of the earth
writhe in crazy fire, so I narrow
my eyes to count each strand
upon your sweet and tender head,

replenished by their number.  
Midway in this thicket, a father 
now, my own skull bared
by time’s flames, today I learn

for the first time the inside 
of a girl’s hair, to brush the hair
beneath the hair. The generous 

scalp might give them up to brush,
the brush might give them up to trash,
but I will hoard their beautiful night.

Philip Metres, professor of English at John Carroll University 
and author of the poetry collection Sand Opera (2015), is 
the 2015 winner of the George W. Hunt, S.J., Prize.
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defi ned themselves through sexuali-
ty and gender, their place as men and 
women, or as boys and girls learning 
to become men and women. They 
were very conscious of the choices 

that they were making according to 
their gender and their choices in sex-
uality as well. That was very much 
part of the drama of being Vietnam-
ese in this country. I would grow up 

hearing stories of domestic violence 
and of parental abuse of children, and 
men going back to Vietnam and nev-
er returning because, obviously, they 
found another partner. And people 
losing their identities because they 
no longer could be the patriarchs of 
the family. 

Being a second-generation Viet-
namese, reading these stories—they 
certainly resonated with my experi-
ence, and I’m sure with the genera-
tion before me.
I do hope that Vietnamese-Ameri-
cans, especially, fi nd something rele-
vant in these stories. I don’t know how 
it was for you when you were growing 
up here, but when I was growing up, 
you didn’t have these kinds of stories. 
And I also hope that the book is going 
to be read in Vietnam. It’s supposed 
to be translated, and I think there’s 
a lot miscomprehension in Vietnam 
about the lives of the Vietnamese di-
aspora. So I hope the book helps to 
explain some of those experiences for 
the people in Vietnam.

Quang D. Tran, S.J., is a priest studying 
prevention science research at the 
Harvard Graduate School of Education. 
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Travel Arrangements 
Exclusively by Catholic Travel 

Centre of Burbank, Calif.

PROGRAM PRICE:
Land Only Package: 
$3,949 per person, double occupancy, 
plus $100 per person for gratuities. 

Single room supplement: $895. 
Passengers will make their own 
airline arrangements.

REGISTRATION & INFORMATION
Space is limited. To receive a copy of the 
brochure and registration form, send your name 
and email address to:
Mr. Nick Sawicki (212) 515-0105
Sawicki@americamedia.org

America Journeys Presents

For one week we will immerse ourselves in the 
history of St. Ignatius and his early followers 
in the Eternal City while gaining “behind the 
scenes” insights into the life of the Society of 
Jesus and the church today.

Come visit the rooms of St. Ignatius, celebrate 
mass at the Church of the Gesu and San Ignazio,  
enjoy a semi-private tour of the Sistine Chapel and 
Vatican Museum. Visit Castel Gandolfo and the 
Vatican Observatory, with talks from our brother
Jesuits who have played pivotal roles in the
international media world and worked closely 
with Pope Francis.  

UNDER THE LEADERSHIP OF
Rev. Matt Malone, S.J.
Editor in Chief 
America The Jesuit Review of 
Faith and Culture
With special Jesuit presenters

A Behind the Scenes Visit to Jesuit Rome
Hosted by America Media
7 Days: October 22 to 28, 2017
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We live in a so-called post-fact, post-
truth era when politicians and media 
attempt to manipulate public opinion 
to their narrow interests. Yet, as Pres-
ident Obama warned in his farewell 
address, “reality has a way of catching 
up with you.” 

Two new books help readers catch 
up with the reality of how the United 
States became the world’s incarcera-
tion leader. The authors, John Pfa�  of 
Fordham University Law School and 
James Forman of Yale University Law 
School, unfl inchingly cast their eyes on 
the hard reality of mass incarceration. 
They demonstrate the enduring—and 
crying—need for objective scholarship.

John Pfa� ’s Locked-In: The True 
Causes of Mass Incarceration and How 
to Achieve Real Reform dismantles the 
argument made by Michelle Alexan-
der in her award-winning book, The 
New Jim Crow. The fi rst part of Locked 
In challenges the reigning consensus—
the “standard story”—buttressed by 
Alexander’s work. 

Pfa�  begins by explaining how 
the standard story is wrong about the 
origins of mass incarceration. Pundits 
and academics often indict the failed 
drug wars of Presidents Richard Nix-
on and Ronald Reagan. While Nix-
on employed tough rhetoric against 
crime, his policy actually favored pub-
lic health responses over punitive en-
forcement. Furthermore, prison pop-
ulations did not budge much during 
his presidency. 

An opposite problem arises in Rea-
gan’s case. By the time Reagan gave his 
“war on drugs” speech, the U.S. incar-
ceration rate had risen nearly 80 per-
cent over the past decade. The “slow, 
steady climb” of incarceration, Pfa�  
writes, was already well underway. 
More important, however, a narrow 
focus on the president is misplaced. 
In reality, there are over 3,000 wars on 
drugs and crime waged by district at-
torneys and local law enforcement.

Pfa�  trains our attention on lo-
calities. The federal government does 

play a role in mass incarceration and 
o� ers some policy direction. Howev-
er, Pfa�  shows that states and munici-
palities often ignore federal prescrip-
tions, including monetary incentives 
to adopt di� erent approaches. 

A second weakness Pfa�  expos-
es in the standard account is that al-
though nonviolent o� enders get the 
most attention from reformers, they 
account for less than 20 percent of all 
prisoners. Another complicating fac-
tor is that many drug o� enders can in 
fact be violent. Policy makers and re-
formers alike need to attend to violent 
crime, not because it is on the rise—it 
is not—but because we need more nu-
anced responses to diverse individuals 
and forms of violence.

James Forman’s Locking Up Our 
Own: Crime and Punishment in Black 
America is no less erudite. Forman’s 
style is less pedantic and more en-
gaging as he tells his personal story 
of serving as a public defender for six 
years in Washington, D.C. 

Locked In
The True Causes of 
Mass Incarceration—
and How to Achieve 
Real Reform
By John F. Pfa�  
Basic Books. 272p 
$27.99
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The problem of mass incarceration 
is more complicated than we thought.

BOOKS

   By Alex Mikulich

Locking Up 
Our Own
Crime and Punishment 
in Black America
By James Forman Jr.
Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux. 320p $27
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When Forman clerked for Su-
preme Court Justice Sandra O’Con-
nor, she asked him why he wanted to be 
a public defender. His clear response 
was that he believed that “today’s civ-
il rights struggle will be fought in the 
criminal justice system.” 

As a public defender, Forman 
found himself on the other side of 
judges, prosecutors, police and victims 
who also believed they were carrying 
the civil rights mantle of Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. His book tells the liv-
ing passion play of how all these actors 
contribute to a system that devastates 
African-American communities.

Just after the success of civil 
rights legislation in the 1960s, the fi rst 
substantial cohort of African-Amer-
ican mayors, judges and police chiefs 
gained o�  ce just when there was a ma-
jor surge in crime. Documenting a full 
range of responses by African-Amer-
ican leaders and citizens over the past 
40 years, Forman repudiates claims by 
defenders of the criminal justice sys-
tem that African-Americans protest 
police violence while ignoring violence 
by black criminals. 

African-Americans have always 
viewed the protection of black lives 
as a civil rights issue, whether the 
threat comes from the police or street 
criminals. Far from ignoring black-
on-black crime, Forman implores, Af-
rican-American o�  cials and citizens 
alike have been “consumed by it.” 

Both Forman and Michelle Al-
exander demonstrate how Afri-
can-American distrust of the police 
runs as deep as the nation’s long histo-
ry of police brutality and racism. After 
all, U.S. policing traces its roots to the 
control of slaves. Forman and Alexan-
der illuminate how shame operates in 
communities devastated by overlap-
ping ills of poverty and the racial bias of 

the dominant culture that associates 
blacks with criminality. 

Forman’s compassionate narrative 
interweaves the complexities of racial 
and class dynamics, especially in how 
African-American political o�  cials, 
police chiefs, judges and prosecutors 
came to support the punitive policies 
that now ravage poor communities of 
color more than anyone else. 

Neither Pfa�  nor Forman soft-
ens the role of racism throughout 
the criminal justice system. Both un-
pack how the system is fraught with 
racial disparities. 

If we hope to regulate increased 
prosecutorial aggressiveness, Pfa�  
contends, we need to understand how 
prosecutors operate. Sadly, unlike 
other dimensions of the criminal jus-
tice system, we know little to noth-
ing of how they operate because of a 
paucity of informative tracking data. 
Thus Pfa�  calls prosecutors “the man 
behind the curtain,” and their o�  ces 
“black boxes.” 

Pfa�  urges thorough scrutiny of 
prosecutors and their o�  ces. He ex-
haustively considers the role of tough-
er sentencing laws; the role of “tough 
on crime” political rhetoric; the weak-
ening of public defense; the fact that 
prosecutors rarely face competitive 
elections; the ways prosecutors reap 
the political benefi ts of sending some-
one to prison while costs are borne by 
the poor and the states; and the endur-
ing role of implicit racial bias. 

Until citizens and policy mak-
ers create ways to garner meaningful 
data in all of these areas, and develop 
more robust means of prosecutorial 
accountability, as Pfa�  puts it, we are 
“fl ying blind” with no real understand-
ing of how prosecution contributes to 
mass incarceration. 

Pfa�  and Forman lament how the 

public defender system is so woefully 
underfunded that in 43 states, indigent 
defendants are required to pay some or 
all of their lawyer’s costs. Pfa�  is right-
ly enraged that making the poor pay 
for their own constitutionally required 
lawyer is a mockery of everything for 
which the constitutional right to coun-
sel stands. The problem is exacerbated 
by the fact that many localities are run-
ning modern debtor’s prisons, where 
the failure to pay a fi ne results in the 
defendant getting locked up. 

Turning his attention to the “bro-
ken politics of punishment,” Pfa�  de-
tects multiple problems in punitive 
responses. One of these is the “safety 
fi rst” approach adopted by liberals 
and conservatives alike. The problem 
is that punishment imposes heavy 
costs on o� enders and their commu-
nities. Research and advocacy cen-
ters like the Pew Research Center 
and the Brennan Center for Justice 
need to pay more attention to funding 
de-carceration policies that lead to 
better employment opportunities for 
those released from prison. 

Both texts should become re-
quired reading for students, citizens, 
activists and policy reformers inter-
ested in excavating how our system of 
hyper-incarceration was construct-
ed incrementally over decades. Their 
analyses of root causes and extensive 
public policy prescriptions ought to in-
struct every reform debate. Otherwise, 
the reality of mass incarceration is not 
only catching up with us; it is choking 
life and justice to death. 

Alex Mikulich is the co-author of 
The Scandal of White Complicity 
in U.S. Hyper-incarceration: A 
Nonviolent Spirituality of White 
Resistance (Palgrave MacMillan).
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Searching for connections
in the diaspora

Viet Thanh Nguyen’s short story col-
lection The Refugees, the follow-up to 
his Pulitzer Prize–winning novel The 
Sympathizer, arrives at a time in the 
modern era when there have never 
been more refugees. Nguyen himself 
was a refugee from Vietnam, arriving 
in the United States as a child (see 
XX, pg. X). His phenomenal collec-
tion asks: Do others see the refugees 
among us, and how do refugees see 
themselves? What violent memories 
and losses do they carry in their hearts 
and bodies? Never before has Joan Di-
dion’s dictum, “We tell ourselves sto-
ries in order to live,” been so graceful-
ly demonstrated. 

His stories explore how individ-
uals form tenuous connections in a 
community carved up by politics, war 

and the vastness of geography; com-
munication and its limits is a recurring 
theme. Yet the characters also con-
front problems that are not limited to 
refugees: dementia, for example, in “I’d 
Love You to Want Me.” 

In “The Other Man,” the reader 
encounters a liminal state that near-
ly all of the book’s characters inhab-
it: “When his partner looked toward 
the window as well, Liem waved in 
return, and for a moment there were 
only the three of them, sharing a 
fl eeting connection. 

The desire for connection and the 
challenge of invisibility is paramount. 
In the opening story “Black-Eyed 
Women,” the narrator, a ghostwriter, 
confronts her mother’s idea that telling 
the truth is dangerous, a type of expo-
sure that could lead to imprisonment. 
But the story also includes a miracle, 
one that the narrator struggles to be-

lieve: her brother, killed as the family 
escaped Vietnam more than two de-
cades ago, comes back in the fl esh as 
a ghost to visit. His very real body is 
even damp from, her mother claims, 
swimming to their house in the United 
States all the way from the ocean where 
he died a violent death. The narrator 
looks for plausible explanations for all 
of the signs her mother brings her until 
ultimately coming face to face with her 
beloved brother. 

The penultimate story in this col-
lection, “Someone Else Besides You,” 
concludes in a way that could end each 
story, “He was waiting, just like us, for 
what was to come.” 

Cynthia-Marie Marmo O’Brien has 
contributed to Booklist, Killing the Buddha, 
Narratively and other publications.

On the trail of Jorge Bergoglio

After what the Rev. Jorge Mario Ber-
goglio went through in Argentina—
the 1976-1983 “Dirty War,” a painful 
fi ssure within the Jesuits during his 
leadership, economic and political tur-
moil—handling the job of being Pope 
Francis might seem relatively easy.

Mark K. Shriver, a member of 
America’s most famous Catholic fam-
ily, the Kennedys (his mother was the 
late Eunice Kennedy Shriver, his fa-
ther the late Sargent Shriver Jr., the 
fi rst head of the Peace Corps), sets out 
to search for what he calls the “real” 
Pope Francis.

He takes a trip to Argentina, 
where he talks (mainly through trans-
lators) to everyone from slum priests 

to garbage collectors who knew Ber-
goglio before he became Francis. He 
visits the key places that formed Ber-
goglio, including the Colegio Maxi-
mo, the seminary where he spent 30 
years, and the lonely room in Cordoba 
where he spent two years in “exile” af-
ter a falling out with the Jesuits.

The result is a readable account of 
Bergoglio’s rise, fall and unlikely rise 
again to become ponti� . While this is 
not the defi nitive biography of Ber-
goglio—his dramatic experience with 
the Jesuits still needs to be fully told, 
for instance—it successfully captures 
what an unusual pope this is.

Pilgrimage is not only a journey 
into the heart of Pope Francis, but a 
journey into Shriver’s own life and 
identity as a Roman Catholic. It leads 

him to question his work in  Washing-
ton, D.C., as head of the nonprofi t Save 
the Children. He concludes that Fran-
cis truly is a radical, hosting a three-
day event at the Vatican about social 
change that went largely unnoticed 
and where he invited people like the 
head of an association of Argentinian 
cartoneros—garbage collectors.

Unfortunately, Shriver did not land 
a much sought-after interview with the 
pope. Which simply shows that for 
Francis, even a Kennedy writing a book 
about him is not more important than a 
cartonero from Argentina.

Bart Jones is the religion editor 
of Newsday.
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The manhunt for a 
martyr’s killers

The Assassination of a Saint be-
gins slowly, and at times its digres-
sion-heavy structure can be daunting, 
but before too long the inherent drama 
of the sorry tale of Archbishop Óscar 
Romero’s murder builds. Assassina-
tion begins like a crime thriller, com-
plete with a criminal manhunt, before 
transitioning into a courtroom drama. 
Ultimately, however, the book’s last-
ing value is as a work of history.

While working through the in-
vestigation of the archbishop’s slaying 
and the increasingly tense hunt for 
one of his killers, readers are treated 
to  commentary on Salvadoran his-
tory. The various digressions into the 
economy, history and complex politi-
cal culture of El Salvador place Arch-
bishop Romero’s murder and the un-
speakable violence of the brutal civil 
war into context. This is an invaluable 
service, particularly for folks who may 
know about the death of Archbish-
op Romero but who may never have 
learned much more about the geopo-
litical and cultural circumstances of 
this terrible crime.

Matt Eisenbrandt certainly 
knows of what he writes. A human 
rights attorney who has made a ca-
reer out of developing innovative legal 
strategies to prosecute war crimes and 
crimes against humanity, Eisenbrandt 
worked as the legal director at the 
Center for Justice and Accountability 
in San Francisco. As a member of the 
center’s trial team, he helped chase 
down one of the conspirators in Arch-
bishop Romero’s assassination. Álva-
ro Saravia had “disappeared” in plain 

sight in the United States after fl eeing 
El Salvador and his blood-drenched 
past. It is through the pursuit of this 
sociopathic cog in El Salvador’s ma-
chinery of death—a legal and literal 
odyssey across the hemisphere—that 
the role of other agents of Archbish-
op Romero’s assassination, and the 
complicity of U.S. policymakers in El 
Salvador’s great su� ering, is brought 
to light.

Some of the excerpts of the of-
ten poignant courtroom testimony 
can be overlong, but this is a small 
quibble with a well-resourced and 
well-written work that o� ers a 
unique perspective on one of the 
great crimes of the late 20th centu-
ry and the pursuit of justice that re-
mains, regrettably, denied.

The Refugees
By Viet Thanh Nguyen
Grove Press. 224p $20

Pilgrimage 
My Search for the Real Pope 
Francis
By Mark K. Shriver
Random House. 320p $19

Assassination of a Saint
The Plot to Murder Oscar Romero and 
the Quest to Bring His Killers to Justice
By  Matt Eisenbrandt
University of California Press. 256 p $29.95

Kevin Clarke, senior editor. 
Twitter: @clarkeatamerica.
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IDEAS IN

Serious moviegoers have always had 
reasons to roll their eyes at the Acad-
emy Awards. For this writer, a particu-
larly galling moment occurred in 2009, 
when the nominees for Best Foreign 
Language Film included the animat-
ed Israeli documentary “Waltz With 
Bashir” and the exquisite French fi lm 
“The Class.” The winner: “Departures,” 
an anodyne drama about a Japanese 
mortician, most notable for its overt 
sentimentality.

In retrospect, “Departures” ought 
to have been the odds-on favorite, be-
cause in the Best Foreign Film cate-
gory, sentimentality reigns supreme. 
Which is the long way of saying that “A 
Man Called Ove,” the Swedish submis-
sion for 2017, is going to win Best For-
eign Language Film this year.

Oddly enough, it deserves to. Di-
rected by Hannes Holm, the fi lm’s 
title character is a well-traveled ar-
chetype—the curmudgeon who will 
be redeemed, in this case by children 
and cats. Although we meet him at the 
height of his long-simmering irrita-

bility, life for Ove (the wonderful Rolf 
Lassgård) has hardly been a bowl of 
lingonberries. He is kind of a Nordic 
George Bailey, refl ecting on his life, 
even as he tries to end it—his suicide 
attempts, constantly and comically 
interrupted, are blackly hilarious. At 
59, and looking far older (the fi lm is 
also, somewhat oddly, among three 
nominated for Best Makeup and Hair-
styling, a good omen), Ove has been 
unceremoniously dismissed from his 
job of 43 years. The world around him 
is changing for the worse. People who 
don’t look like him are moving into 
his neighborhood. No one follows the 
rules anymore. And his wife, Sonja (Ida 
Engvoll), whom he all but worshiped, 
has betrayed him and died. 

He is a comically misanthrop-
ic old man, one obsessed by rules. As 
the self-appointed policeman at his 
condo complex, he admonishes those 
who park incorrectly, monitors the re-
cycling bins for violations and barks 
at dogs. At the same time, he har-
bors a hatred of bureaucracy and the 

“whiteshirts” who have always had 
the power and wielded it against hard-
working people like himself. 

Does he see a contradiction? Even 
a parallel? Not at all. Perhaps by ac-
cident, Ove is the most sympathetic 
example we have seen of that oft-dis-
cussed and much analyzed fi gure, the 
Trump Voter. Even if he is Swedish.

Will this help the fi lm’s Oscar 
chances? Perhaps. “Ove” is marvelous-
ly entertaining, but it also has an edge 
of political currency that is too obvi-
ous even for Oscar voters to miss. And 
the plight of Ove, whether or not he 
mirrors the kind of political disgrun-
tlement being observed worldwide, is 
also something that speaks to every-
one. As we see via fl ashbacks, Ove has 
always been a solid citizen, often a lov-
able one—occasionally a heroic one. At 
the same time, the system has always 
been tilted against him. As the movie 
progresses, and we watch Ove become 
increasingly humanized by his very 
pregnant Iranian neighbor, Parvaneh 
(the delightful Bahar Pars), and her 

A Swedish curmudgeon, redeemed by children and cats

CULTURE
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Alexa, please define knowledge

Alexa, the artificial intelligence 
behind Amazon’s Echo, is slowly 

infiltrating our daily lives.  

children, we understand that his heart 
has been hardened by injustice real 
and perceived, including the loss of his 
beloved wife. He is not a bad guy. But 
he certainly is a cranky one.

“A Man Called Ove” does not need 
an Oscar to be a generous, big-hearted 
movie, one that could actually make 
an audience laugh and cry. And it has 
some sti�  competition, including “The 
Salesman,” from the Iranian genius 
Asghar Farhadi; the critics’ fave “Toni 
Erdmann,” from Germany; and “Land 
of Mine,” a ferocious post-war drama 
from Denmark. But “Ove” has a cer-
tain timeliness and charity that make 
it particularly worthy right now. If it 
doesn’t win, I won’t be rolling my eyes. 
But I may be shaking my head.

In The Third Wave, Steve Case, the 
founder of AOL, describes three 
waves in the life of the internet. We 
are about to move, he writes, from 
the second wave, where apps were 
built on top of the fi rst wave’s in-
frastructure, into the third wave, 
where the so-called “Internet of 
Things” blossoms and infi ltrates 
all of the objects around us, from 
refrigerators to thermostats to self- 
driving cars.

Amazon’s Alexa, the artifi cial 
intelligence behind the popular 
Echo and Dot, is currently riding on 
top of that wave. As computers have 
become an integral part of our lives, 
we have mastered the logic of direc-
tories and folders, of pointing and 
clicking. More recently, with touch 
screens, we have adapted our minds 
to swipes and gestures. If the brew-
ing fi ght between Alexa and Apple’s 
Siri is any indication—not to men-
tion Cortana from Microsoft and Ok 
Google—the platform for this next 
wave of technology will be quite fa-
miliar: the spoken word. 

When I asked Alexa how she 
got her name, her response was, as 
always, fl at and matter of fact, “My 

name, Alexa, comes from the library 
of Alexandria, which stored the 
knowledge of the ancient world.”

Her words are grammatically 
correct, but I think she is misusing 
the term knowledge. The books in 
the ancient library were just in-
formation until they were opened 
and understood. Usage and appli-
cation—these make for knowledge. 
Humans are malleable: We have 
changed the way we communicate 
to facilitate interaction with our ma-
chines. But not all of these changes 
in our modes of communication are 
positive. For all of its promise of con-
nection, the internet also enables us 
to retreat into isolating tribalism. 
We can humanize these places, but 
that will require refl ection paired 
with action. The new wave is com-
ing. Will we learn to ride it, or will it 
overwhelm us? 

Eric Sundrup, S.J., associate editor.
Twitter: @sunnydsj.

John Anderson is a television and fi lm 
critic for The Wall Street Journal and a 
regular contributor to the Arts & Leisure 
section of The New York Times.   

Played by Rolf Lassgård, Ove is 
kind of a Nordic George Bailey.
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THE WORD | CHRIST THE KING (C), Nov. 20, 2016

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount is the fundamental ethical 
code of Christianity. It is a long text, which the church 
reads slowly over the course of six Sundays. It contains 
many of Jesus’ best known exhortations: Turn the oth-
er cheek! Love your enemies! Give to all who ask! Unlike 
those passages, in which Jesus instructs his followers how 
to act, in this week’s reading, Jesus teaches his disciples 
what to avoid.

“You cannot serve both God and mammon.” Mam-
mon is word that has defi ed translation. Scholars debate 
whether it comes from a word meaning “treasure,” a word 
meaning “rations, daily bread” or a word meaning “trust.” 
In popular speech, the term may have implied all three, as 
Jesus plays on each of these ideas in his preaching. Earlier 
in the Sermon on the Mount, he instructed his disciples to 
“store up for yourselves treasure in heaven.” Later in the 
same discourse, he teaches them to pray by saying, “Give 
us this day our daily bread.” In today’s Gospel, he exhorts 
his disciples to trust God for their every need.

Mammon itself is not an evil thing; it includes nec-

THE WORD | 

I Tell You: Do Not Worry!

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

Readings: Is 49:14-15, Ps 62, 1 Cor 4:1-5, Mt 6:24-34

essary things for survival, like food, clothing and shelter. 
But when concern for these things becomes a person’s 
primary goal, one falls into a type of idolatry. Deifi ed 
mammon preaches its own anti-Gospel: “There is not 
enough for all; everyone is against you; you must be anx-
ious at all times or you will not get what you need; what 
little you do have is in constant danger of slipping away.” 
Idols create more idols: “Clothes are important! What 
you wear means something about you. Food is important! 
What you eat means something about you.”

Jesus cuts through this folderol with one command: 
“Do not worry!” God created everything we need to thrive 
and distributes it plentifully. Jesus illustrates this with 
examples from nature. Plants and animals do not worry 
about their survival, but they still fi nd what they need. 
Their characteristics and actions manifest the Creator’s 
will, which they never question and from which they nev-
er deviate. Jesus’ disciples must display the same unself-
conscious trust in divine providence and eagerness to do 
God’s will.

Thou shalt not worry! This commandment comes 
from the fundamental ethical code of the Christian com-
munity. We ought to write it over the door of every home, 
on every kitchen calendar, on the frame of every comput-
er or tablet or television screen, on every checkbook and 
housing loan. This is not because bad things will never 
happen; they will. Constant anxiety will not keep them 
from happening, but it will dull our ability to discern 
God’s providence at work. A lifetime spent noticing God’s 
gifts and o� ering thanks for them will help us recognize 
God’s deliverance when times are bad. Anxiety gnaws 
away at our sensitivity to God’s actions and the ability to 
feel gratitude. Instead of worry, Jesus teaches to go about 
the business of God’s kingdom: to love our enemies, go 
the extra mile, share our gifts with the poor and do to oth-
ers only what we would have them do to us. Then we will 
receive everything we need and more.

EIGHTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME (A) FEB. 26, 2017

Michael R. Simone, S.J., is an assistant professor of Scripture 
at Boston College School of Theology and Ministry.

He pours gifts on his 
beloved while they 
slumber. 
Ps 127:2

PRAYING WITH SCRIPTURE

Have you created any “idols of mammon”? 

What anti-Gospel do they preach?

What worries do you need Jesus to take 
from you?

AMERICAMAGAZINE.ORG
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The George W. Hunt, S.J., Prize 
for Excellence in Journalism, Arts & Letters

The Hunt Prize seeks to recognize the best of literary intelligence and imagination 
in a variety of genres and To support the intellectual formation, artistic innovation 
and civic involvement of young writers.

The 2017 Hunt Prize will be awarded in the category of Fiction and Drama. 

The winner of the Hunt Prize:
Will receive a $25,000 monetary award
Will deliver an original lecture at Saint Thomas More Chapel & Center at Yale 
University
Will have the lecture printed as the cover story in America magazine

Nominations open from January 22 to March 31, 2017.
For more information please visit www.huntprize.org
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SAVE THE DATE
A conversation between  
Archbishop Christophe Pierre, Apostolic Nuncio to the United States
Fr. Matt Malone, S.J., Editor in Chief of America

March 15, 2017, 6:00 p.m.

New York Athletic Club
180 Central Park South
New York, NY 10019

RSVP REQUIRED
events@americamedia.org or 212-515-0105
Business attire required

POPE FRANCIS: FOUR YEARS IN REVIEW

Poems are being accepted for the 2017 Foley Poetry Award.

Each entrant is asked to submit only one unpublished 
poem on any topic. The poem should be 30 lines or fewer 
and not under consideration elsewhere. Poems will not 
be returned. Poems should be sent in by Submittable or 
postal mail. 

Include contact information on the same page as the poem.

Poems must be postmarked or sent in by Submittable 
between Jan. 1 and March 31, 2017 The winning poem will 
be published in the June 12, 2017, issue of America. Two 
runner-up poems will be published in subsequent issues. 

Cash prize: $1,000 

To send in poems through Submittable, go to 
americamedia.submittable.com.

To submit poems by postal mail, send to: 

Foley Poetry Contest, America Magazine, 
33 West 60th St., New York, NY 10023F
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THE WORD | 

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

Michael R. Simone, S.J., is an assistant professor of Scripture 
at Boston College School of Theology and Ministry.

Turning Over Our Will
Readings: Gn 2:7-9, 3:1-7, Ps. 51, Rom 5:12-19, Mt 4:1-11

The fasting of Lent likely made practical sense in the 
past, when food supplies were limited. On any given day, 
a town’s marketplace had staples for a day or maybe two. 
Gluttons with money could easily deprive others of neces-
sities. If all were to eat, all had to exercise restraint. In the 
springtime especially, when winter stores were depleted 
but new crops had not matured, fasting was necessary. 
Springtime hunger was part of the natural order of life, 
and many concluded thereby that it was God’s will.

Modern technology and farming practices ensure 
that people in the developed world have an uninterrupt-
ed supply of food. This has obscured an important aspect 
of Lenten practice. In fasting, we no longer accommodate 
ourselves to God’s will in a way that ensures enough food 
for all. In fact, Lenten “fasting” can come to serve our own 
will. We might have good intentions—trying to give up vic-
es like smoking or excessive online entertainment—but 
the deeper meaning of Lenten fasting, to follow the will of 
God, is lost.

In our Gospel today, Jesus sharpens our awareness 
of true fasting. Satan tempts Jesus three times to use his 
divine gifts to serve himself. Three times Jesus responds 
by placing himself and his gifts at the service of the Fa-
ther’s mission. Taking his example, we can use the fasting, 
prayer and almsgiving of Lent to serve whatever mission 
God has given us.

Matthew’s Gospel this week contains a subtle but im-
portant theological point. In Jesus, Israel—and by exten-
sion, all humanity—fulfi lls its side of the covenant. Mat-
thew uses the desert setting to evoke Israel’s time in the 
desert after the exodus from Egypt. At Sinai, God called 
Israel to be a divine child, and Israel promised to abide 
by God’s will in all things. Matthew believed, as did many 
in his day, that no generation had lived up to this prom-
ise completely. In ways large and small, Israel had fallen 
to Satan’s relentless testing. God’s mercy is abundant, and 
Israel was always given another chance, but even after 
centuries, the covenant remained unfulfi lled.

Jesus passed the test. At every turn he resists the 
temptation to use his power for himself. Each response to 
Satan represents a surrender to the will of God. “If I am 
going to eat, it is because God gives the food. If I am going 
to fl y, it is because God will lift me up. If I am going to rule, 
it is because God will set me on a throne.” Later in Mat-
thew’s Gospel, Jesus uses his God-given power in exactly 
these ways but always for the service of the Father’s mis-
sion and never for his own gain or glory. In Jesus, Israel 
becomes the child God hoped for.

What Jesus shows us this week is that God’s will must 
be paramount in all things, even those over which we feel 
control or autonomy. During the season of Lent, we fast, 
pray and give alms not to become better people, but to 
remind ourselves that our gifts and resources come from 
God and are meant to be spent in the service of others.

You will call me, “My 
Father,” and never turn 
away from me.
Jer 3:19
PRAYING WITH SCRIPTURE

What is God’s dream for you?
 
Which of your talents or resources can you turn 
over to serve that dream?

FIRST SUNDAY OF LENT (A) MARCH 5, 2017
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LAST  TAKE

Sunday Mass is in my DNA. This was 
not always a given. For a brief time, 
mostly during my high school and un-
dergrad years, I did not go to Mass. I 
rebelled. I fl irted with atheism. What I 
saw in the church was at worst hypoc-
risy, at best rote boredom. 

Before I fl ew to Europe to spend a 
college semester in Rome, my mother 
made me go to confession, in case the 
plane crashed. With the brashness of 
youth, I told the priest that I was there 
under duress, and that I could not 
think of anything I wanted to share 
with him. He was wise enough to have 
a conversation with me about the gift 
of travel rather than try to convert me. 

A semester in Europe with a Eurail 
pass meant that I immersed myself in 
history. I visited churches and chapels 
and cathedrals. I walked through the 
piazza in front of the Vatican almost 
daily. I marveled at the Sistine Chap-
el. But I never once, in the midst of all 
that Catholicism, went to Mass. I re-
gret that now, of course. At the time, I 
thought it was not for me.

Mass found me in my senior year 
of college at a Catholic university, and 
I have been going back ever since. I fi -
nally got it: the ritual, the communal 
celebration, the Eucharist, the palpa-
ble presence of God. I have not always 
been purely concentrated on worship; 
while my children were growing up, I 
often was more concerned that they 

behave in church than I was in tune 
with the Mass. 

Now, however, I usually go to 
Mass alone. I am anonymous in many 
di� erent parishes, as there is not one 
I call home. I usually sit in a pew that 
I think of as “All the Single Ladies,” 
as we seek each other out and make 
room for each other without exchang-
ing a word. 

Each Sunday, I usually fi nd my-
self in tears at some point before the 
fi nal blessing. You might say it’s hor-
monal. Or the deep, satisfying breath 
that is only taken when one is at rest 
in a pew, where there is time to think, 
to refl ect, to slow down, to let go. Or 
the reverence that Mass instills in me. 
Maybe it is all of the above. But there 
is something every Sunday that so 
deeply touches my nomadic Catholic 
soul that my eyes fi ll with tears. Some-
times I choke up. It may be a choir that 
is so full of joy that their music makes 
me cry. It may be the incense rising 
in a holy cloud as we in the pews are 
blessed. It may be an Irish hymn that 
reminds me of my mother, who died 
this year. Or last week: A little boy who 
had lost his father that very week led 
us in the “Our Father,” his voice sweet 
and clear. How could these things not 
make me cry?

I imagine I look like the odd old 
bird, sni�  ing during the homily, blow-
ing her nose at the o� ertory or turning 

a tear-stained beak to wish a stranger 
peace. It’s fi ne. I am a Sunday crybaby, 
the lady my own children would have 
felt sorry for, the crone who must have 
experienced some terrible sadness to 
make her weep so openly. But I am not 
usually sad. I am just moved to witness 
the Spirit so alive and so well. I am an 
open heart, so grateful to be so loved 
by God. I might have come in wound-
ed, but during Mass I am healed and 
made whole by the risen Jesus, who 
accepts me as I am and sends me back 
out there for the week. 

A few months ago, I went to Mass 
with my brother-in-law. The Commu-
nion song was “Be Not Afraid,” and 
as usual, I had to stop singing at the 
point when the song overwhelmed 
me and I could no longer get out the 
words. Then I noticed: he had stopped 
singing. There was a tear on his cheek, 
too. “That song gets me,” he said, a bit 
embarrassed. I just smiled. I know, 
brother. I know. 

Valerie Schultz is a freelance writer, a 
columnist for The Bakersfield Californian 
and the author of Closer: Musings on 
Intimacy, Marriage, and God. She and 
her husband Randy have four daughters.

Sunday Crybaby
Rediscovering the beauty of Mass
By Valerie Schultz
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