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TWO DIFFERENT LANGUAGES,
TWO WONDERFUL TRANSLATIONS.

The Bilingual Bible NLT/NTV presents the New Living Translation in English 
and the Nueva Traducción Viviente in Spanish in a parallel format. 

These two translations are 
accurate, understandable and 

audibly enjoyable.

Start your journey today and 
enjoy the Word of God in both 
English and Spanish!

NEW LIVING TRANSLATION

Exodus / Éxodo

The Israelites in Egypt

1 These are the names of the sons of Is ra el (that 
is, Jacob) who moved to Egypt with their father, 

each with his fam i ly: 2Reu ben, Sim e on, Levi, Ju dah, 
3Is sa char, Zeb u lun, Ben ja min, 4Dan, Naph ta li, Gad, 
and Ash er. 5In all, Jacob had seventy* descendants 
in Egypt, including Jo seph, who was already there.

6In time, Jo seph and all of his brothers died, end-
ing that entire generation. 7But their descendants, 
the Is ra el ites, had many children and grand children. 
In fact, they multiplied so greatly that they became 
extremely powerful and filled the land.

8Eventually, a new king came to power in Egypt 
who knew nothing about Jo seph or what he had 
done. 9He said to his people, “Look, the people of Is-
ra el now outnumber us and are stronger than we are. 
10We must make a plan to keep them from growing 
even more. If we don’t, and if war breaks out, they will 
join our enemies and fight against us. Then they will 
escape from the country.*”

11So the Egyptians made the Is ra el ites their slaves. 
They appointed brutal slave drivers over them, hop-
ing to wear them down with crushing labor. They 
forced them to build the cities of Pi thom and Ram-
e ses as supply centers for the king. 12But the more 
the Egyptians oppressed them, the more the Is ra el-
ites multiplied and spread, and the more alarmed the 
Egyptians became. 13So the Egyptians worked the 
people of Is ra el without mercy. 14They made their 
lives bitter, forcing them to mix mortar and make 
bricks and do all the work in the fields. They were 
ruthless in all their demands.

15Then Pha raoh, the king of Egypt, gave this 
order to the Hebrew midwives, Shiph rah and Puah: 
16“When you help the Hebrew women as they give 
birth, watch as they deliver.* If the baby is a boy, 
kill him; if it is a girl, let her live.” 17But because the 
midwives feared God, they refused to obey the king’s 
orders. They allowed the boys to live, too.

18So the king of Egypt called for the midwives. 
“Why have you done this?” he demanded. “Why have 
you allowed the boys to live?”

NUEVA TRADUCCIÓN VIVIENTE

Los israelitas en Egipto

1 Estos son los nombres de los hijos de  Israel (es 
decir, Jacob) que se trasladaron a Egipto con su 

padre, cada uno con su familia: 2Rubén, Simeón, Leví, 
Judá, 3Isacar, Zabulón, Benjamín, 4Dan, Neftalí, Gad 
y Aser. 5En total, Jacob tuvo setenta* descendientes 
en Egipto, incluido José, quien ya se encontraba allí.

6Con el tiempo, José y sus hermanos murieron y 
toda esa generación llegó a su fin. 7Pero sus descen-
dientes —los israelitas— tuvieron muchos hijos y nie-
tos. De hecho, se multiplicaron tanto que llegaron a ser 
sumamente poderosos y llenaron todo el territorio.

8Tiempo después, subió al poder de Egipto un 
nuevo rey que no conocía nada de José ni de sus he-
chos. 9El rey le dijo a su pueblo: «Miren, el pueblo 
de  Israel ahora es más numeroso y más fuerte que 
nosotros. 10Tenemos que idear un plan para evitar 
que los israelitas sigan multiplicándose. Si no hace-
mos nada, y estalla una  guerra, se aliarán con nues-
tros enemigos, pelearán contra nosotros, y luego se 
escaparán del reino*».

11Por lo tanto, los egipcios esclavizaron a los is-
raelitas y les pusieron capataces despiadados a fin 
de subyugarlos por medio de trabajos forzados. Los 
obligaron a construir las ciudades de Pitón y Ramsés 
como centros de almacenamiento para el rey. 12Sin 
embargo, cuanto más los oprimían, más los israelitas 
se multiplicaban y se esparcían, y tanto más se alar-
maban los egipcios. 13Por eso los egipcios los hacían 
trabajar sin compasión. 14Les amargaban la vida for-
zándolos a hacer mezcla, a fabricar ladrillos y a hacer 
todo el trabajo del campo. Además, eran crueles en 
todas sus exigencias.

15Después, el faraón, rey de Egipto, dio la siguiente 
orden a las parteras hebreas Sifra y Pua: 16«Cuando 
ayuden a las mujeres hebreas en el parto, presten 
mucha atención durante el alumbramiento.* Si el 
bebé es niño, mátenlo; pero si es niña, déjenla vivir». 
17Sin embargo, como las parteras temían a  Dios, se 
negaron a obedecer las órdenes del rey, y también 
dejaron vivir a los varoncitos.

18Entonces el rey de Egipto mandó llamar a las 
parteras:
1:5 Los Rollos del mar Muerto y la versión griega dicen setenta y cinco; ver 
notas en Gn 46:27.  1:10 O se apoderarán del reino. 1:16 En hebreo 
miren entre las dos piedras; posiblemente se refiera a un asiento especial 
que usaba la mujer durante el parto.  

1:5 Dead Sea Scrolls and Greek version read seventy-five; see notes on 
Gen 46:27.  1:10 Or will take the country. 1:16 Hebrew look upon the 
two stones; perhaps the reference is to a birthstool.  

85

New Living Translation, NLT, and the New Living Translation logo are trademarks of Tyndale House Ministries, registered in the USA, and common law 
trademark in various other jurisdictions around the world. All rights reserved. See tyndale.com for a full list of trademarks owned by Tyndale House 

Ministries. Nueva Traducción Viviente, NTV, and the logo are trademarks of Tyndale House Ministries, registered in the USA, and common law trademark in 
various other jurisdictions around the world. All rights reserved. See tyndale.com for a full list of trademarks owned by Tyndale House Ministries.



16

21

23

31

Expert Witness A crumbling wall
an interview with Stephen F. Schneck

Separation of church and state isn’t just a modern 
American idea. It’s part of Catholic social teaching.

Essay Story of a soul
by Dani Jiménez

Believing in ourselves and our identities brings us 
into God’s unconditional love.

Essay Repair work
by Brittany Koteles

Land justice gives Catholics the opportunity to 
make amends for the church’s past sins.

Sounding Board Last things
by Ed Simon

The idea of apocalypse is ubiquitous in 
contemporary culture. But what do Catholics 

actually believe about it?

Feature
Mercy over judgment

by Cassidy Klein
Annulments are nothing new, 
yet misunderstandings about 

the process still challenge 
Catholics today. 26

4 Editors’ Note

5 You May Be Right

7 From the Archives

8 Poetry

38 Reviews

50 Eye of the Beholder

9 The Examined Life 
Rebecca Bratten Weiss
WE DON’T HAVE TO BE A GUN

36 Culture in Context 
Danny Duncan Collum
THE PEOPLE’S AIRWAVES

40 Salt & Light 
Meghan J. Clark
AN UNEVEN TRADE

42 Margin Notes 
Kevin Clarke 
OUR LOSS

47 Testaments 
Alice Camille 
UNFINISHED BUSINESS

49 Glad You Asked 
Michelle Arnold
WHAT IS A SCAPULAR?

columns

Cover: Auguste Haboush

45 In Person  
Empowered to serve
by Cassidy Klein
Led by the values of her Catholic faith, 
Jeanné Lewis organizes faith leaders to 
create a more equitable country.

Feature The world is our cloister
by Michael Centore

St. Columba’s Inverness takes a new approach to 
building a contemplative community.

10

coverstory

departments

43 Home Faith On love
by Simeiqi He
Marriage brings us to a deep  
communion with the world.

U.S. CATHOLIC • Vol. 90, No. 11 • November 2025

inthisissue



AN AWARD-WINNING CLARETIAN PUBLICATION 

About U.S. Catholic. U.S. C!th$l&c puts faith in the context 
of everyday life, with a strong focus on social justice. We are a 
courageous, forward-thinking forum for discussion among a 
broad range of voices. We celebrate the vibrancy and diversity 
of contemporary Catholicism and aim to inspire readers with a 
positive vision of the Catholic faith. 

About the Claretians. U.S. C!th$l&c is published by the 
Claretian Missionaries USA-Canada Province, a Catholic  
order of priests and brothers. Following in the footsteps of  
their founder, St. Anthony Claret, they began their publishing 
ministry in 1935 with the V$&c( $) St. Jud(. In 1963, the  
magazine was renamed U.S. C!th$l&c. Today, U.S. C!th$l&c 
is,an award-winning print publication with more than one  
million readers online.

For subscriptions. Claretian Publications, 
P.O. Box 344, Congers, NY 10920; (800) 328-6515; 
email: uscatholic@cambeywest.com; fax: (845) 267-3478. 
Print subscription rates in the U.S.: one year—$42; 
two,years—$60. Digital, international, bulk, and school-plan  
subscriptions available. For advertising information:  
Linda Ragusin, (312) 544-8147; lragusin@uscatholic.org.

For editorial queries and information. James Chung McKenna, 
205 W. Monroe St., Chicago, IL 60606; (312) 544-8191; email: 
editors@uscatholic.org. Web address: uscatholic.org.

U.S. Catholic (ISSN 0041-7548) is published monthly by the 
Claretian Missionaries - USA Province, 205 W. Monroe St., 
Chicago, IL 60606. Vol. 90, No. 11. ©2025 Claretian Missionaries,- 
USA Province. All rights reserved. Periodicals postage paid at 
Chicago, Illinois and additional mailing o-ces. Postmaster: Send 
address changes to U.S. Catholic, P.O. Box 344, Congers, NY 10920.

4 U.S. Catholic No()mb), -.-/

editors’note

Editor-in-Chief
Managing Editor

Digital Editor
Senior Editor

Associate Editor
Design/Production Editor

Editorial Assistant
Business Development

Contributing Editors

Customer Service

REV. FERDINAND OKORIE, C.M.F.
EMILY SANNA

REBECCA BRATTEN WEISS

SARAH BUTLER SCHUELLER

NATHANIEL HUNTER

MEGAN AVERY

JAMES CHUNG MCKENNA

LINDA RAGUSIN

REV. JOHN MOLYNEUX, C.M.F.
REV. MARK J. BRUMMEL, C.M.F.
(800) 328-6515

2025 MAGAZINE OF THE YEAR 
National General  

Interest Magazine
Catholic Media Association

2024 BEST-IN-CLASS  
Denominational  

Magazine
Associated Church Press

A reexamined life

When I was growing up, every year my old-
est friend and I would go stay with her aunt 
for Nunda Fundays, a tiny annual carnival 
in a tiny Western New York town. It was 
formulaic: the same thing each year on the 
same days, even as the festival itself grew 
smaller and smaller each year.

Now, as an adult living in Western New 
York with a family of my own, I’ve revived 

this annual tradition. My husband sometimes challenges the 
rigidity of the ritual—the fact that we always have to keep this 
weekend open on our calendar.

My answer to him is always the same: It’s a tradition. 0at 
said, I’ve made some updates now that we have our own family 
with our own interests. We go visit the fairgrounds in the morn-
ing and have lunch, drive to Letchworth State Park for a long 
hike, and end our day at the Charcoal Corral, a drive-in movie 
theater/mini-golf course/arcade/restaurant, where I (very reluc-
tantly) partake in a round of mini-golf and my preschooler gets 
to pick out arcade prizes. It’s still a tradition, but now it’s one 
that’s uniquely ours. It’s more about spending time together as a 
family than visiting this shrinking town event just for the sake 
of nostalgia.

Our annual Nunda pilgrimage reminds me a lot of the sto-
ries in this month’s issue of U.S. Catholic, all of which involve 
rethinking tradition in one way or another. Each article asks us 
to take something familiar in Catholic life or tradition and rein-
terpret it, giving it new life in our modern era.

In this month’s cover story, “0e world is our cloister” 
(pages 10–15), author Michael Centore explores how St. Colum-
ba’s Retreat House in California is reimagining monastic life 
for the modern world and how it can be a model for shrinking 
parishes and Catholic communities around the country. In 
“Mercy over judgment” (pages 26–30), Cassidy Klein argues that 
it’s time to reconsider the impact annulments have on divorced 
Catholics. Still other articles ask us to reinterpret Catholic teach-
ing on the relationship between church and state (“A crumbling 
wall,” Expert Witness, pages 16–20) and how we approach land 
ownership (“Repair work,” pages 23–25).

Put together as a whole, these articles demonstrate that tradi-
tion—Catholic or personal—should not be some relic we keep on 
the shelf and hold up as static and never changing. Instead, tradi-
tion is something that we practice, reshape, and pass on. Like my 
family’s visit to an annual carnival changed over time to 1t my 
new family, our Catholic practices also hold room for creativity 
and renewal. Let this month’s issue remind you that the heart 
of tradition isn’t repetition for its own sake, but rather the way 
familiar practices lead us back to God over and over again. 

—Emily Sanna
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youmayberight

Women leaders

I love and try to practice the Catholic faith, 
but, as Ruth Bader Ginsburg said, the Catho-
lic Church has to take its boot o3 the necks 
of its faithful female members. Are men 
holier and wiser than women? Why does the 
church follow the secular culture’s practice 
of excluding women from equal participa-
tion? Fear and power. 

—Suzanne Holtsavage
via uscatholic.org

4ere are a lot of issues with ordained min-
istry that need to be addressed alongside 
conversations about opening up ordination 
to women. Ordaining women will not 5x 
clericalism, abuse, etc. We are currently 
accepting candidates for the diaconate and 
priesthood who should not be accepted for 
a host of reasons. Seminary formation is 
uneven and inadequate in most instances. 
All of this needs to be dealt with openly 
and honestly, and I don’t see our leadership 
doing that anytime soon, sadly.

—Name withheld
via uscatholic.org

Behind closed doors, male leadership knows that women 
are getting the job done (“Out of step,” Sounding 

Board, September). We may not have their titles or certain 
earthly privileges, but we are still doing the work. Love, 
professionalism, and holiness are not gender exclusive, so 
why should it matter? 4e bottom line is that women are 
capable. 4e longer we put o3 publicly recognizing wom-
en’s abilities, the more this issue will continue.

—Deanne Hall
via uscatholic.org

September 2025

I lived most of my life overseas, where 
missionary priests were the order of the 
day. 4ey were much more supportive of 
women—or maybe, more accurately, they 
enlisted women to help them. It’s a matter of 
attitude. I 5nd most American priests, espe-
cially the young ones, don’t seem to think 
that women are as spiritually formed as men. 
It doesn’t help that they o6en think women’s 
spiritual maturity is bound up with being a 
wife and mother. I am neither, and I remem-
ber a painful conversation with a former 
pastor who insisted that women only had 
vocations to marriage or to the professed life. 
Single women could have no vocation.

—Name withheld
via uscatholic.org

4e church always focuses on youth but 
neglects the spiritual lives of the elderly, 
especially women. 4erefore, many of us 
have “walked.”

—Lynn Gonzalez
via uscatholic.org

Mail: You May Be Right, 

205 W. Monroe St. 

Chicago, IL 60606 

Email: letters@uscatholic.org 

facebook.com/USCatholic

@USCatholic

@uscatholicmagazine

*Letters may be condensed due to 

space limitation.
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Women in our parish and diocese 
who0have the funds to attend women’s 
events in cities probably have a more 
positive view of the church than I do. 
1at’s why I say that this isn’t just a 
women’s issue. 1ere’s an economic 
divide and other things like families who 
have in2uence for various reasons.

—Ritagail Burleson
via uscatholic.org

MISSION NOT IMPOSSIBLE
1is is a subject which is as complex as 
it is important (“Mission under 3re,” 
September). I have read much on the 
subject recently with mixed reactions. 
Here are a few of my concerns: I believe 
Christians and the church at large have 
the directive to adhere to the gospel 
teaching about care of neighbor; I do 
not believe that it is the obligation of 
the state to provide for people beyond 
the basics of safety, shelter, food and 
clothing, medical care (if necessary), 
and basic education. I fear accepting 
unquali3ed students especially in 3elds 
such as medicine simply to 3ll a quota. 
In essence, it is the responsibility of 
churches to provide charity/care and 
of government to assist when neces-
sary but not to 3ll a quota or satisfy a 
vocal0contingent.

—Marlene Winter-Johnson
via uscatholic.org

A preferential option for the poor should 
be maintained in our Catholic schools 
and colleges. If we 3nd that we cannot 
a4ord to keep our schools open to the 
poor, the church should be ready to use 
its resources for something else that can 
be kept open to the poor. We cannot 
allow our church to become a church 
primarily for the upper classes while 
leaving the poor in the public schools. 
1e priority should be given to the poor 
even if we have to let the upper classes 
fend for themselves.

—William Horan
via uscatholic.org

U.S.CatholicBookClub
“The vast expansion of industrial pursuits . . . the changed rela-

tionships between employers and workmen . . . the enormous 
fortunes of some few individuals, and the utter poverty of the 
masses . . . the prevailing moral degeneracy”—it sounds like capital-
ism in 2025. But it’s a description of 19th-century society from Pope 
Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum (On Capital and Labor).  

In the face of income inequality, labor injustice, and revolutionary 
movements that sought to address those issues via radical means, 
Rerum Novarum clari!es the church’s famed “middle way” between 
capitalism and socialism, defending private property but also the 
rights of workers and the legitimacy of labor associations. 

That an encyclical addressing injustices from 130 years ago is so 
relevant today is a bit depressing. But that’s more reason why Catho-
lics should return to this document. Gregory Pierce’s new version 
of Rerum Novarum, in updated and accessible language, can inspire 
Catholics to defend justice and human dignity against the forces of 
technocratic oligarchy. 

—Rebecca Bratten Weiss, digital editor, U.S. Catholic

The titles featured in the U.S. Catholic Book Club are selected by the  
magazine’s editors from submissions by participating book publishers.  

The paid advertising for the book is provided by the publisher of the featured book.

Rerum Novarum
Encyclical Letter on the Conditions of Labor
by Pope Leo XIII

Rerum Novarum
by Pope Leo XIII

This month we are reading

Join the discussion

Read Rerum Novarum in this newly 
published inclusive-and-accessible-
language edition that maintains all 
the insights, lyricism, and "avor of the 
original. Free Zoom workshops and bulk 
discounts available from the publisher.
Paperback: $6.95

What did you think of the book? Join our online forum on  
Rerum Novarum at uscatholic.org/bookclub.

Available at bookstores or from 
ACTA Publications at (800) 397-2282

or actapublications.com
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fromthearchives

November 2000—A “healing process is going on” at St. Edmund, says Mary Darnall, a member 
of that parish’s renovation committee. “3ere are still scars, but most people realize that faith is a 
spiritual journey. We go on, we can’t stand still.”

Developing worship spaces that re4ect the beliefs of a people is always “a risk,” says Father 
Vosko, yet a risk that must be taken. Beliefs vary even within a faith system as old and stable as 
Catholicism, and we live in an era when few are hesitant about voicing their beliefs.

Some day historians may view the renovation ruckus of the early 21st century as a sign of the 
vitality of a living church. Dead religions don’t have arguments. 3at won’t ease the pain of many 
who live through it, yet it suggests—as Christine Reinhard contends—that we are simply in the 
midst of a wild and windy new Pentecost.

—Robert McClory

November 1975—Perhaps the notion of 5re is so o6en 
thought of because of purgatory’s own name: a purgation, 
a puri5cation, and 5re is surely an agent for that. Whatever 

that “5re” might be, it 
is apparently meant to 
indicate that its nature is 
both to consume and to 
consummate: to consume 
what is unworthy of the 
All holy, to consummate 
the love placed in the heart 
of every human being 
since the foundation of 
the7world.

Beyond any teaching 
and speculation on 
purgatory, it is appropriate 

to bow one’s head in awe of mystery, because all things 
human are infused with the divine. But there is especial 
mystery with those ideas that are taken on faith, such as 
purgatory. Still, on the evidence shown, purgatory does not 
necessarily rub reason the wrong way nor is it inconsistent 
with the so-called scienti5c mentality. But purgatory is and 
remains a mystery: not a mystery of senseless punishment 
but, as always a mystery of God’s unspeakable, purifying love 
for humanity, a mystery of community with love at its center.

—Father William J. Bausch

November 2010—3e church teaches that human beings are 
more than just cogs in a vast socio-economic machinery, that 
we are more than just the amount we can consume and the 
dollars we can earn. We are better than that. Our economy is 

teaching us that the hard 
way. We are emptying our 
wallets now, not to buy more 
stu8, but to pay down debt 
and put money in the bank, 
purchasing our increasingly 
rare indulgences the 
old-fashioned way: by 
earning7them.

3e good news is that 
having less stu8 doesn’t 
necessarily mean having less 
happiness. You won’t 5nd a 
single advanced industrial 

economy in the top 20 of the World Happiness Index, an 
alternative measure of economic performance that factors 
people a little ahead of output. Maybe we could start trying to 
5ll the emptiness in our hearts and heads instead of the empty 
spaces of our houses and apartments.

—Kevin Clarke

Who moved my tabernacle?

Purgatory:  
Continuing education 

Take the next exit
15yearsago

25 yearsago

50 yearsagoSince 1963, U.S. Catholic has remained true to its 

mission of engaging every corner of CatholicismÕs 

Òbig tent.Ó To celebrate this long and storied history, each 

month the editors select excerpts from some of their 

favorite articles in the magazineÕs extensive print archive.
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poetry

Distant Shore

By Julie Schumacher Cohen, a member of the Catholic Advisory 
Council of Churches for Middle East Peace, where she previously 
served as deputy director. She also serves as the assistant vice 
president for community engagement and government a!airs at 
the University of Scranton and is completing a doctorate degree 
in political science at Temple University. 

ItÕs his favorite thing to do, 
body sur0ng in ocean waves 
with me cheering him on.

As I emerge from the water, 
I see Alan Kurdi lying face down 
on the Mediterranean sand.

A photo that shocked the world, 
back when dead refugee toddlers 
still unsettled and surprised.

Before GazaÕs 18,000 kidsÑ 
homes and human stories 
turned to scorched rubble and dust.

Jersey shore umbrellas and canopies 
recall Rafah and al-MawasiÑ 
now for thousands, Palestine tent cities.

I dive back in, blinking to unsee, 
to be present to a childÕs play 
in a world where ÒothersÓ die, starve, 1ee.

Coming up for air, the horizon wanes: 
Ò2ere are no distant con1icts, 
when human dignity is at stake.Ó
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We donÕt have 
to be a gun

they were little. !e Iron Giant , based on a 
novel by Ted Hughes, is the tale of a lonely boy 
who befriends a giant robot from outer space. 
Although the Iron Giant was designed as a 
weapon, the boy tells him, ÒYou donÕt have to be a 
gun.Ó And at a crucial moment, the giant chooses 
to sacri3ce himself to save his friend.

Director Brad Bird was inspired to turn 
HughesÕ story into a 3lm a4er his sister was mur-
dered. His pitch to the studio was: ÒWhat if a gun 
had a soul and didnÕt want to be a gun?Ó

A4er every mass shooting, many Americans 
argue that the problem isnÕt guns, itÕs people. And 
in a way, theyÕre right: Guns donÕt choose to mur-
derÑpeople do. Humans make machines and use 
them for destruction. 

5e title of this column is !e Examined Life, 
and part of examining oneÕs life means examining 
oneÕs loves. I may say I ÒloveÓ the giant stripping 
shovels, but thatÕs hyperbole. I have an a6ection for 
them. I see in them the poignancy of our regionÕs 
history and a dumb lumbering innocence that is 
lacking in the people who got rich o6 the destruc-
tion they meted out. 5e Silver Spade didnÕt ask to 
destroy the land. At the same time, we donÕt owe 
the Silver Spade our protection. It might be the end 
of an era, but itÕs not a moral tragedy when a giant 
machine is dismantled.

5e scripture verse about Òbeating swords into 
ploughsharesÓ reminds us that we have choices 
about the things we make and how we use them. 
Do we make machines for destruction or for heal-
ing? Do our systems li4 the vulnerable or help the 
oppressor? What do we love more, our guns or our 
children? Wealth or the Earth? 

Unlike machines, we can decide what we love 
and protect. We donÕt have to be a gun. USC

By Rebecca Bratten Weiss, digital editor at 
U.S.7Catholic.

Humans have choices 
about the things we make 
and how we use them. 
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Across the plateaus, south of the county seat, a monster power shovel 

the height of a 20-story building loomed on the horizon. Its name 

was the Silver Spade, and it was one of several giant shovels used for 

strip mining in my region in the latter half of the 20th century. As a kid I 

always got a thrill when we drove that way and I saw it in the distance.
All the monster shovels had names: the Moun-

taineer, Big Brutus, the GEM of Egypt, the Captain. 
Biggest of all was Big Muskie the dragline excava-
tor, the largest single-bucket digging machine ever 
made. Its scoop was big enough to hold a house.

5e Silver Spade broke down in 2006 and was 
scrapped soon a4er. 5at was the end of the giant 
mining machines, but their legacy remains in the 

devastated earth. Some areas 
were reclaimed, but much of 
the land remains a wilderness 
of high walls, canyons, and 
spoil banks. I grew up hating 

the coal companies for what they did to the land, 
even as I enjoyed exploring the wild mining areas. 
And I remain fascinated by the big shovels. 

A few months ago, my family stopped at the 
MinersÕ Memorial Park, where Big MuskieÕs bucket 
has its resting place. A4er we paid our respects 
to the last relic of the mightiest earth-mover ever, 
I7asked myself: Why do I love the monsters that ate 
my land? 

It might be partially because they have names. 
We like to personify things, and morally I prefer 
to err on the side of thinking of things as persons. 
Ten years ago, I would have argued that robots bear 
GodÕs image, as they re8ect the image of God in 
human beings. 

Now, in the age of AI, IÕm reconsidering. 
Machines are not living things, and it can be dan-
gerous to think otherwise. If IÕve personi3ed the 
Silver Spade and Big Muskie, that says more about 
me than about them. 

My bizarre a6ection for the big shovels 
reminds me of a movie my kids enjoyed when 
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All photos on page 10 by Fernando Esponda

Top Left
A Franciscan reverence for nature 
permeates the atmosphere of the 

retreat house.

Top Right
Weekly liturgy is the lifeblood of 
the community, an opportunity 

to share the tactile experience of 
the presence of God.

Bottom Left
 The Way of the Cross provides a path for walking 

meditation amidst the ßora of Point Reyes, California.

Bottom Right
St. MaryÕs Library holds a sizeable collection of books 

on theology, mysticism, poetry, and other subjects that 
inform the spirit of St. ColumbaÕs.
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Michael Centore is a writer from Connecticut. His work has appeared in the 
National Catholic Reporter, Religious Socialism, the Amethyst Review, 
Killing the Buddha, and other publications.

Father Vincent Pizzuto is the type of person who takes stairs two at a time. 
I noted this as he led me up to my room on the third 3oor of St. ColumbaÕs 
Episcopal Church and Retreat House in Inverness, California, where he 

serves as vicar. In July 2023, I, along with seven other writers, professors, retreat 
leaders, and poets, was invited to participate in the 4rst formal Contemplative 
Residency, a program meant to foster connections between contemplatively 
minded Christians and the local community. 

As I bounded behind Pizzuto, trying to match his purposeful strides, I 
thought of my favorite quote from Psalm 34: ÒSeek peace, and pursue itÓ (14). Piz-
zuto has located his pastoral vocation in that pursuit of peace, honed by a kind of 
spiritual athleticism focused less on self-denial than self-emptying love for others. 
By extension, since his 2017 arrival in Inverness, he has also fostered the vocation 
of a spiritually authentic community. 

ÒWhat St. ColumbaÕs has provided is a kind of hybridization between a par-
ish and a monastic life,Ó Pizzuto says. 5e resulting community is unique in that 
it names the contemplative vocation as a viable path for lay Christians and helps 
members live into this vocation through workshops, retreats, and communal 
prayer. If, as Episcopal priest Matthew Fox said at a presentation for the Associa-
tion of Pittsburgh Priests earlier this year, Òspiritual energy is moving away from 
the formal monastic orders into the world,Ó then St. ColumbaÕs might provide a 
new iteration of religious lifeÑin the fullest sense of the termÑthat could serve as 
a witness and model for the rest of the church.

St. ColumbaÕs Retreat House offers a new 

model of contemplative life that is engaged 

in the world, not separate from it.

by Michael Centore

The world is  
our cloister
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Complementary callings
ÒContemplating Christ is the Magna Carta for 
what my mission statement is,Ó Pizzuto says. ÒIf 
you want to ask, ÔWhat does Contemplating Christ 
look like when embodied in a community?Õ 0is 
is my attempt at that.Ó He is referring to the title 
of his 2018 book for Liturgical Press, whose open-
ing lineÑÒ0e incarnation has made mystics of us 
allÓÑcould serve as a credo for the formation work 
of St. ColumbaÕs, where members are encouraged 
to embrace the reality of their Òdei1cationÓ brought 
about by the union of God and humanity in Christ. 

In his book, Pizzuto characterizes contempla-
tion as a Òmanner of prayer marked by silence, 
interior rumination and meditation,Ó and a Òway of 
being in the worldÓ that Òopens one to a deepening 
awareness of union of God and all.Ó He is con-
vinced that it is a posture and a practice the church 
and the world ignore at their own peril. 

ÒA spiritual truth to which our culture and 
society have so successfully numbed us is that 
the contemplative life is not a luxury or a quaint 
pastime but a matter of grave, spiritual, and now 
even planetary urgency,Ó he writes. Ò0e prayer of 
silence that confronts the tyranny of the false self 
and opens us to the transforming power of the 
Spirit is a moral imperative.Ó

Unfortunately, many people have viewed 
contemplative life as being cordoned o2 from the 
church at largeÑthe province of a select few monas-
tics or mystics, with very little integration into ordi-
nary parish activities. Pizzuto traces the moment 
when he recognized contemplation as a calling in 
and of itself to a discernment retreat at a Trappist 
abbey he attended in his 20s. Ò0at retreat helped 
me realize that there was a distinction between a 
monastic vocation and the broader category of a 
contemplative vocation,Ó he says. Identifying that 
distinction Òbecame the seed of everything IÕm 
doing now, which is really trying to bring contem-
plative practice to the church, the3people.Ó

Even as he worked out the nuances of his rela-
tionship to monastic life, Pizzuto was certain of one 
thing: He wanted to be a priest. 0is vocation con-
tinued in the midst of academic pursuits: Pizzuto 
received his doctorate from KU Leuven in Belgium 
in 2003 and began teaching New Testament and 
Christian mysticism at the Jesuit University of San 
Francisco shortly therea4er. Amanda Quantz, a 
professor of theology at the University of St. Mary 
who wrote about St. ColumbaÕs in her book Radi-
cal Hospitality for a Prophetic Church (Lexington 

Books), says that Pizzuto Òtakes the intellectual life 
and the spiritual life seriously, and bridges them by 
coming alongside people.Ó

One example of this ÒbridgingÓ is the ongo-
ing Portraits of Christ lecture series, which Pizzuto 
designed and facilitates. Billed as being Òfor critical 
minds and contemplative hearts,Ó this biannual 
online o2ering examines each of the gospels in turn, 
using the historical-critical method to draw out both 
literary and mystical interpretations of scripture. 

Quantz says Pizzuto Òtrusts people with the 
sourcesÓ and Òlays the table with the delicacies of 
the patristic tradition.Ó Anna Haight, St. ColumbaÕs 
administrator, describes a 2017 Triduum retreat 
Pizzuto gave as a Òconversion experience.Ó ÒOne 
of the things about Vincent was he could explain 
things in a way that made sense to me, and it wasnÕt 
dogmatic,Ó she says. ÒHe told me I didnÕt have to 
leave my brain at the door.Ó 

Concurrent communities
I 1rst became aware of Pizzuto and his ministry 
through Portraits of Christ. Jonathan Montaldo, 
past president of the International 0omas Merton 
Society and previous director of MertonÕs archive at 
Bellarmine University in Louisville, Kentucky, had 
recommended the course. ÒI have learned much 
from my association with Father Vincent Pizzuto 
and the St. ColumbaÕs community,Ó Montaldo says. 
ÒGrounded deeply in scripture study, liturgy, and 
meditation, St. ColumbaÕs o2ers a solidly vibrant 
witness, through its people, their activities, and its 
place, to what a monasticism without walls looks 
like in the 5esh.Ó

0is journey to cultivating a Òmonasticism 
without wallsÓ is ever-evolving. When Pizzuto 
assumed his vicarship, St. ColumbaÕs had seven 
congregants; now, there are more than 130. Several 
new members found their way to the community 
through a Sunday morning online prayer service 
that began during the pandemic. 0e format 
fostered spiritual intimacy, particularly with the 
inclusion of breakout rooms where participants 
from all over the world could meet one another. 

ÒIt was almost curiously like a bit of a confes-
sional, because people got to hear each other,Ó says 
congregant Penny Washbourn. ÒWe listened to one 
another, and we shared what was going on in our 
lives and how we were coping with everything.Ó 
0e online service continues to be held on Sundays 
and features a recording of the morningÕs sermon. 
Other events in the Òvirtual chapelÓ include a 
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weekly noon prayer and a monthly Evensong gath-
ering that incorporates contemplative prayer inter-
spersed with psalmody.

Pizzuto sees these Òconcurrent communities,Ó 
which include individuals who come for retreats, as 
integral to St. ColumbaÕs life. He also believes these 
communities point to a larger trend: that average 
Sunday attendance (or ASA), the head-counting 
method by which parishes traditionally measure 
growth and decline, is no longer a su3cient way of 
monitoring contemplative Christian communities 
that are arising beyond its reach. ÒIÕm giving wit-
ness to places where Christians are gathering where 
thereÕs no ASA tool to measure it yet,Ó he says. 
Ò4ereÕs a bigger story here. And a lot of people 
who feel alienated from churches are 5nding these 
emerging contemplative communities life-giving.Ó

St. ColumbaÕs has even come up with a nomen-
clature to de5ne these various groups. ÒLocalÓ 
members attend weekly liturgy; ÒproximateÓ 
members are close enough to come once or twice 
a month, perhaps supplementing with visits to the 
virtual chapel; and ÒdistancedÓ members participate 
online, at times joining hybrid sessions for all-parish 
meetings. 4is makes St. ColumbaÕs something of a 
Òcommunity of communities,Ó where local, regional, 
national, and international members 5nd them-
selves in overlapping circles of dialogue and prayer. 
It is both a sign of a post-parochial church and a 
means of reconceiving how believers belong to each 
other and to the body of Christ in a global world.

Liturgy and ecology
Inverness is located on the Point Reyes Penin-
sula, approximately 30 miles northwest of San 
Francisco in West Marin. As a national seashore, 
Point Reyes encompasses more than 70,000 acres 
of protected land and 1,500 species of plants and 
animals. 4e physical beauty of the bioregion, with 
its mist-shrouded microclimates and many shades 
of blue and green, lends itself to the kind of mysti-
cal expression that is consistent with St. ColumbaÕs 
contemplative focus. 

Gloria Strohm, who commutes with her family 
from the Bay area to St. ColumbaÕs for liturgy, says, 
Ò4ereÕs a hum in Point Reyes that I have not felt 
in other placesÓÑa vibration she identi5es as Òthis 
hum of peace.Ó 

Poet and author Judith Valente, another mem-
ber of the Contemplative Residency cohort, singles 
out the image of a giant redwood tree that grows up 
from the middle of a deck attached to the church as 
Òreally symbolizing the absolute closeness to nature 
that you have in a place like Point Reyes.Ó

4eir comments point to a core truth of St. 
ColumbaÕs identity: its weddedness to a sense of 
place and how this shapes its liturgical, ecologi-
cal, and contemplative practices. ÒSt. ColumbaÕs, 
physically, is a place of refuge,Ó Washbourn says. As a 
member of the communityÕs Council for Ecological 
Discipleship, she speaks of the priority Pizzuto and 
his 6ock put Òon our relationship with the natural 
world as very much part of our spiritual tradition.Ó 

Harmony, 
symmetry, 
and proportion 
deÞne the 
space of the 
nave, which 
features 
both Western 
and Eastern 
Orthodox art.
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0e ecological council coordinates events to 
bring parishioners into communion with the wilds 
around them. One example is the Peregrinatio (a 
Latin term meaning ÒwanderingÓ) walks that take 
place on selected Sundays a1er liturgy. Participants 
hike out to destinations along the seashore, using 
poets like Mary Oliver and other nature writers to 
help guide their meditation. Each year on Good 
Friday, parishioners follow an ÒEcological Way of 
the CrossÓ that links JesusÕ passion and death to the 
su2ering of the Earth. 0ere are also special events 
for the Season of Creation in September, including 
opportunities for council members to preach out-
doors, as well as ecologically themed retreats, such 
as one in October 2025 called ÒEarth, Our Com-
mon HomeÓ that focused on embracing climate 
grief as an expression of love.

Perhaps the clearest expression of the sacra-
mentality of world and word at St. ColumbaÕs is the 
regular use of the Celtic Rite of New Skellig, a con-
templative eucharistic liturgy based on the Gallican 
Rite and rooted in the early Celtic Christian tradi-
tion. Pizzuto adapted the liturgy to better re3ect a 
modern theology that celebrates the entire cosmosÕ 
dei4cation in Christ. It includes such texts as the 
seventh-century Bishop T’rech‡nÕs Creed, whose 
words of praise anticipate St. FrancisÕ ÒCanticle 
of the SunÓ: ÒOur God is the God of all, / 0e God 
of heaven and Earth, / 0e God of the sea and riv-
ers, / 0e God of the sun and moon.Ó

ÒA contemplative way of doing liturgy is to be 
very open to the senses,Ó Pizzuto says. 0is tactile 

experience of bread, wine, and blessing Òawakens an 
elemental, a very Celtic sense of God in all things.Ó 
Washbourn a5rms St. ColumbaÕs commitment 
to promoting the Òlanguage of Celtic spirituality,Ó 
which she lauds for being Òvery incarnationalÓ and 
Ògrounded into the elements of nature.Ó 

Community member Sarah Johnson, whose 
ministry as an acolyte gives her Òa beautiful and 
unique experience of the liturgy,Ó would seem to 
speak for many congregants when she says, ÒI need 
to be in a community that questions, that doubts, 
that engages the real world and holds it in the con-
text of this professed faith through the liturgy that 
we are sharing together.Ó

A school of love
In Contemplating Christ, Pizzuto writes of the con-
templative life as a Òschool of love.Ó He describes 
contemplative discipleship as the Òreintegration of 
the whole person within themselves and within 
the community of which they are members.Ó 0e 
elements of lay monasticism being cultivated and 
shared at St. ColumbaÕs all tend toward this deepest 
aim of contemplative practice: to embody the real-
ization that the Òlove of God and neighbor are not 
two loves but one, fundamentally rooted in a single 
interior movement by which the foothold of the 
false self is gradually displaced by love itself.Ó

People from the community make clear how 
committed they are to fostering a relational spiri-
tuality. Ò0ereÕs trust there, thereÕs deep care for 
each other, in a way that I hadnÕt seen in a lot of 

Right
The St. Jean Vianney guest room overlooks Tomales Bay 
and the churchÕs Tree of Life Memorial Bell Tower.

Left
A meditation chapel allows small groups 

to gather for silence and prayer.
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other communities,Ó says Nicole Walters, who 
discovered St. ColumbaÕs while doing graduate 
research in contemplative practice at the Candler 
School of 3eology. 

Members speak of the vulnerability, honesty, 
and authenticity they feel comfortable bringing to 
each other and to their collective worship. ÒI think 
one of the unique things about St. ColumbaÕs is that 
you do things from a place of love, but nobody does 
it alone,Ó says Strohm. ÒItÕs not about one person 
doing any one thing on their own. It really is about 
the collective.Ó 3is atmosphere is a large part of 
why she chose to have her son baptized into the 
community in September 2025.

As senior warden, Kathy Maxwell is the pri-
mary lay leader of St. ColumbaÕs, meaning that she 
is in charge in the event of the vicarÕs absence. 3is 
gives her a unique perspective on the integration 
of work and prayer, an age-old monastic rhythm 
that helps to keep a person grounded. ÒWeÕre such a 
working community, you know, we have visions of 
this contemplative place where people just drop in 
and get to be in solitude. And yet real life is swirling 
around, and we have to jump in and care for what 
real life is. ItÕs our service to each other,Ó she says.

Valente recalls from her time at St. ColumbaÕs 
Òhow open Father Vincent was, and the com-
munity, to people sharing their skills or sharing 
their4treasure.Ó 

Mathew Francis experienced this 5rsthand. 
When Pizzuto discovered Francis had a back-
ground in Unity Praxis, a physical expression of 
Christian prayer that incorporates the techniques 
of Tai Chi and other martial arts, he invited him to 
cofacilitate a retreat in which Francis presented the 
postures as Pizzuto elaborated on them with theo-
logical re6ection. 

Francis praises the way parishioners support 
each other in their spiritual journey. ÒAny church 
organization or any institutional system is going to 
bring correction to your life,Ó he says. Ò3atÕs why 
youÕre there, because thereÕs correction or transfor-
mation thatÕs needed. 3e way that St. ColumbaÕs 
and Vincent have done it, that transformation does 
not feel harsh.Ó

A spirit of invitation carries over to what 
Pizzuto calls the Òspaciousness of contempla-
tive hospitality.Ó 3is means understanding that 
Ònot everyone is going to enter the church door 
on a Sunday morningÓ and being open to the 
various ways by which people might arrive to lit-
urgy, be it a community event, retreat, or lecture. 

Haight4mentions how a Wednesday-evening 
meditation group has become Òanother doorÓ for 
seekers to become more deeply involved in the 
faith life of the community. ÒWe noticed that peo-
ple consistently came to meditation, and they got 
a lot of peace and joy out of that,Ó she says. ÒAnd 
then some of them would step over and come 
Sunday, and some of them continued to come on 
Sundays and join in the regular liturgy.Ó

Widening horizons
When asked about his views on tradition and 
progress in the church, Pizzuto points out a 
chapter in MertonÕs New Seeds of Contemplation: 
ÒTradition and Revolution.Ó Merton contrasts 
traditionalismÑÒobjects and values which time 
destroys without mercyÓÑwith a living tradition 
that is Òlike the breath of a physical body [that] 
renews life by repelling stagnation.Ó It is that Òliv-
ing, breathing sort of tradition that IÕm trying to 
inculcate here,Ó Pizzuto says. In the words of one 
parishioner, this exempli5es Òbeing 6exible with 
your tradition and trying to grow it.Ó

Such a cycle of return and renewal informed 
the Appreciative Inquiry Summit, a two-year, 
synodal-style process of re6ection and discern-
ment the community embarked on in 2024. Across 
multiple sessions, laypeople and clergy shared their 
perspectives on St. ColumbaÕs growth, contempla-
tive identity, and vision for the future. 

3e results are already beginning to bear fruit. 
ÒWeÕre now moving from the model of a retreat 
house to what IÕm calling a contemplative center,Ó 
Pizzuto says. ÒWe are able to create contexts in 
which Christians can anchor themselves here, for 
long or short periods of time, to develop their faith 
within community, around word and sacrament, 
and in a place that will support and sustain silence, 
solitude, and prayer.Ó

Another image from the Contemplative Resi-
dency comes to mind here. A few of us ventured 
to the Tule Elk Trail that leads out to the tip of 
the blu7 at the northernmost point of the penin-
sula. 3e land itself was a liminal space between 
the Paci5c Ocean and Tomales Bay, much as 
St.4ColumbaÕs occupies the liminal space between 
monastery and parish. As the horizon widened at 
the end of the blu7, uniting both bodies of water 
into a single stretch of blue, the moment resolved 
itself into the title of a talk given by pioneering 
theologian M. D. Chenu: Ò3e world becomes our 
cloister and the ocean our monastic cell.Ó USC
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expertwitness

A crumbling wall

ÒG
ive to Caesar the things that are CaesarÕs 
and to God the things that are GodÕs,Ó Jesus 
famously said in MarkÕs gospel. But how this 
relates to the relationship between religion 

and politics is a topic Christians have debated for centuries. 
In 426, in City of God, Augustine argued that Christians 
should focus on eternal things and leave earthly matters to 
empire. But as the church grew more powerful, it became 
a political force, provoking criticism from many thinkers 
and reformers. In his 14th-century treatise Monarchia, for 
instance, poet Dante Alighieri argued that papal and imperial 
authority should exist in two separate spheres. 

Stephen F. Schneck

The separation of church and state is important not only to 
democracy but to our Catholic faith, says this scholar.

ÒSeparation of church and 
stateÓ has become something 
of a catchphrase in current 
political discourse. Where did the 
idea originate and what does it 
really mean?
0e idea has its origins in the European 
religious wars between Catholics and 
Protestants in the 16th and 17th centuries. 
I think that we all know enough history 
to realize just how horrible those were. 

Its origin also lies, to a certain extent, 
in the philosophy of humanism, which 
stems from that same historical period 
and which celebrates the dignity and the 
freedom of individual conscience. So you 
could say that its provenance lies with 
people like Erasmus, John Locke, RenŽ 
Descartes, and so on. Many of our cur-
rent ideas about things like human rights 
and liberal democracy emerge from that 
same milieu of humanist thought in the 
16th and 17th centuries.

What does the Catholic Church  
say about the relationship between 
faith and government? 
0e key document regarding the separa-
tion of church and state in the Catholic 
world is the churchÕs teaching as outlined 
in Dignitatis Humanae (On the Right of 
the Person), which was written by Paul VI 
in 1965. 

0at document, which is an apos-
tolic exhortation, somewhat echoes the 
First Amendment to the U.S. Constitu-
tion, in that it advocates for the free 

The idea that church and state should 
be separate became more popular dur-
ing the Enlightenment era, when the 
United States was founded. Yet the 
debates that happened for centuries 
prior to this suggest that separation of 
church and state is not a purely secular 
ideal. And as the boundary between 
church and state grows thinner, the 
question of what we owe to God and to 
Caesar has taken on a new urgency.

On a recent episode of the Glad You 
Asked podcast, political philosopher  
and activist Steven F. Schneck talked 
about where the ideal of separation and 
church and state comes from and clari-
Þed the institutional churchÕs view on 
this matter. Separation of church and 
state, Schneck pointed out, is closely 
connected with the rights of conscience 
and freedom of religion Ñmatters that 
Catholics take seriously.
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exercise of religion in society. Yet it also 
insists that both individual faith and 
institutionalized religion should be free 
from coercion by government. Digni-
tatis Humanae has been endorsed and 
enlarged by Pope St. John Paul II, by 
Benedict XVI, and by Pope Francis. So 
this is now a pretty central teaching in 
the churchÕs social magisterium.

Lately, the line between church 
and state is being blurred. The 
IRS has largely stopped enforcing 
the Johnson Amendment, which 
restricts ministers from endorsing 
candidates from the pulpit. What are 
the implications of these changes?
Well, the blurring is happening in a num-
ber of places, not just in regard to the 

Johnson Amendment. For example, weÕre 
seeing organized and strident calls from 
several quarters in our politics asking gov-
ernment to promote religion, particularly 
Christianity, and even for government to 
be an instrument of Christianity. 

3ese calls range from fringe notions 
like ÒTrump is GodÕs messengerÓ to 
more traditional e4orts, such as groups 
demanding that the Bible be taught in 
public schools and that the Ten Com-
mandments be posted in public places, 
and so forth. 

I would encourage Catholics to 
remember that we created our system of 
Catholic schools and hospitals back in 
the 19th century so we could practice our 
faith freely in a society that seemed to 
want to impose a version of Protestantism 

on Catholics. Catholics in the 19th cen-
tury knew 5rsthand why separation of 
church and state was so important. 

In regard to the Johnson Amendment: 
IÕm no expert on the IRS and tax laws as 
it relates to campaigns and so forth, but I 
can make a couple of general remarks. 

3e Johnson Amendment was named 
for President Lyndon Johnson. It was put 
in place back in the 1950s and argued 
that organizations like private schools, 
charities, and especially churches 
shouldnÕt be working for political cam-
paigns. If you think about churches in 
that context, you can see why the John-
son Amendment works to help protect 
the separation of church and state. 

In the past year, President Trump 
instructed the IRS through an executive 

The editors interview

Stephen F. Schneck
Commissioner, the United States 
Commission on International  
Religious Freedom 
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Catholic University of America
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Covenant 
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respect people who have beliefs that are 
di0erent from mine. And they should 
be able to advocate for whatever their 
faith inspires them to do in public life 
as well. 

Religious nationalism doesnÕt come 
from below. It would have the state 
impose faith from above. And it would 
not allow for a diversity of religious 
beliefs, but would instead, because itÕs 
all coming from the state and imposed 
by the power of the state, essentially be 
steamrolling over all the diversity of 
religion and replacing it with a single 
denominational interpretation of 
ChristianityÑor whatever the religion 
might be.

How does integralism relate to the 
questions about the relationship 
between church and state?
1e easiest way to understand Catholic 
integralism is as a Catholic version of 
Christian nationalism. Catholic inte-
gralists believe that the state ought not 
to be secular or neutral in regard to 
things like values, but instead should be 
an instrument of the Roman Catholic 
Church and the churchÕs teachings. 

order to no longer prosecute churches that 
engaged in political campaigning. 1is 
would weaken the Johnson2Amendment. 

I think thatÕs a big mistake. First, 
it would open the door for certain 
religious groups to become even more 
in3uential in shaping government. 
And of course, we have to ask what that 
means for those of us who donÕt belong 
to those groups. 

But secondly, I think itÕs a risk to 
religion. WeÕve already seen Americans, 
particularly young people, turning away 
from religion because they think that itÕs 
too political. 1ings like this would only 
make matters worse. I want my church to 
be about the gospels and the sacraments, 
not about political party platforms.

Some critics have argued that 
Christian nationalism is starting to 
Þll the space once held by the ideal 
of religious pluralism. Do you think 
thatÕs accurate?
I suppose it is. 1e promise of the Con-
stitution and the Bill of Rights was that 
Americans would be free to practice their 
faith, free to believe according to their 
personal discernment about matters of 
religion. So people of all faiths from all 
over the world came to the United States 
as a land of religious freedom. 

Now, of course, we know that 
promise was not always kept. Catholics, 
Mormons, Jews, and other religions 
and denominations have su0ered hor-
rible discrimination and sometimes 
even persecution. But the promise of 
religious freedom was always there. 

Christian nationalists essentially want 
to erase that promise. And frankly, not 
only is that not American, but itÕs also 
not Christian.

What would you say to the 
argument that, if Christianity  
is true, the nation should be run  
on Christian principles? I could 
even say, a truly Christian nation 
would welcome the stranger and 
care for the poor. WouldnÕt we  
want that?
My whole career in public life has been 
advocating for government to do the 
right thing, as inspired by my Catholic 
faith. So naturally, IÕm very much in 
favor of a role for faith in public life. 
But 4rst, I think the role of faith should 
come from below. By that, I mean that 
each of us as citizens should come to 
public life inspired by our faith. As 
citizens, we should try to move the 
government in the direction of what our 
faith is calling us to do. 

And secondly, my understanding 
of the importance of human dignity 
and the primacy of free conscience 
means that we really must allow for and 

Religion needs the state  
to provide justice in light of  

the common good.
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In the United States, churches as well as certain other 
nonproÞt entities are prohibited from endorsing political 
candidates if they want to keep their tax-exempt status 
with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). This restric-
tion is due to a provision in the U.S. tax code called the 
Johnson Amendment, named for then-senator Lyndon B. 
Johnson of Texas. 

Johnson proposed the bill in July 1954, and a month 
later it was added to the Internal Revenue Code of 1954. 
Later, when the code was revised as the Internal Rev-
enue Code of 1986, under President Ronald Reagan, the 
amendment remained. It was widely accepted without 
debate or controversy, on both occasions.

In recent years, some political Þgures have  
suggested that the amendment restricts freedom  
of speech and should be repealed. In 2016, Donald 
Trump worried that he was missing out on endorse-
ments from religious groups because they were afraid 
of losing their tax-exempt status. After his election, 
in 2017, he signed an executive order to ease the 
amendmentÕs restrictions. 

Defenders of the Johnson Amendment point  
out that churches already have fewer reporting  
requirements than other nonproÞt entities and that 
religious leaders are free to endorse candidates, so 
long as they do so in their status as private citizens.  
Repealing the amendment, they argue, would threaten 
religious independence, as this would open the door to 
political manipulation. 

Repealing the Johnson Amendment might also yield 
a situation in which powerful lobbying groups weaponize 
churches for their own ends. LaShawn Y. Warren, vice 
president of the Faith and Progressive Policy Initiative 
at the Center for American Progress, points out in an 
article on the organizationÕs site that without the John-
son Amendment, Òbillionaire donors could give anony-
mously, while simultaneously receiving a charitable tax 
deduction. Such an ability could exacerbate the lopsided 
inßuence of outside money in American elections.Ó 
According to these and other arguments, the Johnson 
Amendment, rather than restricting religion, actually 
serves to protect it.

The Catholic Church and 
the Johnson Amendment

In our traditional American and 
democratic way of thinking about 
society and public life, we believe the 
government should be guided by what 
citizens decide and limited by the rights 
of citizens. We live in a democracy, 
where government is supposed to be a 
servant to the people. As the Constitu-
tion says, we the people are sovereign. 

Integralists believe that such 
sovereignty should really belong to the 
Catholic Church and that government 
should be guided and limited by the 
Catholic religion and its teachings. ItÕs 
really pretty hard to square with any-
thing that weÕve come to know as Catho-
lics in the United States.

What would a ethical relationship 
between church and state  
look like, based on the churchÕs 
social teachings?
I think Pope Benedict has some insight-
ful things to say about this. One of 
his encyclicals, Deus Caritas Est (On 
Christian Love), speaks speci3cally to 
this. He starts by talking about Mat-
thewÕs gospel, where Jesus distinguishes 
between what belongs to Caesar and 
what belongs to God, separating church 
and state.

Pope Benedict takes this separation 
not to mean that there is no relation-
ship between church and state at all, 
but rather that they are interrelated. 

Religion needs the state, Pope Benedict 
argues, to provide justice in light of the 
common good. Yet the state cannot 
do that without citizens who seek the 
common good.

And the question is, where do we 3nd 
such citizens? Well, Benedict arguesÑ
and I love this argumentÑitÕs religion 
that provides the state with citizens who 
have that care for the common good. 

From this, Benedict concludes that 
the state ought never impose religion 
and that religion ought never rule over 
the state. Yet they need each other. 4e 
state needs to create a space or social 
order in which religions can thrive, 
guaranteeing religious freedom and 
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harmony among the religions, so the 
state gets the citizens that are necessary 
for the state to succeed in pursuing the 
common good.

WhatÕs at stake for ordinary 
Catholics if the wall between 
church and state continues 
to erode? 
For all the reasons IÕve already men-
tioned, separation of church and stateÑ
and its corresponding notion of religious 
freedomÑis bigger than just another 
political or legal disagreement. 0ese are 
essential elements of our rights in this 
country. Eroding that wall of separation 
puts these rights at risk.

As I said before, Catholics espe-
cially should feel this in their bones. 
It wasnÕt that long ago that an earlier 
version of nativist nationalism in the 
United States was prejudiced against our 
Catholic1beliefs, calling them un-Ameri-
can. And if you and I havenÕt experienced 

such discrimination in our lives today, 
we should ask our grandparents who do 
remember that kind of discrimination.

LetÕs not allow that sort of thing to 
happen again to us as Catholics, or to 
any other religion in this country.

What are some practical ways we 
can respond to the erosion of the 
wall between church and state? 
0e U.S. Conference of Catholic Bish-
ops has a number of documents that 
are just wonderful on these topics, and 
I would encourage everyone to go there. 
Dignitatis Humanae is a very readable 
apostolic exhortation that is available to 
everybody. More di2cult reading might 
be some of the encyclicals like Deus 
Caritas Est. Pope FrancisÕ Fratelli Tutti 
(On Fraternity and Social Friendship) is
another document IÕd1recommend. 

ItÕs interesting to note that faith-
based groups are out there on the ram-
parts trying to defend the separation of 

church and state, trying to protect reli-
gious freedom. And I would encourage 
Catholics to support, in whatever ways 
they can, e3orts by these groups, many 
of which are either Catholic or have large 
Catholic contingents. Support their e3ort 
to protect both freedom of religion and 
separation of church and state, because 
these two are so closely intertwined.

How are faith communities 
engaging with politics in 
constructive ways that 
strengthen democracy?
Some of the faith-based groups I just 
mentioned are active in our national 
and local politics on these issues. 0is 
is, I think, a very hopeful sign for the 
future. Since protecting the wall of sep-
aration between church and state and 
protecting religious freedom also go 
hand in1hand with protecting democ-
racy from authoritarianism.

By protecting the rights of conscience, 
the rights of faith, the rights of belief, weÕre 
really protecting our deepest freedoms 
from the stateÕs overreach. And if we lose 
those freedoms, democracy itself is com-
promised, possibly to the point of becom-
ing meaningless. We should 4nd inspira-
tion and hope in the work of faith-based 
groups that are out there in the trenches 
doing the hard work of trying to defend 
these fundamental rights.USC

This conversation is an edited and abridged version of an 
interview with Stephen Schneck on our Glad You Asked
podcast. To learn more or to listen to the entire interview, 
visit uscatholic.org/gya-schneck  or subscribe wherever you 
listen to podcasts.

Find out more: 
Listen to Glad You Asked

I want my church to be about the 
gospels and the sacraments, not 
about political party platforms.
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By Dani M. JimŽnez, from And Her Saints, a queer writer and illustrator 
from Costa Rica. She spends her time illustrating the holy in a way that is 
a!rming and representative of those on the margins of society.

A Bible verse that lodged itself in my adolescent mind was Romans 
9:13, a passage in which Paul references the book of Malachi: ÒAs it is 
written, ÔI [God] have loved Jacob, but I have hated Esau.Õ Ó Although 

I was a cradle Catholic, Calvinist ideas such as predestination seeped into my 
understanding of Christianity. From an early age, I accepted a fundamental 
truth: No amount of goodness on Earth could make me worthy of GodÕs love 
and salvation. I was either worthy or I wasnÕtÑand I was pretty sure I wasnÕt.

3e proof of GodÕs abhorrence toward me felt undeniable: I was a lesbian.
When I was 13, I came out to my mom for the 4rst time. I said, ÒI think I love 

a girl.Ó As I recall, her response was very stern: ÒNo, you do not.Ó Since we had 
guests coming over, she added only the dreaded, ÒWe will talk about this5later.Ó 

S
e

lf 
p

o
rt

ra
it 

by
 D

a
n

i M
. J

im
Ž

n
ez

Embracing identity and faith reveals the depth of GodÕs unconditional love.

Story of a soul
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0at night, I cowered and retracted my statement. ÒI1was con-
fused,Ó I said. ÒI donÕt love this girl. I just like her as a friend.Ó 
My mom le2 it at that.

Years passed, and I told no one about this incident. 0e 
weight of it only grew heavier when I transferred to a conser-
vative all-girls Catholic school. 0ere, I was taught that my 
queerness wasnÕt an acceptable part of my identity. If I were to 
claim it, IÕd no longer be a person but an ideology, an amor-
phous mass of otherness. My teachers equated homosexuality 
with pederasty; a life of queerness was synonymous with addic-
tion, substance abuse, sexual assault, mortal sin, and a prema-
ture, tragic death.

For three years, I kept my head down, causing as little 
trouble as possible, making myself so small I hoped to disap-
pear. 0e stress of those years led to a depression so profound 
I wouldnÕt wish it upon the very people who coached me to 
hate myself. By 16, I had not only lost my belief in God but also 
more than 120 pounds and any sense of a future. I was certain I 
wouldnÕt live past 18.

I thought once I had the diploma in my hands and was no 
longer in a conservative Catholic environment, IÕd be able to 
come out to my family and friends and be free of shame. But 
graduation rolled around in early 2020, and I still said nothing. 
College began in March, but I remained silent, merging myself 
with the slats of moldy wood at the back of my invisible closet. 

0en, COVID-19 lockdowns happened. 0e forced distance 
from that environment, combined with months of solitude, 
slowly led me to reconsider the possibility of GodÕs existence. 
I1devoured everything I couldÑfrom the gospels to the Quran, 
from commentaries to philosophical treatises.

And then, I read Story of a Soul by St. 0Žr•se of Lisieux.
By the time I 3nished, I had made my decision: I would 

go through with my con3rmation. It was like I had lived my 
entire life before dawnÕs 3rst light. A2er almost two decades 
of religious abuse, I let go of the false dogma that I was funda-
mentally evil, cursed, and hated. Old habits die hard, though. 
I went through a couple of months still certain I could live the 
rest of my life in the closet. I could be a nun. I would never have 
the temptation to date or, even worse, marry a girl. But religious 
vocations are not meant as an escape. 

Like Jonah, I was 4eeing God, except my task wasnÕt to be 
a prophet. GodÕs simple ask was to accept myself, love myself, 

and1be open about my identity. My call may not have been to 
save the city of Nineveh, but it seemed equally daunting. How 
could I go against everything I was taught? 

Sometime during the lockdown, I invited my mom to join 
me in live streaming Masses from Barcelona, Mexico City, Chi-
cago, Rome, and our local parish. We traveled the world during 
those Sunday Masses. I cherish those days. 

What follows is bizarre, and I beg you to bear with me. Each 
time my mother and I said the spiritual communion prayer 
together, IÕd feel the urge to come out. It was freaky; I wouldnÕt 
even be thinking about it, but then the words would bubble 
from within and remain on the tip of my tongue: ÒMom, IÕm 
gay.Ó I could never bring myself to actually say it. 

Weeks and months passed, and still, every single time my 
mother and I said the prayer together, I would push down the 
urge to come out. One day, though, as my mom and I were sit-
ting in front of the TV screen and I had that same bothersome 
feeling, I couldnÕt ignore it any longer. It was like a stirring in 
my coreÑnot necessarily my heart but my insides, from my 
chest to the tips of my 3ngers. I pushed it away. Not now. 

0en the gospel reading began: Matthew 25:14Ð30, the 
parable of the talents. I had heard it a thousand times before, 
but this time was di5erent. 0e words cut through my shame, 
slicing through everything I thought I was and believed to be 
true, turning it all on its head. Every day I spent in the closet 
was another day my talent lay buried in the ground. Was I the 
unfaithful servant? If I died without sharing my queerness, 
without being open and political about it, what would Jesus say?

Everything I haveÑmy art, my writing, my embroidery, 
even my breathÑcame from God. And I have this story. I am
this story. If I am to be a good steward of my talents, then IÕll 
be ChristÕs hands in this world and show every queer person 
struggling with self-hatred that God loves them. We are not 
broken. We are not an amorphous ideology of sin. We are GodÕs 
beloved, no matter what.

Tears 3lled my eyes as I listened to the homily. 0e priestÕs 
message was clear: Do not be afraid. Do not lose faith in God.

At 3rst, my mom was confusedÑnot by my queerness but 
by my distress. To my surprise, she treated my confession as 
natural, inconsequential. I was her child. Why would it matter if 
I was gay? But then, she saw the weight of my words, the e5ort it 
had taken to say them. She accepted me, reassured me, and told 
me she was sorry for her reaction all those years ago, that it had 
been a misunderstanding. Now she is my 3ercest ally, the one 
who holds me when a girl breaks my heart, the one who pushes 
me to show the world what I can do.

I chose not to make a grand coming-out announcement. 
Instead, I simply lived as if my queerness had always been 
known. And for the past three years, I have illustrated the way 
God reveals Godself to me: all-merciful, all-loving, all-forgiving.

By the end of my life, I hope I will have wrung out every last 
drop of the talents that guy from Nazareth gave me. USC

Everything I haveÑ 
my art, my writing,  

my embroidery, even my 
breathÑcame from God.



N!"#$%#& '(') *+,-./!01,.!&2 23

By Brittany Koteles, the cofounder and executive director of Land 
Justice Futures. She lives in Milwaukee, where she is a devoted 
auntie, runner, and writer.

Tucked into eight acres on Long IslandÕs Shinnecock 
Bay, St. JosephÕs Villa has been a place of respite 
and retreat since 1960, tended by the Sisters of 

St.3Joseph of Brentwood. Today, the land is home to a new and 
unexpected development: not another building project, but a 
thriving kelp farm. 

In recent decades, overdevelopment and a luxury tourism 
boom in the Hamptons have led to increased pollution and 
decreased water quality in Long IslandÕs bays. At the same 
time, the Villa has grown quieter, its use waning as the sisters 
age and local demographics change, meaning fewer people 
come on retreats. 

Amid these changes, six women, all members of the Shin-
necock Indian Nation, reached out to the sisters with a proposal: 
to start a regenerative kelp farm on the VillaÕs shoreline property. 
Kelp aids marine ecosystems in multiple ways: It3absorbs excess 
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Land justice is an opportunity for the church to redirect power, assets,  
and resources toward a more just and communal future.

Repair work

carbon dioxide, nitrogen, and phosphorus; it3helps reduce acid-
ity; and it provides food and habitat for an array of species.

Sister of St. Joseph Joan Gallagher says the answer to the 
proposal was obvious. ÒI just thought, this bay bears their peo-
plesÕ name,Ó she says. ÒHow could we say no?Ó

Now entering its sixth planting season, the Shinnecock 
Kelp Farmers are cleansing local waters through a blend of 
ancestral tradition and cutting-edge scienceÑand serving as 
a beacon of ecological renewal. And the sisters, meanwhile, 
are discovering how the land can serve the wider community, 
even as they prepare for a time when they will no longer be 
able to be its caretakers. 
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0e Catholic Church owns more land than any private insti-
tution on Earth. If more Catholic communities and landowners 
followed the example of St. JosephÕs Villa, perhaps these proper-
ties could become sites of repair, relationship, and hope. 

0is is the work of Land Justice Futures, which helps 
Catholic sisters and other religious communities make choices 
about their land that align with their mission and serve the 
common good. For the past three years, weÕve accompanied 
more than 20 communities of sisters as they envision more 
creative and just futures for the lands, buildings, and proper-
ties they own. 

0is is a transitional time for church infrastructure in the 
United States. As Catholic orders age and as parishes close, we 
are approaching one of the largest transitions of religious land-
holdings in history. 0is could be an opportunity for the church 
to spearhead a once-in-a-millennium redirection of power, 
assets, and resources toward a more just and communal future. 

The hidden history of land and law
In the 1400s, the Vatican issued three decrees that gave Chris-
tian rulers of European nations permission to Òconquer, van-
quish, capture, and subdueÓ non-Christian lands and people. 
0ese documents declared non-Christian land ÒemptyÓ and 
therefore fair for the taking. 

0e so-called doctrine of discovery became the legal and 
moral backbone for centuries of colonization and eventually 
a cornerstone of U.S. property law. As recently as 2005, Ruth 
Bader Ginsburg cited it in a majority opinion, writing, ÒUnder 
the Ôdoctrine of discovery,Õ fee title to the lands occupied by 
Indians when the colonists arrived became vested in .1.1. the dis-
covering European nation.Ó 

0e Vatican o2cially repudiated the doctrine of discov-
ery in 2023. Yet U.S. law still rests on the assumption that the 
popeÕs 15th-century decree gives Christian nations ownership 
of lands already inhabited by Indigenous people. 0at violent 
3ction has real-life implications: By 1914, 84 percent of land 
on Earth was colonized by Christian Europe, which displaced, 
killed, and enslaved hundreds of millions of native people in 
the process.

Land justice in motion
Land justice asks us to face this history honestly and to ask 
how we can use the land in our care to start making amends. 
0is is not a matter of simply rethinking estate and property 
planning; itÕs a wholly di4erent approach to property, which 
looks at land through the lens of history. 0is means rejecting 
the myths we tell ourselves about land ownershipÑmyths that 
suggest that anyone powerful enough to seize land automati-
cally owns it, or that it is morally acceptable for a few wealthy 
people to hold more property than they could ever possibly 
work or use.

In contrast to business-as-usual real estate, land justice is 
about resourcing sites of repair, reciprocity, and common care. 
And land justice can occur within all kinds of geographies, 
3nancial situations, property types, and legal realities. 

One example of land justice is when a Methodist minister, 
a5er learning about the violent history of Black farmland loss, 
donated 80 acres of her farm to a Black-led farming cooperative. 
She kept 20 acres for her family, saying, ÒIÕm not giving my land 
awayÑIÕm trading it for the worldÕs best neighbors!Ó 

In another example, a Minneapolis retreat center 
proactively sought out a collective of Black, queer artists and 
activists to inherit the center and cocreated a property tran-
sition plan with them. Together, they determined a below-
market price that would cover the ownersÕ needs, an ample 
timeline for crowdfunding, and shared fundraising e4orts. 

And still another: A Presbyterian church in upstate New 
York, a5er dwindling to a dozen congregants, gi5ed their prop-
erty to Sweetwater Cultural Center, a Ramapough-led place for 
educating people about and nourishing Indigenous lifeways. 

Each of these communities shows how land can be a site of 
healing, justice, and relationship. 0ere is no one-size-3ts-all 
solution in the work of land justiceÑit involves a set of prac-
tices that each community can discern how to embody. Any 
Christian landownerÑand anyone else motivated to work for 
reconciliationÑcan embrace its core principles: understanding 
the history of their land, getting creative with solutions, and 
prioritizing relationships.

Study and acknowledge history
Understanding the history of how our spaces were built and how 
we came to live on the lands where we live can lead to a richer 
understanding of relationship and what we owe one1another.

For example, while researching their propertyÕs history, 
the Franciscan Sisters of Little Falls discovered that the man 
who donated the congregationÕs motherhouse to them in 1891 
was also a speculator who pro3ted from forcing Indigenous 
people in Minnesota from the area during the lumber boom. He 
worked with the government to trap tribes in debt in order to 
seize their land, clear-cutting hundreds of thousands of acres of 
valuable white pines in the process.

Having learned this, the sisters committed to supporting 
the Dakota peopleÕs e4orts for land recovery and restoration. 
0ey joined Dakota-led e4orts for land recovery through prayer, 
fundraising, and community support. Months later, the two 
groupsÑperhaps unlikely alliesÑare now exploring the long-
term return of one of the sistersÕ properties to the Dakota. 

Prepare to get creative 
Traditional real estate transactions are designed to favor 
those with wealth and privilege. Communities that want their 
land to be used for reconciliation instead of using the sale for 
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3nancial gain o4en need to 3nd their own pathÑ3nancially, 
legally, and relationally. 5e good news is that there are many 
creative options to 3gure this out.

For example, the John Woolman Quaker School gave 
its property to the Nisenan Tribe of Nevada City Rancheria. 
However, there was initially a tension between the schoolÕs 
3nancial obligations and their commitment to justice. With 
the support of land justice practitioners, the group was able to 
structure a sale that covered WoolmanÕs costs while honoring 
the tribeÕs vision. Together, they launched a national Quaker 
crowd funding campaign that raised the needed funds. A4er a 
successful campaign, the tribe purchased the property in 2023. 

Put relationships Þrst
In Laudato SiÕ (On Care for our Common Home), Pope Fran-
cis makes clear that hearing the Òcry of the Earth and the cry 
of the poorÓ isnÕt a two-step processÑthe two are inseparable. 
What if the church approached land discernment with a gospel-
inspired commitment to those margins? A4er all, access to land 
has never been more criticalÑor more unequal. Ninety-eight 
percent of private land in the United States is owned by white 
people and institutions. 

5e history of the land is o4en the story of severed rela-
tionships. Land justice is about healing those broken ties 
between us and the land, with other people, and with God. 
Doing this work requires creativity and commitment, since it 
means 3nding the people most o4en excluded from the land 
market, taking the time to build trust with them, and asking 
what repair looks like from their perspective. 

In practice, this might mean proactively searching for 
potential stewards, setting up 6exible terms and timelines, 
and honoring the needs and vision of the partners. While 
the doctrine of discovery was designed to let a few privileged 
people claim the land exclusively for themselves, creating 
less space for others, land justice creates more space for right 
relationships.

Land justice isnÕt something just for landowners to 
pursue, however. 5e call to heal and repair is for all of us. 
At a time when so much seems at riskÑdemocracy, the 
Earth, our communitiesÑperhaps the very instability of 
this moment could become a sacred opportunity. Together, 
we can work to redirect the 6ow of power and resources 
toward a more regenerative and communal future. Wher-
ever we are, thatÕs where the work begins. USC
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by Cassidy Klein

     MERCY OVER  
JUDGMENT

               Although annulments arenÕt new, it may be time  

for the church to reconsider their impact Ñespecially  

           for people who have been abused in their marriages. 

Anna (her name is changed here for safety reasons) was in a decades-
long marriage that she came to understand as emotionally abusive. 
When people outside of her family and circle began to point out 

the harmful dynamics to her, ÒI thankfully learned to understand what was 
going on in my household with my husbandÕs behavior toward myself and 
my children,Ó she says.

A0er getting divorced, AnnaÕs ex initiated the annulment process in the 
church, and Anna chose to participate. But Anna felt dismissed and dis-
heartened by how the judges engaged with her petition. 

1e annulment process, she found, Òcan be almost complicit in assisting 
the abusive individual to continue mistreatment of the other spouse,Ó she 
says, because the process relies a lot on individual testimonies. ÒA lot of times 
[the judges] take the word of the spouses, and that can be very unsettling,Ó 
which in her case involved a Òpartner whoÕs writing intentionally dishonestly 
because he thinks that might enable him to get an annulment.Ó

In the statements for the annulment deci-
sion, one of the judges Òmade the comment that 
abuse was overused,Ó Anna says. ÒPeople assume 
that someone would be just throwing that term 
around. But I think itÕs important for everyday 
Catholics and everybody in our society to under-
stand that if someone uses that term, we should 
see if they need help.Ó

Father David Klein, the judicial vicar for the 
Diocese of Camden, New Jersey, says of all annul-
ment cases he sees, Òover 50 percent of the cases 
involve some kind of abuse, manipulation, or 
control of one party over the other, whether thatÕs 
physical, verbal, or emotional.Ó He continues on 
to say, ÒItÕs a very prominent experience that IÕve 
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Cassidy Klein is a journalist and writer living in 
Chicago. Read more of her work at cassidyrklein.
weebly.com.

noticed over the years,Ó most commonly emotional 
and verbal abuse.

Similarly, in Chicago, Father Chuck Dahm, 
who directs Domestic Violence Outreach, where 
he accompanies survivors of domestic violence, 
says judges in the Chicago tribunal told him that 
about half of all annulment cases are connected to 
domestic violence. 

ÒI would like to see more people that have 
been educated to understand what could be going 
wrong in a marriage and a family, recognize those 
signs, and then know how to help those people,Ó 
Anna says.3

Kelsey Leick, a mother and sales coordinator 
in Omaha, Nebraska, went through the annulment 
process a few years ago. Based on how other Catho-
lics reacted to her story, she believes ÒthereÕs a really 
fundamental misunderstanding of divorce and 
annulment in the church,Ó she says. 

4is misunderstanding has caused a lot of 
pain, according to Leick. For Catholics, including 
those who havenÕt experienced divorce or annul-
ments 5rsthand, knowing what annulments are, 
what the process entails, and listening to the sto-
ries of those who have gone through them can help 
foster a culture of greater mercy and understand-
ing in the church. 

What is an annulment?
Klein says he o6en tells people that an annulment 
Òis not a Catholic divorce.Ó When someone peti-
tions a tribunal to have their former marriage 
annulled, ÒweÕre looking at whether or not these 
two people validly entered a sacramental mar-
riage,Ó he says. 

An annulment is also called a declaration of 
nullity, meaning Òthere never was a marriage. It 
was null from the beginning,Ó Dahm says. Because 
marriage is a sacrament that canÕt be broken, Òit 
can only be declared never formed,Ó he says.

Laura Morrison, a canon lawyer and part-time 
tribunal judge, says the annulment process exam-
ines Òwhat was in the minds of the parties at the time 
they said, ÔI do.Õ Ó About 65 percent of MorrisonÕs cli-
ents are non-Catholics seeking to convert who must 
gain annulments to be able to do so, she says.

4ere are di7erent ÒgroundsÓ for an annul-
ment, meaning a declaration of nullity has to fall 
into certain criteria. 4e most common grounds 
for a declaration of nullity are ignorance (some-
one was unaware of how the church understands 

marriage and desired something contrary to that 
understanding such as an open marriage), inability 
(they were not free to enter a marriage, whether 
through coercion, addiction, or inability to consent 
to a marriage), or insincerity (someone was not 
planning to be faithful or not willing to commit to 
what the church asks spouses to commit to, such as 
refusing to be open to having children). 

ÒWeÕd investigate their family of origin, their 
adolescence, whether or not there was any kind 
of family trauma or dysfunction that could have 
a7ected their ability to make a rational decision 
regarding marriage to a particular person at a par-
ticular time,Ó Klein says. 

4ere are also di7erent kinds of annulments, 
including documentary and formal cases. Docu-
mentary cases are a bit simpler, Morrison says: ÒFor 
example, if you were baptized Catholic and you 
were married outside the church, like on a forest 
preserve or in another faith tradition, without hav-
ing received a dispensation permission, the mar-
riage is not valid. You can prove that with di7erent 
documentary information.Ó

If that doesnÕt apply, then there must be a 
formal or solemn case involving a trial and inves-
tigation of the marriage process. ÒIt can go on for 
a very, very long time, inordinately sometimes,Ó 
Morrison says. During that time, Òpeople are in 
limbo about being able to marry or being able to 
come into the church. ItÕs hard on people.Ó Mor-
rison says both spouses do not need to agree to an 
annulment for it to be granted.

Another question Klein gets a lot is around chil-
dren: ÒWe do not declare any children illegitimate,Ó 
he says. Ò4at is a civil consideration, because a 
childÕs birth certi5cate is not given to them by a 

ÒAbout half of all annulment 
cases are connected to 
domestic violence.Ó
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church; it is given to them by the state. So we have 
no ability to decide the legitimacy or illegitimacy of 
any children born in a marriage.Ó

0e judges who investigate the process make 
up a tribunal court. Klein, who is a judicial vicar, is 
required to have a canon law degree. Judges can be 
clergy or laypeople, but they must have a degree in 
canon law. Each diocese has its own tribunal court, 
and they have a chain of hierarchical authority that 
goes up all the way to the Vatican appeals court, the 
Roman Rota. Most of the cases tribunals handle 
center around annulments, though they also see 
cases around clergy sexual abuse, parish mergers, 
and more. 

ÒTribunals are the church court of the bishop 
of the diocese,Ó Klein says. ÒChurch government 
is set up in a similar way to our civil government, 
with the executive, judicial, and legislative power 
centered in the bishop.Ó 0e judicial vicar must be 
a priest because Òthey share in that direct judicial 
power of the bishop himself.Ó

0ere are also volunteers, called advocates, 
who have been trained throughout dioceses to help 
people begin the paperwork for annulments. 0ey 
donÕt need a canon law degree, yet not every dio-
cese has advocates, Klein says.

History of annulments
While earlier theologians talked about the mean-
ing of marriage and referred to it as a sacrament, 
the Catholic Church added marriage as an o1cial 
sacrament in 1563. During the Council of Trent, 
marriage was written into canon law and became 
the seventh sacrament.

Dahm says that before marriage was declared a 
sacrament, bishops and priests would witness and 
bless a marriage, though it wasnÕt a general rule 
that they had to. 

ÒIf you go back to the period between 1000 and 
1500, all marriages were civil,Ó Dahm says. ÒMar-
riage wasnÕt a sacrament. What does a sacrament 

mean? It means it re2ects ChristÕs love for the 
church. ChristÕs love for the church is unbreakable. 
So if marriage re2ects that, then marriage is 
unbreakable.Ó 0is understanding of marriage 
wasnÕt common until the Council of Trent. 

Even before marriage was considered a sacra-
ment, the church recognized that Ònot everyone 
entered valid marriages,Ó Klein says. 0ey still used 
annulments, though the process has changed over 
the years. 0e most famous case is that of Henry 
VIII, who requested an annulment from his 3rst 
wife in 1527, which the pope refused.

Annulments are not new in the history of the 
church, but their Òuse has certainly blossomed 
exponentially in the last century or so,Ó Klein says.

It is important to emphasize to those going 
through the annulment process that Òthe church 
is not nullifying your wedding; theyÕre only recog-
nizing that it never existed as a sacrament,Ó Dahm 
says. Ò0atÕs an important distinction, because that 
empowers laypeople to say, ÔI donÕt need the church 
to tell me that my marriage was not a sacrament; I 
lived it, and I know it wasnÕt.Õ Ó

Klein says as di1cult as the annulment process 
can be, he has seen how it can be healing. People 
walk into his o1ce Òlooking like theyÕre carrying 
the weight of the world on their shoulders,Ó he 
says. ÒBut by opening up about what has happened 
to them and what led them to make the decision 
they did to get married, it helps them gain some 
insight in saying, ÔI made a mistake, but I am not 
a mistake.Õ 0at can be the beauty of the process 
handled well.Ó

Personal stories
Joe Pagetta, a father, writer, and museum worker 
in Nashville, initially dropped out of the annul-
ment process and picked it back up years later. 
When he wanted to get remarried a4er his 
divorce, he asked his parish priest about the pos-
sibility of getting an annulment. His priest told 
him there was only one route he could go, which 
was to rely on psychological grounds that would 
require expert witnesses of therapists or psycholo-
gists, he says. 

ÒWhat was presented to me felt hurtful to my 
former wife,Ó he says. ÒDivorce is painful enough. It 
seemed odd that I would go back to her three years 
later with this ground for annulment. It just didnÕt 
seem like an option. 0atÕs when [the priest] told 
me that I couldnÕt receive communion if I decided 
to get remarried.Ó

ÒBetween 1000 and 1500, all 
marriages were civil. Marriage 

wasnÕt a sacrament.Ó
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Pagetta chose to get remarried outside the 
church and didnÕt pursue an annulment. ÒI did 
receive communion at di3erent places. But a4er a 
while, it sort of feels like youÕre running away from 
the law,Ó he says. One day, that same priest called 
him out for receiving communion. 

A few years later, his twin daughters were 
preparing for their 5rst communion, and Pagetta 
decided to revisit the annulment process. 6is 
time, when he picked the petition back up, the 
priest who helped him noted that because PagettaÕs 
5rst wife was previously married, she wasnÕt free to 
marry Pagetta, so the marriage was invalid. Ò6e 
fact that no one told me that until I had spent two 
or three years going down this other path was frus-
trating to me,Ó he says. 

From his experience going through the pro-
cess, Pagetta says, ÒIt doesnÕt seem like anyone 
has looked at [the annulment process] in decades. 
Human nature probably hasnÕt changed much in 
decades, but the circumstances in which we live 
have certainly changed.Ó 

Leick says her experience of getting an annul-
ment was overall positive and came as a relief. Leick 
was married for over nine years and found out her 
former spouse had been cheating on her with men. 
Leick decided to 5le for an annulment and met with 
a deacon through the Archdiocese of Omaha.

ÒMy ex and I had a pretty amicable divorce, 
and weÕve always been civil or friendly,Ó she says. 
ÒObviously, he was in a place where he wasnÕt going 
to get remarried in the Catholic Church. But he 
knew that that was something that I was open to in 
the future, so he went along with it.Ó

Leick 5nished the paperwork in a few hours. 
6e judges wanted to investigate psychological 
grounds with her exÑhe had been seeing a Catho-
lic counselor for most of their marriage, and Òpart 
of what they were doing in that counseling rela-
tionship was working on his Ôsame-sex attraction,Õ Ó 
Leick says. ÒI donÕt like using that phrase now, but 
thatÕs what they called it.Ó

6e judges asked LeickÕs ex to sign a release 
so7they could talk to his therapist. Ò6e implica-
tion was, if we donÕt talk to his therapist, we donÕt 
have enough information to grant this annul-
ment,Ó she says. ÒRequiring that was just weird 
and uncomfortable.Ó

6e way fellow Catholics reacted to her 
divorce, however, was more painful than going 
through the annulment process. Some Catholics 
Òlike to say that getting divorced is a sin,Ó she7says. 

But7tribunals require someone to be civilly 
divorced before they can seek an annulment.

ÒIt also hurts to hear Catholics say that divorce 
is worse for my kids. In my circumstance, I had 
people tell me that I needed to stay to Ô5xÕ my ex-
husband. I had people tell me that it was a sin to get 
divorced, but also I couldnÕt expose my children to 
my ex-husbandÕs lifestyle, so I needed to make sure 
that I got full custody. None of this made any sense 
to me,Ó she says. 

Leick says she has a Òpositive coparenting 
relationshipÓ with her ex. ÒI would rather have my 
children in the situation that theyÕre in right now 
than still be married and have my kids living in 
an unhappy home, which is going to come with its 
own trauma,Ó she says. ÒUnless youÕre living in that 
marriage, you donÕt know whatÕs going on.Ó

Patty Breen, a writer and director of mis-
sion services at a Catholic hospital in Michigan, 
got married in her 20s and was divorced by 31. 
Because she worked in parish ministry, she was 
familiar with the annulment process and found 
her own process healing. ÒI know not every Cath-
olic 5nds it that way. IÕm glad I did it; I think itÕs 
important to look at a marriage and take respon-
sibility for that version of yourself, to look at why 
it didnÕt work,Ó she says.

As Breen has Òtalked to many women over the 
years and written about it online and spoken about 
it publicly, I do believe the annulment process 
exists out of GodÕs mercy,Ó she says. ÒDivorced peo-
ple arenÕt bad. Jesus doesnÕt hate divorced people. 
He hates that divorce exists, but sometimes thatÕs 
the only option.Ó

She points out that people are marrying less 
and getting married older. Ò6e church has to take 
this into considerationÓ and o3er Òbetter resources 
to support divorced people, even civilly remarried 
people, because sometimes they have reasons for 
doing that, too,Ó she says. 

Beverly Willett, a lawyer and mother who 
converted to Catholicism a4er her divorce, says 
she is Òstill married as far as the Catholic Church 
goes.Ó A4er Willett became Catholic, she asked 
her priest about obtaining an annulment and 
researched possible grounds. She ended up not 
pursuing one, because she did not want to reach 
back out to her exÑwho had had an a3airÑand 
felt like a declaration of nullity of her marriage 
wasnÕt authentic to how she felt about the mar-
riage vows she upheld. ÒI believed that my vow 
was independent of his,Ó she says. 
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Willett says there needs to be more support 
in the annulment process for the Òpeople who are 
faithful to their marriages.Ó

An important step to improving the annul-
ment process is to have Òhard data,Ó Willett says, 
about the percentages of annulments that are being 
pursued, how many are granted and not granted, 
the reasons why people drop out, and more.

Dahm is also frustrated at the lack of record 
keeping. He emphasizes that there is no study 
of marriage tribunals in the United States on a 
national, large-scale level. Ò0ey all operate indi-
vidually,Ó he says. 

Anna understands why people might drop out 
of the annulment process or even leave the church 
because of it. ÒIf I didnÕt have a strong dedication 
to my faith, I may have also been in the same situ-
ation, because it didnÕt feel as if I was being sup-
ported,Ó she says. 

Dahm has known numerous survivors of 
domestic violence who have dropped out of the 
annulment process because they 1nd it retrauma-
tizing, he says. 

Similarly, Klein most o2en hears that people 
drop out because the process was Òtoo painful for 
them to resurface a lot of those old emotions and 
relive the experiences,Ó he says. 

Anna says she wouldnÕt mind seeing people pay 
on a sliding scale for their annulment and those 
funds going toward training people on tribunals 
about domestic violence and abuse.

Payment for annulments depends on the dio-
cese. Leick didnÕt have to pay and says the Arch-
diocese of Omaha wouldnÕt even accept goodwill 
gestures, which she appreciated, because Òin an 
annulment, everyone should have equal footing.Ó

In Camden, the fees for an annulment are 
$800, Klein says. ÒIt does cost thousands of dollars 
for annulments to be processed; however, most tri-
bunals are heavily subsidized by their dioceses.Ó

Part of the reforms Pope Francis made for 
annulments in 2015 was Òchallenging all tribunals 
not to make any assessments or fees applicable to the 
annulment process. We havenÕt quite reached that 
point, but our fees have not increased,Ó Klein3says. 

Anna hopes that tribunals will start o4ering 
surveys for people seeking annulments and going 
through the process, asking: ÒDid you feel heard? 
How did you feel about the Catholic Church when 
you started? How did you feel about the Catho-
lic Church when you 1nished the process?Ó She 
says, ÒPeople who are actually establishing these 

processes, they likely donÕt know what it feels like 
to go through the experience. ItÕs good to have 
insights from all these people.Ó

Understanding abuse
Dahm believes the Canon Law Society of America 
should take more seriously that so many annul-
ment cases are connected to abuse and advocate 
for trainings for judges. Klein says the Camden 
tribunal hasnÕt had speci1c training about abuse. 
ÒCertainly [abuse] would be an excellent topic for 
us to address,Ó he says. 

Because tribunals are required to examine the 
relationship at the time of the wedding, they donÕt 
always consider the fact that abuse happens over 
time. 0e requirement to have witnesses can also 
be a barrier for some victims of domestic violence, 
Dahm says. He recalls a case where an abusive 
spouse wouldnÕt let his wife have a job, go to school, 
have friends, or leave their apartment. 

Dahm helped her 1ll out the questionnaire for 
the annulment, a process that ended up taking three 
years. ÒBecause she was kept sequestered, she could 
not 1nd any witnesses,Ó Dahm says. ÒI thought it 
was outrageousÑthey didnÕt believe her.Ó

A lot of times, priests donÕt know parishioners 
are experiencing domestic violence, Dahm says. He 
o2en tells priests the statistics that 1 in 4 women 
and 1 in 9 men are victims of domestic violence. If 
there are 400 people in the pews on Sunday, statisti-
cally, ÒthatÕs huge. YouÕve got dozens and dozens of 
people who have experienced this, or are experienc-
ing it today, and you never say anything about it.Ó

Dahm received a call recently from a victim of 
domestic violence who said her priest told her to 
do everything she can to save her marriage because 
thatÕs the most important thing for her and her 
children. ÒI said, no, it isnÕt,Ó Dahm says. ÒYour 
safety is, and the safety of your children is. But 
there are priests saying this, because they value the 
sanctity and the indissolubility of marriage more 
than they value the safety of the victim.Ó

Although he experienced deep relief at getting 
his annulment, Òit doesnÕt take away the pain,Ó Pag-
etta says. ÒI feel very lucky that I was able to pick 
up the petition again. I was able to talk to the right 
people who helped me. But there are so many folks 
who have not.Ó 

Ò0ere seemed to be a lot of judgment in my 
process and not a lot of mercy,Ó Pagetta says. Ò0ere 
are a lot of folks out there, I think, who could use 
some mercy.Ó USC
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I
n an era de3ned by climate change, global disease outbreaks, bouts of 

bloody war, newly empowered authoritarian movements, and rising politi-

cal violence, itÕs easy to believe that the end times are coming.

in on how the contemporary American view of 
apocalypse 3rst took root and developed into the 
kinds of pop culture portrayals we see today. He 
traces the story of a distinctly evangelical reading of 
Revelation that seems to reinvent itself in the face of 
each new global catastrophe. Although our current 
views of the apocalypse are relatively modern, their 
in4uence is5profound.

¥ ¥ ¥

Film director Richard DonnerÕs 1976 horror clas-
sic !e Omen, which, though it may lack critical 
accolades, has secured its status in pop culture, has 
its share of shocking scenes. 6ere is a nanny who 
hangs herself at a 5-year-oldÕs birthday party, that 
same child riding his tricycle through his familyÕs 
mansion and knocking his mother o7 of a balcony 
so that sheÕll miscarry, and even the discovery 
half-way through the movie that the woman who 
actually delivered him was apparently a jackal, 

Where do U.S. CatholicsÕ beliefs about the apocalypse actually come from?

Last things

By Ed Simon, who is public humanities special 
faculty in the English Department of Carnegie 
Mellon University. In addition to being editor of 6e 
Pittsburgh Review of Books, he is the author of several 
titles, including 6e Dove and the Dragon (Fortress 
Press) and DevilÕs Contract (Melville House), named 
one of the best books of 2024 by 6e New Yorker.
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6atÕs why we asked readers like you to explain 
what they actually believe about those end times. 
Whether or not weÕre currently living through the 
apocalypseÑor a zombie uprising is just around 
the cornerÑitÕs helpful to talk to other people in the 
pews about what they might think the future holds.

We also asked Ed Simon, author of Writing 
During the Apocalypse (Bloomsbury), to weigh 
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a narrative which is ostensibly supposed to be 
inspired by the biblical book of Revelation. 

!e Omen is very much a product of its social 
and political context. DonnerÕs 0lm is a time cap-
sule of American preoccupations and paranoia in 
the bicentennial year, a movie made at the height of 
national malaise and in the radioactive a1erglow of 
the Manson Family and Altamont, Watergate and 
the fall of Saigon. More than that, !e Omen is part 
of the pop culture explosion that pre0gured the 
ÒSatanic PanicÓ and that included (better) movies 
such as Roman PolanskiÕs 1968 RosemaryÕs Baby 
and William FriedkinÕs 1973 !e Exorcist. 

2e Satanic Panic itself, which fully erupted by 
the 1980s and saw a hysteria around supposed dev-
ilish in3uence in everything from heavy metal rock 
music to the role-playing game Dungeons & Drag-
ons, was one element in !e OmenÕs popularity. 
Most importantly, howeverÑand related to both 
the general social, cultural, and political context as 
well as the speci0c nature of the Satanic PanicÑ!e 
Omen was in3uenced by a particularly evangelical 
Protestant understanding of the apocalypse. 

Where !e Exorcist, despite the controversy 
surrounding it within some elements of the church, 
was a consummately Catholic 0lm in its depic-
tion of the psychologically tortured Father Karras 
sacri0cing himself to save the life of a single child, 
!e Omen hewed to a speci0cally evangelical con-
ception of eschatology that (in part because of the 
movie) has made such perspectives a mainstay of 
American culture, religious or secular. 

Both the director and the screenwriter of !e 
Omen were secular Jews, and yet the evangelical 
Protestant belief in Òpremillennial dispensation-
alismÓÑthat is, the understanding that a 0gure 
called the Antichrist will reign during a period of 
worldwide tribulation until the return of Christ 
and the inauguration of the millenniumÑis replete 
throughout the movie. Indeed, screenwriter David 
Seltzer took inspiration from evangelist Hal Lind-
seyÕs 1970 bestseller !e Late Great Planet Earth 
and his claim to o4er a Òdirect account of the most 
thrilling, optimistic view of what the future could 
hold for any individual.Ó Lindsey reads any number 
of contemporary events, from NATO to the forma-
tion of Israel, through an eschatological gloss that 
in his estimation proves the coming of the Anti-
christ (but thus also the coming of Christ). 

Like many American evangelicals, Lind-
sey inherited a particular narrative of what the 
end of the world will look like, and much of 

the apocalyptic accoutrement associated with 
ArmageddonÑthe rapture or the tribulation, for 
exampleÑowes its interpretations to a variety 
of Protestantism that is basically a novelty of the 
19th-century American series of revivals known 
as the Second Great Awakening. 2e rapture, 
wherein itÕs believed that all of those who are 
saved in Christ will be spared the horrors of the 
tribulation and so bodily ascend into heaven, is 
mentioned nowhere in Revelation (nor is the Anti-
christ, for that matter). 

Nonetheless, this variety of eschatologyis com-
mon throughout American pop culture. Even for 
those whoÕve never read Revelation, or know what 
premillennial dispensationalism is, thatÕs become 
the primary understanding of what the word apoc-
alypse means in a religious context. 

2e original de0nition of the word apocalypse 
was Òuncovering, revealing something not previ-
ously known.Ó 2e Oxford English Dictionary didnÕt 
associate the term with the end of the world until the 
1980s. However, since then, the previous meaning 
has quickly become subsumed by popular culture.

According to Box Magazine, during the 1976 
commencement address of the California Graduate 
School of 2eology, a nondenominational evangeli-
cal institution now known as Haven University, a 
speaker praised !e Omen for Òdaringly taking a 
step into a new type of dramatization of a biblical 
doctrine,Ó while the trade publication Daily Vari-
ety reported that same year that Roman Catholic 
Church o5cials condemned DonnerÕs movie pre-
cisely for its biblical inaccuracy (including invented 
verses of Revelation). 

2is di4erence of theological opinion is crucial, 
for while believers and non-believers alike might 
assume that belief in things like the rapture and 
tribulation have a long history within Christianity, 
such premillennial dispensationalism is historically 
recent and a minority opinion. While there were 
o1en quite fervent apocalyptic currents within the 
church during the Middle Ages, the church itself 
has largely hewed to a position of Òamillennialism,Ó 
which reads Revelation as largely a spiritual and 
historical allegory, a position that admittedly lends 
itself to less dramatic horror movies. 

But, for the bulk of Americans, the depiction 
of apocalypse in 0lms such as !e Omen simply is
the apocalypse. According to a 2022 Pew Research 
Center study, 39 percent of Americans believe 
that Òwe are living in the end times.Ó 2at number 
jumps to 63 precent for evangelical Protestants, but 

of uscatholic.org 
readers surveyed 

have worried 
about the 

apocalypse.

33%
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is still 27 percent for Catholics. A Pew Research 
Center poll from 12 years earlier reported that 41 
percent of Americans expect Jesus Christ to return 
to Earth by 2050. 

In When Time Shall be No More: Prophecy 
Belief in Modern American Culture (Belknap Press), 
historian Paul Boyertheorizes how there are Òthose 
super3cially secular individuals who exhibit little 
overt prophecy interest, but whose worldview is 
nevertheless shaped to some degree by residual 
or latent concepts of . . . last things.Ó Pop culture 
is replete with apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic 
books and 3lms where there is nary anything 
theological, from Cormac McCarthyÕs !e Road to 
Emily St. John MandelÕs Station Eleven, the zombie 
horror of !e Walking Dead and Danny BoyleÕs 28 
Days Later franchise, and of course the entire cin-
ematic oeuvre of director Roland Emmerich. 

None of these works are explicitly evangeli-
cal, much less even Òreligious,Ó but they do re4ect 
that American preoccupation with sudden and 
dramatic revelations, with the violence of a rapidly 
approaching 3nal day. 5ey also re4ect their times, 
much as !e Omen did. 

When people are asked about their belief 
in the apocalypse, their answers must be read 
amidst the current political, economic, cultural, 
social, and ecological situation which can seem, 
well, apocalyptic. Growing inequity, increasing 
authoritarianism, widespread social alienation, 
and the overwhelming specter of climate change 
understandably feel like harbingers of the end of 
the world (with some irony, most polls show that 
believers in a literal apocalypse are the same people 
who minimize the worst e6ects of global warming). 

When the 91 climate scientists who coau-
thored 2018Õs United Nations Intergovernmental 
Report on Climate Change concluded that our 
unfolding environmental catastrophe has Òno 
documented historical precedentÓ and that we 
only have until 2030 to stave o6 the worst e6ects of 
global warming, many of us canÕt help but feel like 
there are reasons to believe in apocalypse beyond 
the merely prophetic. 

Perhaps thatÕs the same as it ever was, even if 
we are living in a historically unprecedented age. 
A7er all, Christ says in the Gospel of Matthew that 
before his return, Ònation will rise against nation 
and kingdom against kingdom, and there will be 
famines and earthquakes in various places,Ó but 
when is that ever not the case? For weÕre always liv-
ing before the return. USC

1. When I hear the word 
apocalypse, I think Þrst of . . . 

The Bible 

Movies or television

Climate change or global 
politics 

Personal morality 

Other 

2. I have worried about the 
apocalypse.

Agree  33%

Disagree 67%

3. I believe that one day the world 
will literally end.

Agree 72%

Disagree 28%

4. It is likely that the apocalypse 
will come in my lifetime.

Agree  8%

Disagree 92%

5. I believe the apocalypse will be 
an act of divine intervention, 
not human action.

Agree  64%

Disagree  36%

and the survey says

6. The Book of Revelation is best 
understood as . . .

A symbolic spiritual text 

We donÕt knowÑitÕs a 
mystery

A literal prophecy about 
the future

A literal prophecy about 
events that are now in 
the past

Other 

7. I enjoy art or entertainment 
that deals with apocalyptic 
themes.

Agree  21%

Disagree  79%

8. I think Christians focus too 
much on apocalyptic scenarios.

Agree  64%

Disagree  36%

9. Thinking frequently about 
the end of the world can be 
dangerous for oneÕs faith.

Agree  71%

Disagree  29%

10. Remembering the end of the 
world is basically the same as 
the tradition of memento mori .

Agree  57%

Disagree  43%

Results are based on survey responses from 64 uscatholic.org  visitors.  
A representative selection of their comments follows in Feedback. 

Sounding Board is one personÕs take on a many-sided subject and does not 
necessarily reßect the opinions of U.S. Catholic, its editors, or the Claretians.

51%

14%

11% 

5%

19%

56%

17% 

6% 

3% 

18%
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Do you think popular culture 
has inßuenced your beliefs 
about the end of the world?

Maybe. I deÞnitely donÕt have a medieval 
view of an afterlife, but I donÕt accept 
the Hollywood doom and gloom or the 
fundamentalist Christian views either.
Suzanne Harris 
Spokane, Wash.

Yes. I sometimes have a hard time 
separating the secular understanding 
of apocalypse as some massive disas-
ter of suffering and violence from the 
scriptural apocalypse as the revelation 
of GodÕs kingdom of light, happiness, 
and peace.
John Farley 
Pueblo, Colo.

No. I am an amillenial. Revelation is one 
of the most misunderstood books of the 
Bible. It speaks regarding Nero, who is 
the Antichrist. God will care for GodÕs 
people in perilous times. It is a specimen 
of Jewish apocalyptic literature, not a 
literal account of future happenings.
Douglas Johnson 
San Antonio, Texas

Popular culture Ñe.g. Hal Lindsey, 
Chuck Smith, etc. of the late 1970s and 
Ô80sÑdrove me into a deep dive into 
the end times. Patristics informed me 
more than popular culture, but, in my 
study, I recognize that many people 
have been lured into a millennialism 
that has come out of the past few  
hundred years.  
Dana Callan-Farley 
Milwaukee, Wis.

No. If anything itÕs made me aware of 
the dangers of focusing too much on 
it: Although itÕs cool and fun in media, 
itÕs not to be taken seriously or worried 
about or feared.
Renia Saddler 
Alpena, Mich.

Do you think the apocalypse is something to fear, hope for, 
or simply accept?

What do you think the prophecies in the Book of Revelation 
refer to?

Life will end. Simply or dramatically is 
not our call. I will be called, and I pray I 
am ready.
Connie Kearns 
Ohio

I have been taught to hope for it, but I 
do not. Does anyone, really?
Jo Ann Gerst 
Winston-Salem, N.C.

All of the above. It should be held with 
great reverence as an ultimate outcome 
for civilizations gone rogue. However, 
the faithful should trust in the promises 
of our triune God.
Deanne Hall 
Oswego, N.Y.

We ought to fear that it arrives  
prematurely. Extending the life of  
this planet is important.
Sheila DeBonis 
Quincy, Mass.

I choose to accept it with reverence. 
ItÕs not about fear, but about trusting 
a greater plan.
Lorena Gri 
Buenos Aires, Argentina

Simply accept. We donÕt know the day 
or the hour when the master will return, 
so we do what weÕre supposed to do and 
leave the rest to our Father.
Wiliam Schlameuss 
Cream Ridge, N.J.

Some resemble events already past even 
during the time of the Hebrew Bible.
Marlene Winter-Johnson 
Garden, Mich.

The fall of Jerusalem, but it is symbolic 
enough to apply to any era of civilization.
Deanne Hall 
Oswego, N.Y.

The Book of Revelation aims to give 
hope and comfort to persecuted Chris-
tians in uncertain times. It says God is 
bigger than evil. Revelation is amazing. 
It makes clear that the Lamb and the 
one seated on the throne are one, that 
Jesus is equal to the Father, and that 
they are united.
Maureen Lahiff 
Oakland, Calif.

I think theyÕre multi-level, and can 
be placed in various times because I 
think itÕs ultimately about the cycle of 
humans vying for power. Now, having 
said that, yes, itÕs possible itÕs prophetic 
about Israel at some future moment 
and about a literal return of Christ and 
a new heaven and earth. The thing is, 

we really donÕt know. But one thing we 
can learn is that entering into a rela-
tionship with Jesus Christ out of love 
rather than out of fear or duty is more 
sustainable and desirable. If our hearts 
say, ÒCome Lord Jesus,Ó if we open 
the door of our heart to the one who 
stands outside knocking, not forcing his 
way in, then we donÕt need to fear the 
Þres or the desolation of hell, because 
weÕre already home in Jesus.
Ritagail Burleson 
Bartlesville, Okla.

The Book of Revelation is clearly 
a vision and allegory for the time 
it was written. I am sure it seemed 
Rome would destroy the world after it 
destroyed DavidÕs Temple in Jerusa-
lem. It must have felt like apocalypse 
to Christians then, and it continues 
to this day with certain Protestant 
evangelical groups who believe that 
Jesus will not return until the Temple 
is restored. It is this foolishness that 
will cause ÒArmageddonÓÑthe war to 
end all wars.
Dana Callan-Farley 
Milwaukee, Wis.
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feedbackfeedback

To take our latest survey, visit 
uscatholic.org/survey .

onthe web

What apocalyptic scenario, if 
any, do you worry about?

Does the apocalypse play 
any role in your faith life?

In your view, what role  
does human action play in 
the end times?

Will the world ever end? What do you believe will happen if it does?

Rogue nuclear warfare.
Daniel Lauer, Chicago, Ill.

None. Lives end daily and horren-
dously. School shootings, immigration 
deportations to death camps, brutal 
domestic violence, car accidents. Death 
is a part of life. Sudden, brutal, trans-
formative, yet beautiful for those who 
have met lifeÕs challenges with faith, 
hope, and love!
Connie Kearns  
Ohio

Depletion of nature, destruction of the 
ozone layer, spread of disease.
Sheila DeBonis  
Quincy, Mass.

Drought. The inability of Earth to sus-
tain life with adequate food or water.
Philip Allen 
Hartland, Wis.

I do not worry about this. The gospel 
texts where Jesus speaks of the Þnal 
days and the letters of Paul are clear 
that faithful disciples do not need to 
fear. A main message of the Book of 
Revelation is that God is bigger than evil 
and that God has the Þnal say about the 
transformation of all creation, of which 
we are a part.
Maureen Lahiff 
Oakland, Calif.

I donÕt appreciate fundamentalism  
and the fear factor so relied on to  
convert people.
Dennis Duggan  
Detroit, Mich.

As a sort of object or endpoint of hope 
and history, yes.
John Farley 
Pueblo, Colo.

The Book of Apocalypse, now called the 
Book of Revelation, is a masterful work  
of literature, Þlled with thought-provoking 
images and stories.
Keith Watt 
Phoenix, Ariz.

Yes, since childhood itÕs always been on 
my mind as something deeply interesting. 
I imagine it a lot out of habit of mind, or, 
rather, it comes to my mind consistently, 
especially since my conversion. This has 
forced me to reconcile with it, try to see 
it in a right way, the way of Christ and in 
accordance with the unrelenting mercy 
of an all-powerful, all-knowing, all-seeing, 
loving creator and Christ, GodÕs wonderful, 
beloved, only-begotten son, fully human 
and fully divine.
Renia Saddler 
Alpena, Mich.

Stewardship and being entrusted to use 
power for intelligent growth. The free-
dom that is necessary for love and order 
to prosper from the development of 
human life. Decisions and actions (good 
or bad) sculpted with and by human 
imagination are GodÕs gift to us and 
what we do with it is our gift to God.
Dennis Duggan 
Detroit, Mich.

ItÕs 97% human choice, 1% Satan, 
1% God, and 1% natural chain reaction.
Deanne Hall 
Oswego, N.Y.

Nuclear war could play a large part in 
the destruction of the world, or make 
it unlivable.
Tom Zelinski 
Mt. Calvary, Wis.

None. With the possible exception that 
if and when we turn from killing one 
another and decide to love God and 
neighbor, possibly God might ease 
things either to slow down the end or 
bring about the change to the resur-
rected life.
Ritagail Burleson 
Bartlesville, Okla.

Humans could very well destroy our 
world. God could allow humans to bring 
about the end of the world as we know it.
Carol Demshuk 
Mason, Mich.

Yes, when my life ends. Only God knows 
when the world will end.
Robert L. Robinson 
Ottawa, Ontario

Yep. The sun will become a red giant 
at some point but weÕll be gone long 
before then. I envision our ÒendÓ as 
being gradual to the point that folks 
wonÕt notice the changes.
Rick Peterson 
Grand Junction, Colo.

Probably. Only God is without  
beginning or end.
Marlene Winter-Johnson 
Garden, Mich.

At some point of course. The sun 
will consume the Earth as it exists. 
Humankind will be extinct long  
before that happens.
Keith Watt 
Phoenix, Ariz.

Science dictates the sun will  
exhaust itself; that is, if human  
environmental abuse hasnÕt beaten  
the sun to the punch.
Philip Allen 
Hartland, Wis.

After 1,000 years of ChristÕs reign, this 
world will end and a new one will arrive 
with the New Jerusalem from heaven.
Michael Hildreth  
San Antonio de Coronado, Costa Rica
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culture incontext

By Danny Duncan Collum, who teaches in the 
Prison Education Program at Wilmington College 
in Wilmington, Ohio. He is the author of four books, 
including the novel White Boy (Apprentice House).

IÕve always been a big fan of what economists call the public sector. I could 

dress up that enthusiasm with fancy language about ÒsolidarityÓ and the 

Òcommon good.Ó But the cold, hard fact is that big government has been 

very, very good to me and my family. For example, we bought our 0rst house 

with a U.S. Department of Agriculture loan for homebuyers in rural areas. 

For several years, the ChildrenÕs Health Insurance Program (CHIP) was 

o1en the only thing keeping our 0nancial nose above water, and we ben-

e0ted from the last year of the fully refundable Adoption Tax Credit. 

sporting events, that meant TV was PBS. First, Mis-
ter Rogers, Reading Rainbow, and KrattÕs Creatures; 
then, when the kids could stay up later, Nature and 
maybe even a Film Classic on the weekend.

For 25 years, PBS was one of our only allies in 
the war we waged to defend our children against 
commercial culture. It was a place where qual-
ity would be more important than pro0t, where 
nothing would be for sale, and where our attempts 
to instill virtue in our children would be sup-
ported (especially by Mister Rogers) or at least not I guess Mitt Romney would have said weÕre 

Òtakers,Ó not Òmakers.Ó But I donÕt just love big gov-
ernment for its money. Our family never had cable 
TV (or satellite, its rural equivalent). So, for us, TV 
was what came through the roo1op antenna. Dur-
ing my familyÕs child-rearing years, except for a few 
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Cutting public broadcast funding unravels a vision that 
once prioritized people over proÞt.

The peopleÕs airwaves
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overtly3contradicted. And the pattern continues. 
For my wife and me today, as newly minted empty 
nesters, TV means Friday nights with PBS News 
Hour and Washington Week. 

So I took it especially hard when, this July, 
Congress pulled back the funding it had previ-
ously approved for the Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting (CPB). It was even harder to take 
because the 4nal vote came just three weeks a5er 
the death of the journalist Bill Moyers, whose 
work embodied the highest aspirations of pub-
lic broadcasting. (For a posthumous glimpse at 
MoyersÕ work, check out Two American Families: 
1991Ð2024, streaming at pbs.org.)

As an aide to President Lyndon Johnson, Moy-
ers was also in on the 1967 founding of the CPB. 
From the start, public broadcasting sought to pro-
vide an alternative to the commercial marketplace. 
At the signing ceremony for the CPB bill, President 
Johnson said his action that day Òannounces to the 
world that our nation wants more than just mate-
rial wealth; our nation wants more than a Ôchicken 
in every pot.Õ . . . [W]e want most of all to enrich 
[humanityÕs] spirit.Ó 

But our government is no longer in the business 
of enriching spirits and hasnÕt been for a while. 6e 
seeds of public broadcastingÕs downfall were there 
from the beginning, because congressional funding 
had to be reapproved in each federal budget. When 
the CPB was created, our long post-World War II 
economic boom was still going strong. We could 
easily a7ord to spend millions giving ordinary 
Americans access to constructive childrenÕs pro-
gramming, 4rst-rate drama, and even Julia ChildÕs 
French cooking show. 

However, the boom petered out in the mid-
1970s. In 1981, Ronald Reagan aimed to shrink 
the power and reach of government, and one of his 
4rst targets was public broadcasting. He made the 
straightforward libertarian argument that no one 
should have to pay for someone elseÕs entertain-
ment. If you want to watch Masterpiece !eatre or 
have your kids watch Mister Rogers instead of Tom 
and Jerry, 4ne, but you should pay for it yourself.  

Reagan and his Republican successors were 
never able to completely eliminate public broadcast-
ing, for the same reason that the Libertarian Party 
never wins elections: 6e most essential premise 
de4es not just our common humanity but our com-
mon sense. However, Reagan and his Republican 
successors did succeed in cutting CPB funding 
to the bone. In subsequent decades, government 

Some well-loved PBS personalities on  
the big screen:

money for public broadcasting was largely replaced 
by donor money. And that made public media espe-
cially vulnerable to the current eraÕs weird mash-up 
of libertarianism and cultural populism. 

When the only funded programming is the 
sort that appeals to charitable foundations and 
wealthy individuals, public broadcasting enters 
a death spiral of elitism and Anglophilia. When 
the average American looks at the PBS schedule, 
4lled as it is with content leased from the British 
Broadcasting Company (like the entire Sunday 
night lineup of Masterpiece), science and nature 
programs, and documentaries exploring various 
niche interests (such as recent ones on international 
grocery stores or a portrait of a Black rural activist 
in Colombia), they could easily wonder: What does 
any of this have to do with me? 

But it didnÕt have to end this way. Have you 
ever wondered why PBS has always depended on 
the BBC for a large share of its programming? ItÕs 
because, from the start, the British adopted an 
entirely di7erent model for funding public media. 
In the UK, a licensing fee is assessed on every 
television set. 6is amounts to about $235 USD 
annually per set, or $20 per month. 6atÕs way 
less than anyoneÕs cable and/or internet fee in the 
United StatesÑand in exchange, the Brits get access 
to 400 TV channels (British and foreign) and a 
streaming service, the BBC iPlayer. 6is dependable 
revenue stream from the license fee has allowed the 
BBC to produce much more original programming 
than PBS ever could, maintain news bureaus all 
over the world, and take more of a something-for-
everyone approach to cultural content. 

6at might be a better way forward if or when 
the day comes when Americans start missing their 
old friend, the government. USC

Follow That Bird 
(Warner Brothers, 

1985)

A Beautiful Day in  
the Neighborhood  

(Sony Pictures, 2020)

Bob Ross:  
The Happy Painter  

(Bayview Films, 2013)

From the 
start, public 
broadcasting 
sought to 
provide an 
alternative 
to the 
commercial 
marketplace.
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reviews

With the release of a new Superman 0lm 
(directed by James Gunn and starring 
David Corenswet as the Man of Steel) 
come new ideas and thoughts on the 
characterÕs place in our world. With the 
amount of war, famine, abuse, power, 
greed, and manipulation of information 

going on each and every day, it is 0tting that a hero who is 
an alien, journalist, and farmworker is being brought to our 
attention once again on the big screen. 

Superman is a terri0c 0lm with great adventure and deep 
moments of humanity. Gunn accomplishes so much so 
quickly in this 0lm that it will leave you wanting a rewatch. 
1e action is exciting, the tension is palpable, and the care for 
the character of Superman is very clear. 1ere is tremendous 
heart put into how Corenswet portrays Superman, and it pays 
o2. 1is Superman is one who is deeply in touch with human-
ity and the full potential of human kindness. He is quick to 
put his personal ideals aside for the sake of what is right, even 
to the point that he takes time to save a squirrel while all of 
Metropolis is in jeopardy. 1at may sound odd, but it is a 
prime moment of character building that tells us exactly what 
this Superman wants to do with his gi3s. 

Superman should inspire viewers to ask themselves, ÒWhat 
is this hero trying to inspire within us?Ó

1e short and general answer is, everything. 1is character 
in GunnÕs universe is here to give us everything we deserve in 
a hero and everything we should aspire to be within our own 
lives and our own means. 1is 0lm is vital to our world and 
especially our country today. As our world faces such division 
over the idea of who belongs where and how, we are invited to 
look at Superman, the alien hero, in a unique and challenging 
way. ItÕs in that challenge and experience that most viewers 
will 0nd this 0lm very worthwhile. 

ÑCristian Murphy

SUPERMAN
Directed by James Gunn  (Warner Bros. Pictures, 2025)

I am 45 years old, so my taste in music, 
especially hip-hop, is suspect to my 
teenage sonÕs generation. He likes the 
emotionally turbulent distortion of 
underground rappers such as OsamaSon, 
Playboi Carti, and Travis Scott. I prefer 

thoughtful lyrics and soundscapes rooted in neo-soul, gospel, 
blues, and jazz, from acts such as 1e Roots, Common, and A 
Tribe Called Quest.  

So there are few disagreements between us as deep as over 
Chance the Rapper. I liked ChanceÕs 2012 Acid Rap (especially 
the track ÒAcid RainÓ), loved ChanceÕs 2016 mixtape Coloring 
Book (the entire beautiful mess), and was disappointed by the 
2019 follow-up, !e Big Day.  (At least we agreed on that one.) 
I4had mostly written Chance o2. I shouldnÕt have: Star Line is 
an excellent album by a singular artist who takes risks in his 
own idiosyncratic corner of hip-hop.

Starline explores the complexity of ChanceÕs Chicago Black 
pride along with his ever-roaming, kaleidoscopic sound, all 
0ltered through his heart over5owing with energy, creativity, 
and compassion. Not just with the album title, which evokes 
Marcus Garvey, but with the narrative clarity and lyrical 
introspection into maturity, faith, masculinity, and Blackness. 
Tracks such as Ò1e Negro ProblemÓ and ÒNo More Old MenÓ 
shine bright, along with the emotionally existential ÒSpeed of 
LightÓ and ÒSpace & Time,Ó not to mention the questions of 
faith raised by ÒLettersÓ and ÒJust a Drop.Ó  

I donÕt know if Star Line will have the same staying power 
as Coloring Book, but it doesnÕt need to. Chance is not only 
back in form lyrically, rhythmically, and sonically; he has 
matured and developed his artistry beyond the4high point of 
2016 and the letdown of 2019. He has created a solid album 
in a way only Chance can. And maybe, just maybe, my son 
will agree.

ÑKevin P. Considine

STAR LINE
Chance the Rapper  (Self-released, 2025)

watch listen

The Þrst step in this journey of discovering peace within ourselves 
and laboring for peace with others is to Þnd peace with God in 
whose image we are created.Ó�S

ÑDrew Jackson, Let Peace Reign, InterVarsity Press
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I have been on a hunt for a good childrenÕs 
Bible ever since I became a parent. IÕd like to 
think that my expectations arenÕt that high: a 
story Bible that doesnÕt use gendered language 
for God, that has beautiful art with a diversity 
of skin colors, with no problematic messages 

about gender roles or atonement theology. 
3is is why I was so excited to learn about !e Just Love 

Story Bible, one of a recent spate of childrenÕs Bibles attempting 
to accomplish just that. Written by minister and public theolo-
gian Jacqui Lewis along with Shannon Daley-Harris, the asso-
ciate dean of Auburn 3eological Seminary, this story Bible 
inspires even the smallest children to ask questions about their 
faith and how to act in the world rather than presenting them 
with pat answers.

3is childrenÕs Bible contains 53 stories from both the 
Hebrew Bible and New Testament, all accompanied by gor-
geous illustrations by Cheryl ÒRasÓ 3uesday. ÒWe hope [this 
book] will inspire your imagination,Ó writes Lewis in the 
introduction. ÒWe hope you will imagine how deep and wide 
GodÕs love is for all of us.Ó

Each of the stories shows children how to live in commu-
nity with one another, to work for justice, to care for the Earth 
and other people, and to love God. It invites them to ask ques-
tions about why they are here, what they believe, and who they 
are. 3ey demonstrate a faith that I am proud and excited to 
pass on to my children. If I have any quibbles with the text, it 
is that sometimes storytelling takes a backseat to these won-
derings, and at times the quotes from other translations of the 
Bible make it a harder read for younger children. 3is would, 
perhaps, be a lovely accompaniment to another, more narra-
tive story Bible, or even to any adult who is familiar with the 
stories already yet seeking to understand how scripture is call-
ing us to act in the world.

ÑEmily Sanna

THE JUST LOVE STORY BIBLE By Jacqui Lewis
and Shannon Daley-Harris (Beaming Books, 2025)

read read

BrigidÕs Mantle details Nancy FitzgeraldÕs 
journeys throughout Ireland, where she 
encounters St. Brigid in creation and commu-
nities. She travels to holy wells and other sites 
dedicated to Brigid and speaks to local com-
munity members to learn more about their 
devotional practices and commitments. Each 

chapter recounts meaningful and mirthful conversations she 
shares with people whose love for Brigid re4ects their under-
standing of community and GodÕs creation. 

FitzgeraldÕs journey engages oral history, scholarly citation, 
anthropological data, and site visits, which together produce 
a portrait of Brigid that extends beyond the tidy, sanitized 
boundaries set by the institutional church. As Fitzgerald 
observes, understanding Brigid requires that we understand 
Irish Christianity and its historical roots, which are entangled 
in the islandÕs pagan predecessors. Before Christianity arrived 
on the island, the Irish heralded Brigid as the triple goddess 
of healing. When Christians arrived, the triple goddess was 
replaced by the Holy Trinity, yet symbols associated with the 
goddess Brigid (milk, 5re, serpents) reappear in stories of 
Brigid the Christian saint. 

3roughout the book, Fitzgerald illustrates the syncretic 
ebb and 4ow of Irish Christianity through the cult of Brigid. 
What remains constant throughout IrelandÕs changes is Brig-
idÕs character. She is a peacemaker, resolving disputes among 
community leaders, and a bridge-builder, reshaping Irish con-
sciousness to connect the old culture and new faith.

In this bite-sized yet mighty book, Fitzgerald reveals Brigid 
as a woman of many hatsÑand perhaps even a mitreÑwhose 
life expands our understanding of womenÕs roles in the 
church, while modeling how to endure in times of trial. 

ÑCŽire Kealty

BRIGIDÕS MANTLE
by Nancy Fitzgerald (Paulist Press, 2025) 

Turning Toward 
Grief by James 
Crews (Broadleaf)
Making poetry more 
approachable,  
Crews provides 
reßections alongside 
this anthology of  
popular poems to help those moving 
through the process of grieving.

Praying with the 
Psalms by Emily 
Mae Mentock  
(Ave Maria Press)
Offering a daily 
accompaniment for 
Lent and the Holy 
Week, Mentock 
provides three-minute reßections 
on various psalms to guide readers 
through a sacred time of the year.

Jubilee Economics
by Kelley Nikondeha 
(Orbis Books)
Providing a new per-
spective on the Jubi-
lee Year, Nikondeha 
explores the history 
of debt cancellation, 
gives insight to the jubilee canon  
in scripture, and roots the world of 
economics in our personal lives.
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salt&light

By Meghan J. Clark, a professor of theology at 
St.!JohnÕs University in New York. She is author of 
0e Vision of Catholic Social 0ought: 0e Virtue 
of Solidarity and the Praxis of Human Rights
(Fortress Press).

for contracts to be canceled and some factories 
to1close.

Workers in Lesotho became collateral dam-
age of the U.S. trade policy process. 0e mere 
possibility of 50 percent tari2s and the drawn-
out negotiation process itself were enough to 
cost families on the other side of the world their 
jobs. According to the Guardian, garment work-
ers in Lesotho earn between $146 and $163 USD 

Your favorite pair of jeansÑespecially if theyÕre Calvin Klein, LeviÕs, 

or WranglersÑmay have been made in Lesotho. A small country 

surrounded by South Africa, Lesotho is also known as the Òdenim capital of 

Africa.Ó With a population of 2.3 million people, Lesotho is classi3ed by the 

World Bank as a lower-middle-income country where about 34 percent of 

the population lives below the $2.15 a day international poverty line. Over 

the past 25 years, however, many American blue-jean brands have contrib-

uted to LesothoÕs thriving textile industry, providing much-needed jobs. 

0en, in April, President Trump proposed 50 
percent tari2s on Lesotho, objecting to the trade 
imbalance between our two countries. While 
the 3nal tari2s were reduced to 15 percent, the 
intervening months of uncertainty were enough 
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Catholic social teaching offers a framework for just trade Ñone that 
prioritizes workers over economic gain.

An uneven trade
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salt&light

per month. With an annual income of less than 
$2,000, it is not surprising that these workers 
cannot a3ord to buy imported American goods 
(which is the main cause of the trade imbalance). 

Trade agreements are complicated, and Catho-
lic social teaching o3ers no universally applicable 
position on tari3s. At the same time, however, as 
we seek to discern just trade policy, Catholic social 
teaching does o3er helpful guideposts.

In Populorum Progressio (On the Development 
of Peoples), St. Pope Paul VI expresses deep concern 
about the imbalances of power, wealth, and devel-
opment among nations. He insists that wealthier 
nations have three major duties: mutual solidarity, 
social justice, and universal charity. Most notably, 
he de4nes social justice as the Òrecti4cation of trade 
relations between strong and weak nations.Ó Recog-
nizing imbalances of power and wealth, he argues 
that free trade and market prices are not adequate 
Òfor regulating international agreements.Ó 

While serving national interests, trade policy 
must conform to the demands of social justice. 
In 2009Õs Caritas in Veritate (On Integral Human 
Development), Pope Benedict XVI similarly 
calls for Òjust and equitable international tradeÓ 
and Òbuilding economic democracy.Ó In his 4rst 
address to members of the diplomatic corps, Pope 
Leo XIV echoes his predecessors, urging, ÒEvery 
e3ort should be made to overcome the global 
inequalitiesÑbetween opulence and destitution.Ó 
Catholic social teaching considers this to be a 
duty of justice.

A just trade policy then balances the responsi-
bility to workers and industries alongside duties of 
solidarity and justice. Such a policy does not seek 
to exploit imbalances of wealth and power between 
nations but to foster what Benedict XVI called 
Òeconomic democracy,Ó where the dignity and 
rights of workers everywhere are respected. 

Practically, the principle of double e3ect o3ers a 
helpful criterion for moral discernment. While dou-
ble e3ect is most o5en used for bioethics or just war 
theory, it also applies in personal and communal 
economic decisions. Every day, we are faced with 
moral decisions that can have unintended nega-
tive consequences. Sometimes, we could not have 
predicted our choicesÕ e3ects, but o5en, we make 
choices knowing they may have both good and bad 
outcomes. 6e principle of double e3ect provides 
criteria for determining the best way forward. 

O5en attributed to 6omas Aquinas, the prin-
ciple of double e3ect has four basic components. 
First, the act itself must be morally good or legiti-
mate. Second, you must intend the good and try to 
avoid or minimize the harmful e3ects as much as 
possible. 6ird, the good e3ects must not be pro-
duced by the negative or evil e3ects. And fourth, 
the good e3ects must be proportionately good 
enough to outweigh the bad e3ects.  

Tari3s can be legitimate tools to promote and 
protect domestic industry and workers. And loss of 
jobs and industry in another country (and domesti-
cally) is a foreseen negative consequence of tari3s. 
However, in the current process of steep tari3 
announcements followed by negotiation, has the 
U.S. government actively tried to minimize the col-
lateral damage to LesothoÕs economy and workers? 
Does any potential economic bene4t to the United 
States from LesothoÕs market proportionately out-
weigh the harm caused to LesothoÕs economy? It is 
di7cult to justify the entire U.S. tari3 negotiation 
process where Lesotho is concerned. 

A trade balance between countries is only to 
be sought when it is just and equitable in Catholic 
social teaching. Among countries of drastically dif-
ferent size, wealth, and power, a just trade arrange-
ment is unlikely to be mathematically equal. Each 
country or region requires careful discernment 
throughout the process. 6e principle of double 
e3ect can help guide both our economic decisions 
and our processes to build a more just and equi-
table international community. USC

Among countries of drastically 
different size, wealth, and power,  
a just trade arrangement is unlikely 
to be mathematically equal.
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Our loss

U.S. population decline  
is a self-inßicted wound.

But the era of immigration as a dependable bat-
tlement against population and economic dimin-
ishment appears to be coming to a sudden stop 
because of the Trump administrationÕs stark hostil-
ity to immigrants. Like ChinaÕs one-child error, the 
damage being in0icted on the United States this 
year is completely self-in0icted.

A rampage on immigrant workers was a 
policy choice based on political expediencyÑget-
ting tough on immigrants was a vote winner in 
2024. Now the president is following through on 
his promises.

Immigrants make up about 20 percent of 
the U.S. workforce. Now both legal residents and 
undocumented workers are voting with their feet 
and leaving what has become the unfriendly con-
1nes of the United States. According to preliminary 
Census Bureau data, more than 1.2 million immi-
grants dropped out of the labor force from January 
through the end of July.

2e sociological harm that derives from 
population loss is well-known and consistent. A 
diminishing workforce saps economic vibrancy 
and creates higher ratios of dependency as a 
smaller workforce is forced to provide for a larger 
percentage of retirees. Labor costs increase and 
already hard-to-1ll jobs in health, elder care, and 
agriculture become even more bere3 of job appli-
cants. Rural or rust belt communities that had 
been experiencing revival because of the arrival 
of immigrant groups will see that process falter 
or4reverse.

If the United StatesÕ population drop in 2025 
turns out to be the beginning of an unstoppable 
decline, we will surely look back with profound 
regret on a time when Americans blithely sti5-
armed newcomers and strong-armed tax-paying 
worker-residents into leaving. USC

By Kevin Clarke, chief correspondent for America
magazine and author of Oscar Romero: Love Must 
Win Out (Liturgical Press).

There are a lot of ways to measure a society and a country in decline. 

Economists like to track gross domestic product and national debt. 

Politicians and diplomats speak of global standing and the number of allies a 

nation can depend on.
But one sure1re indicator, any demographer 

will tell you, has to be your countryÕs population. 
Rising numbers mean people want to join your 
country or native-born residents are con1dent 
about having more children. But if one or both of 
those accounts are trending sideways, itÕs a good bet 
your nation is in some kind of trouble.

War, famine, and disease, of course, are well-
known population throttlers. A bad economy and 
general hopelessness will do it too. But sometimes 
nations begin what can only be described as 
unforced errors.

2e formerly thriving democracy of the 
United States had once seemed exempt from such 

foolishness. If we set aside the 
devastation of discovery vis-
ited on the hemisphereÕs Indig-
enous people and a near-drop 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, the population 
trajectory in the United States has been heading in 
one directionÑup.

But that population growth may be coming to 
an abrupt end this year. For the 1rst time in its 250-
year history, the United States is facing a drop in 
population 1gures.

For decades the Òreplacement rateÓ of 2.1 chil-
dren per woman has not been maintained in the 
United States, hitting an all-time low in 2024 of 
1.59. But declining fertility has not been a major 
problem because of immigration.

Since the end of some economic doldrum years 
in the early 1970s, young workers from around the 
world have remained ready to join the U.S. work-
force, a crucial support not just to the Social Secu-
rity program on which American seniors rely but to 
maintaining the robust economy that has been the 
envy of the industrialized world.
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homefaith

By Simeiqi He, a research scholar at the Yale Forum on 
Religion and Ecology.

Pope Francis, in Amoris Laetitia (On Love in the Family), spoke 

of marriage as an encounter, a union, and a sacrament in which 

Christ himself meets the couple, giving them the Òstrength to take 

up their crosses and so follow him, to rise again a3er they have fallen, 

to4forgive one another, to bear one anotherÕs burdens.Ó

physicist, spending my days and nights in solitary 
study, far from worldly a5airs, trying to solve the 
mystery of the universe. Marriage was not part of 
how I envisioned my future. I loved the world and 
felt irresistibly drawn to it. 

My nascent passion for science was, at its 6rst 
utterance, met with apathy, mockery, and rejec-
tion by those closest to me. ÒA Chinese girl study-
ing physics will never 6nd a husband, nor a job,Ó 
they said. Not yet a teenager, that stubborn girl 
quietly accepted her presumed fate. For the next 
half decade, I found consolation in pursuing my 
dream, even as I grew increasingly indi5erent to 
the social4world.

It is a loving encounterÑa dwelling place of God 
that deepens communion and fosters a culture of 
encounter. It is also a divine encounter, where the 
Òcommunal demands of family life are an incentive 
to growth in openness of heart and thus to an ever 
fuller encounter with the Lord.Ó According to Fran-
cis, family is a Òpath which the Lord is using to lead 
[us] to the heights of mystical union.Ó

It was through my own marriage that I came to 
understand the power of love and encounter. When 
I was young, I dreamed of becoming a theoretical 
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LoveÑthe heart of the Christian mystery Ñ 
is also what makes family life a path to divine communion.

On love



44 U.S. C!"#$%&' N$()*+), -.-/

homefaith

My encounter with Andrew disrupted 
everything I thought I knew. It was the begin-
ning of a story of love and union, at once 
divine, human, and cosmic. It was an encounter 
between two people, two families, two nations, 
two historiesÑbetween East and WestÑwhere 
the two were becoming one 0esh. 1is union led 
us into unexpected places and gave expression 
to the unity of the world, accomplished in God.

A year before I came to the United States to 
study science as part of an exchange program, I 
was assigned to pick up the American students 
of the same program at the airport. Follow-
ing Chinese cultural customs, I approached 
Andrew, the person walking toward me, and 
helped him with his luggage. Over the next 
week, we took long walks around the university 
campus and had many conversations. 

Our a2ection for each other grew. In bro-
ken English, I shared with him my passionate 
love for science. Perhaps because he was not 
Chinese, I felt safe in being candid. For the 3rst 
time, my love was met with a4rmation. In less 
than 10 days, we began dating. 1e news that I 
had a boyfriend for the 3rst timeÑworse still, 
an American oneÑcaused no small commo-
tion in my family, whose reactions ranged from 
shock and concern to dismay and denial.

When I was growing up, my familyÕs con-
stant criticism and disapproval, common to 
many Chinese families, caused me deep pain 
and le5 me with a general bitterness toward 
people. But things began to change a5er that 
encounter with Andrew. I came to realize that 
it was, in fact, an encounter with God, and the 
beginning of our transformation.

Soon a5er we met, a budding yet irresistible 
desire began 0owering in the depth of my heart. 
I responded to God with my !at , convinced 
that I had 3nally found what I was searching 
for: the mystery of the universe revealed in 
divine love. 1en, and only then, was I able to 
say the three words for the 3rst time in my life: 
ÒI love you.Ó 1at profession of love, made in 
absolute freedom, illuminated the whole world 
with wonder. Only in direct contact with God 
could I utter my love facing the countenance of 
another, my nearest neighbor, my 3rst lover in 
human form.

1e love kindled between us 15 years ago 
has grown into a living and unquenchable 0ame, 
ushering us toward a union in which is enfolded 
the Òuniverse as a communion of subjects.Ó 1e 
years since that initial profession have been ones of 
relentless growth, 3lled with sheer joys and insur-
mountable darkness.

I came to this country 3rst as an exchange 
student studying science and later enrolled in 
theological schools. During that time, Andrew 
and I married and entered the Catholic Church. 
In many ways, the past decade has been a decade 
of su2eringÑof coming to know not only my own 
su2ering but that of the world and its catastrophic 
tragedy: the impoverished lives, the anguish 
of women, the poor, the marginalized, and the 
Earth. Yet it has also been a decade of encounters 
through which I was carried by the creative spirit 
of humanity and the Earth, and which a2ected, in 
the depth of my being, an ever-deepening open-
ness to God and the world.

It was only through the encounter with my 
beloved that I entered into deep communion 
with the world, as a ful3llment of my childhood 
dream. Recognizing that the ultimate mystery of 
the universe is love, I am reminded of St. 1Žr•se 
of Lisieux, who proclaimed, ÒMy vocation is 
Love!Ó Having dedicated an apostolic exhortation 
to St. 1Žr•se, Pope FrancisÕ vision of love carries 
a distinct Carmelite tenor. He repeatedly invoked 
the teaching of St. John of the Cross to describe 
the experience of mystical union with God. In the 
Carmelite tradition, such an experience is spiri-
tual marriage.

Commenting on St. John of the CrossÕs Spiri-
tual Canticle, St. Edith Stein notes that spiritual 
marriage is the original and actual marriageÑthe 
archetype of human marriage. 1us, the end of 
marriage is union with God, who is Love. Accord-
ing to St. Teresa of çvila, the fruit of spiritual 
marriage is good works. 

Marriage, as a union of the 0esh, returns us to 
God and to the immensity of creation by giving 
birth to solidarity and an attentiveness to the needs 
of our neighbor. Marriage, IÕve come to under-
stand, is not the end of the story but the beginning 
of a lifelong unfolding of love: divine and human, 
ordinary and holy, rooted in the family weÕre 
building together. USC
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Empowered  
to serve
JeannŽ Lewis believes that anyone, 
not just clergy, can be a faith leader.

Courtesy of JeannŽ Lewis

3ree people who inspire LewisÑher grand-
mother, Octavia Butler, and St. Catherine of SienaÑ
all Òsurvived similar situations or worse. 3ey were 
able to create new communities and were able to 
imagine new worlds or drive systemic change in 
conditions that were far more di4cult than what I 
am facing now.Ó

Faith in Public LifeÕs mission is to build power 
among faith leaders from di5erent traditions 
through community organizing and other actions, 
working to create an inclusive and equitable country. 

Shared values of dignity, respect, and solidarity 
are ones that Lewis sees across religious traditions. 
Ò3at is fundamental to everything that I do. I 6nd 
that with many people of faith who are trying to 
make the world a better place, these shared values 
are fundamental to why we do our work,Ó she says. 

Lewis, a cradle Catholic, grew up in Washing-
ton, D.C. Her 6rst job out of college was as a faith-
based community organizer. She was familiar with 
interfaith spaces when she was part of a Black-Jewish 
dialogue for three years in college. 

In this time of rising authoritarianism and political violence, JeannŽ 

Lewis, the chief executive o4cer of Faith in Public Life, draws on the 

strength and faith of ancestors, saints, and loved ones to Òstay persistent 

and hopeful about whatÕs possible,Ó she says. 

Lewis went on to get a masterÕs degree in 
peace-building and con7ict resolution. Although 
she focused mainly on con7ict that happens in the 
United States, she traveled internationally, where she 
met people who had been Òbrokering peace across 
religious divides all around the world,Ó she says. 

3is interfaith dialogue le8 a deep impression 
on LewisÑthroughout her career she found ways 
to always be part of that work by volunteering for 
various organizations, such as the D.C. Interfaith 
Leadership Summit. Before becoming CEO of Faith 
in Public Life three years ago, Lewis served on their 
board for six years. 

Right now, Faith in Public Life is focused on 
political violence and the rise of authoritarianism 
in the United States, Lewis says. Political violence, 
according to Lewis, is violence against an individ-
ual or group of people because of their identity or 
violence against elected o4cials for political gain. 
ÒOne of the important approaches to resist authori-
tarianism is to be in community and to focus on 
shared goals and act collectively,Ó she says. Faith in 
Public Life is committed to this.  

3e organization is currently recruiting congre-
gations and houses of worship across the country 
to pledge in advance that they will not comply with 
Òunjust policies from the administration or other 
actors that want to harm or criminalize immigrants 
and our communities,Ó Lewis says.

In Los Angeles and many cities, Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) is trying to Òforce 

By Cassidy Klein, a journalist and writer  
living in Chicago. Read more of her work at 
cassidyrklein.weebly.com.
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or coerce institutions to comply or share informa-
tion about immigrants, or allow access to immi-
grants in our communities, without legal authority 
to do so,Ó Lewis says. Ò0ese congregations have 
pledged not to comply in advance with that.Ó

Faith in Public Life held direct actions in four 
cities where faith leaders across many traditions 
came together and denounced ICEÕs treatment of 
immigrants. 0ey also spoke about the pledge they 
made. Lewis says Faith in Public Life has also orga-
nized trainings with congregations about how to 
exercise their rights.

Faith leader o1en refers to clergy, but Ònot 
exclusively,Ó Lewis says. ÒWeÕve had several [Catho-
lic] sisters whoÕve partnered with us on di2erent 
work. WeÕve had lay CatholicsÑIÕm a lay CatholicÑ
whoÕve partnered with us in di2erent work, who are 
scholars or historians or authors or leaders.Ó

Lewis is a parishioner at St. Augustine Church 
in Washington, D.C., a historically Black Catholic 
parish. St. AugustineÕs commitment to Òserve one 

another and serve the city at large resonates with 
my values,Ó Lewis says. ÒI draw on the hospital-
ity and the generosity that people show to me as I 
think about how I want to lead Faith in Public Life 
and lead more generally in my life.Ó

Because the work can be heavyÑresponding to 
deep injustices and increased political violenceÑ
Òfor people of faith, prayer is really important in 
order to bolster us to stay active and focus our 
attention on how and when to act,Ó Lewis says. 

Mentors and spiritual directors have instilled 
the necessity of prayer in Lewis, especially in the 
context of her work. ÒWhen you feel like you have 
to do more externally, do an equal amount inter-
nally; pray more,Ó she says. ÒWhen I pray, par-
ticularly very deeply and very vulnerably, sharing 
my fears and my worries and my insecurities 
with God, I 3nd that God always provides. Even 
if what God provides is a word of encouragement 
from another person, or a glimmer of hope or an 
opportunity that I hadnÕt previously been able to 
perceive or discern.Ó

A few years ago, Lewis sponsored someone 
who was going through the Order of Christian 
Initiation for Adults (OCIA). While delving into 
the catechism and Catholic social teaching at meet-
ings, she was reminded of the Òanointing that we 
as Catholics receive at con3rmation: 0e invitation 
to join Jesus as priest, prophet, and king,Ó she says, 
a mandate to Òlive out our spiritual gi1s and o2er 
them in service of the world.Ó

For lay Catholics, Òbecause our church is hier-
archical, sometimes we forget as laypeople that we 
have in fact received that anointing,Ó Lewis says. 
ÒI hope to remind every lay Catholic that we are 
empowered to serve and improve this world for 
the better. And we are accompanied by the greatest 
advocate, which is the Holy Spirit.Ó

Lewis also encourages lay Catholics, Òwhether 
or not you consider yourself a faith leader,Ó to join 
Faith in Public LifeÕs e2orts, whether at an action or 
other political engagement. Lewis also hosts a pod-
cast called Wrestling Out Loud: Faith and Libera-
tion, where she and others talk about faith, justice, 
and community.

Ò0is is a moment, I believe, that God is call-
ing each of us to really re4ect on what our spiritual 
gi1s are and what our purpose for existence in this 
world is, and to be courageous in living it out,Ó 
Lewis says. USC

ÒI hope to 
remind every 

lay Catholic 
that we are 
empowered 
to serve and 
improve this 
world for the 

better. Ò

THREE WOMEN WHO INSPIRE  
JEANNƒ LEWIS

OCTAVIA  BUTLER

ÒHer writing imagine[s] the ability of young people, 
particularly young Black women and disabled people, 
to help bring about a better world.Ó

ST. CATHERINE OF SIENA

ÒShe really tried to hold the church accountable to its 
mission. She spoke truth to power. I donÕt necessarily 
see my vocation as reforming the Catholic Church per 
se. But I do think the work we do with faith leaders 
around the country, calling one another and other 
leaders into deeper moral integrity, resonates with 
St. Catherine.Ó 

HER GRANDMOTHER

ÒMy grandmother was a cradle Catholic, but she 
actually left the Catholic Church and started her 
own church in her 50s. I would attend that church in 
the summers when I visited her. She is probably the 
most consistent and genuine person I know in terms 
of living her values. I often Þnd myself these days 
[asking], ÔWhat would my grandmother do or say in 
this situation?Õ Ó



By Alice Camille, the author of 20 books, including 
the newly revised Seven Last Words, available from 
Subject One Press.

UnÞnished business
Praying for the dead is one way Catholics open themselves 

to being changed by the past.

This is the year my mother died, which makes this All Souls Day feel 

di!erent for me. While IÕve lost many dear ones through the years, 

this separation has been the most raw and intimate. Partings can be 

emotionally costly, but a few seem to take everything we have to survive. IÕm 

not the same person I was before Mom took her leave. Her body was my "rst 

address. Without her I feel just a little homeless.
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My mother had a long and remarkably healthy 
life and had no regrets about embracing her end-
game. Until she turned 90 she took no pills, was 
entirely ambulatory, and continued to pass her 
driverÕs exam each year without failÑastonishing 
her doctor each time and terrifying her children, 
but you canÕt argue with a license. Mom lived alone, 
in the home she entered at the time of her marriage 
75 years earlier, until her "nal "ve weeks. 

She was a resourceful, funny, strong-willed 
woman who stuck to her no as resolutely as a 
2-year-old. She learned that word a#er my dad died 
and the power of no fascinated her. O#en she drove 
her children crazy with her refusals to leave an 
ancient problematic home and perilous indepen-
dent situation. Not one of us would have hesitated 
to lay down our lives for herÑyet living with Mom 
was out of the question. She wouldnÕt have it.

Mom told me she was dying in February, but 
the doctors didnÕt tell her that until April. $at 
month, the month that T. S. Eliot once called the 
cruelest, my mother entered hospice. 
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Initially the only di!erence seemed to be that 
my eldest sister moved back home with her for 
the duration; this time Mom didnÕt refuse, as the 
alternative was removal from her house. Mom 
still rose in the morning, fried herself an egg, and 
made a pot of percolated co!ee for as long as she 
could. She read the local newspaper on actual 
paper, watched Mass on TV, and set her hair in 
pink plastic curlers whenever someone announced 
they were coming to see her Òone last time.Ó She 
dressed up and posed for "nal photos with each 
visitor, thinner and more fragile in each one. 
#en, a$er a quick rollercoaster of abrupt declines 
and inconceivable recoveries, Mom breathed her 
last at the beginning of May. At home. #e way 
she wanted it.

When I learned in the early morning hours 
that my mother was gone, I was 2,000 miles 
away. An old #ree Dog Night song played in the 
back of my head on a continuous loop: IÕve got 
pieces of April, itÕs a morning in May. Our last 
conversations, exchanged by phone from MomÕs 
deathbed, had been lightly laced with morphine, 
her sincere faith, and her lilting laugh. IÕm going 
home, she kept reminding us if we betrayed 
distress. My mother never doubted that God is 
good, that she was forgiven all her trespasses, 
and that she was %oating like a feather toward a 
realm much kinder than the one she was shed-
ding with every pound that melted from her fail-
ing 96-year-old body.

As church, you and I together are within the 
"nal weeks of a jubilee year that summons us to 
hope. Hope was tricky for my family as we scur-
ried around that deathbed, some of us physically 
and others spiritually. We were all losing a di!er-
ent mother, of course. Among my eight siblings 
and I, some of us knew Mom as a young woman 
and others were teenagers when Mom was in 
her&60s. 

I recognize now that in 40 years of childrear-
ing, our mother was learning how to be herself at 
the same time she was "guring out how to be a 
wife and mother. Needless to say, there were holes 
in her performance. Some of us fell through them 
here and there, with varying levels of reconciliation 
about what had been missed. 

In those last weeks of her life, we siblings fought 
"erce battles about the meaning of our motherÕs 
dying and what should happen next. When we 

stood together in the pew at the funeral, it was 
quite clear we each mourned a di!erent woman: 
the mother we had, or the mother we needed. #at 
mourning ran the range from sadness, love, anger, 
to a numbness that might have seemed like indi!er-
ence to a disinterested observer. So it is, I suppose, 
with every loss. 

All Souls Day is our annual reminder to pray 
for the dead. But it is also a time to consider what 
part of ourselves may still be engaged in the many-
faceted mourning process. What do we want of 
these souls who have gone before us, and what 
might they need from us? Christians profess that 
death is merely a doorway. Catholics further believe 
thereÕs still time to make an exchange of graces 
and confessions through that doorway. Our con-
versation across eternity isnÕt over. #ere can be 
repentance, forgiveness, and a movement toward 
real peace even a$er death seems to put an end to 
second chances.

We o$en hear that thereÕs no time like the pres-
entÑby which we mean now is the hour to act and 
e!ect change. ItÕs also true that thereÕs no time like 
the past, with all of its joyful memories, formative 
experiences, not to mention its wounds and regrets. 
Catholic teaching suggests that the past is not an 
immutable reality, but a vital time as susceptible to 
transformation as the present, and as much in our 
hands as the future. 

Praying for the dead is one essential way we are 
opened to that fresh realm of possibility. We pray 
that those who have died will complete their jour-
ney toward Absolute Loving Presence. For all of us 
this journey requires a process known as purgation: 
simply the purging of whatever is not love so that 
standing in the presence of All Love will be pos-
sible. As visionary St. Catherine of Genoa wrote in 
her insightful Treatise on Purgatory, purgation isnÕt 
about punishment or su!ering, but is rather a desir-
able puri"cation of our hearts for the full reunion 
with Love itself. We long for such a purging, to sur-
render the heavy dross of personal failures so as to 
reclaim the sweetness of a light and free spirit. To 
be, as Hildegard of Bingen expressed it, a feather on 
the breath of God.

#ose who die generally leave a certain amount 
of un"nished business: relationships unrepaired, 
words le$ unsaid. Intercession for the dead is a 
kind of currency that passes through the porous 
boundaries of eternity to assist and encourage those 

Catholic 
teaching 
suggests 

that the past 
is not an 

immutable 
reality.

ÒBut the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God,  
and no torment will ever touch them.Ó ¥ Wisdom 3:1
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whoÕve died to get where theyÕre going. And as they 
do, so can we. So, while praying for our loved ones 
who were living saints to us is agreeable and good, 
praying for enemies and adversaries is an even 
more powerful work to engage. !e more di"cult 
our relationships with the deceased were and are, 
the more urgent is our responsibility to intercede 
on their behalf.

Before she died, I got to tell my mother she was 
everything I needed her to be. I meant that. She was 
my friend and con#dante, lifelong champion, and 
place of deepest rest. I pray for her now as a way to 
continue our happy conversation and communion. 
I pray as well for others with whom the troubling 
aspects of our old sparring never seem to end. I 
know they need these graces. So do I.USC

What is a scapular? 

Decades ago, it was common in some communi-
ties for Catholic children to be clothed with a 

brown scapular when they received their Þrst com-
munion. The scapular, which looks like two pieces 
of cloth on opposite ends of a string necklace, 
remains a popular Catholic practice. 

Starting in the late 12th century, some veter-
ans of the Crusades began making their home on 
Mount Carmel, located near what is now Haifa, 
Israel. Tired of war, they sought to live in seclu-
sion where the prophet Elijah was believed to have 
defeated prophets of BaÕal (1 Kings 18:20Ð40). 
Unlike the Franciscans and the Dominicans, the 
Carmelites werenÕt founded by a charismatic saint 
but by men drawn to a life of peace.

Some Carmelites eventually made their way 
back to Europe and discovered that their way of 
life, suitable to a mountain, was harder to sustain 
outside Palestine. They needed to adapt their 
charism to life in medieval Europe. One serious 
challenge was adopting a European-style habit. 
Many Carmelites wanted to keep their original 
garb of Palestinian mountain dwellers. Their 
superiors believed it would be easier to persuade 
church ofÞcials to accept the order if the Carmel-
itesÕ clothing imitated that of the already estab-
lished mendicant friars.

Then, an English Carmelite prior named Simon 
Stock (c. 1165Ð1265) claimed to receive a vision 
of Mary holding the child Jesus on one arm and 
a brown scapular on the other. Simon said Mary 
offered him the scapular, a large piece of cloth 

worn over the shoulders that is part of the habit of 
a consecrated religious, and told him that anyone 
who wore it would not go to hell. 

Not surprisingly, the Carmelites quickly stan-
dardized their habits.

Over time, laypeople began to wear smaller 
versions of these scapulars. Instead of the large 
scapulars that consecrated religious draped over 
their shoulders, laypeople wore tabs of cloth 
attached by strings. The CarmelitesÕ scapular, 
which became known as the brown scapular, 
became the most popular because of the Òprom-
iseÓ that those who wore it would not go to hell.

Scholarly evidence for the historicity of 
Simon and his alleged apparition is scant, how-
ever. There is some evidence that Simon himself 
existed. He is venerated as a saint and has a feast 
day (May 16), but the church has never formally 
approved the apparition attributed to him. These 
days, the two branches of the Carmelite Order 
promote wearing the brown scapular out of 
devotion to Our Lady of Mount Carmel but also 
distance themselves from MaryÕs ÒpromiseÓ to 
Simon, seeing it as superstitious.

In the Directory on Popular Piety and the Lit-
urgy, the church cautions against a Òutilitarian view 
of some forms of popular piety,Ó saying that ÒoneÕs 
commitment to live the Christian lifeÓ must be 
paramount, lest we end up with Òsymbolic gestures 
[that] run the risk of degenerating into empty cus-
toms or mere superstitions.Ó With the scapular, an 
assurance of salvation should be understood within 
the context of Christians living their lives as disci-
ples of Christ. Expectation that merely wearing the 
scapular is sufÞcient counts as superstition. USC

By Michelle Arnold, a freelance writer and editor,  

who blogs for patheos.com. She lives near San Diego.
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Small oars and miniature seal 0ippers surround 

this Yupik shaman mask. With feathers as 

the 1nials of these extensions, 0ying, rowing, and 

swimming come to mind. Representing the power 

to travel to the spirit world beneath the sea, the cen-

tral motif of this ritual object features a bird pointed 

downward for the journey superimposed over a 

human body. 2e museum text describes this mask 

as being used to assist the community in thanking 

Òthe spirits of the animal world for allowing them-

selves to be killed for food.Ó

2e farmer in me resonates with appreciating 

what dies so that we may live. Chickens, eggplants, 

co3ee beans, cattle, and tomatoes all nourish us 

to their destruction. How o4en do we think of 

What it takes

Image:  Yupik, Native 
American, Mask, 
ca. 1880, wood, plant 
Þber and feather. 
Detroit Institute of 
Art; Founders Society 
Purchase, Stroh  
Brewery Foundation 
Fund, 77.69.

By Jerry Bleem, O.F.M., a priest and artist who teaches 
at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago.

the agriculturalists who raise them, who gather 

and slaughter them, who ensure their delivery to 

grocers who present them without a hint of the 

violence necessary to stock them on their storesÕ 

shelves and refrigerated cases? WeÕre mostly oblivi-

ous to the work and mess required.

Perhaps that could be our 2anksgiving medi-

tation. 2e price of IsaiahÕs promise (25:6)ÑÒthe 

Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of 

rich food, a feast of well-aged wines, of rich food 

1lled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained 

clearÓÑis more than monetary. USC
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