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Testimony T
A Pamphlet from Pax Christi Texas

Anticipating November 24, 2019
Communications with the editor may be sent to jeanthonyblasi@yahoo.com. Pax Christi
International was founded in 1945 with the encouragement of Bishop Pierre Marie Théas of
Montauban, France, by Marthe Dortel Claudot, as a Christian lay organization dedicated to
preventing a repetition of the savagery of the twentieth century’s world wars.

Editorial
After the calendar, the Liturgical Reading reflections are based on readings for the
Christ the King, or more formally, the Solemnity of Our Lord Jesus Christ, King of
the Universe. Tom Keene’s poem is The Loser. For more of Tom’s poems, see
http://www.tomkeeneandthemuse.com/index.php.

Following the poem is an address by Bishop Robert McElroy of San Diego,
“Rekindle the Fire,” delivered at St. Mary’s University, November 6. The address
pertains as much to processes of change in the Church as to substantive areas.
Incidentally, Bishop McElroy earned the A.B. in history at Harvard University in
1975; the M.Div. at St. Patrick’s Seminary in Menlo Park, California in 1975, the
M.A. in American history at Stanford University in 1976; and was ordained a priest
in 1980. He earned the S.T.L. at the Jesuit School of Theology of Santa Clara
University, Berkeley, California 1985; the S.T.D. in moral theology at the Gregorian
University in Rome in 1986, and the Ph.D. in political science at Stanford
University in 1989. He has taught ethics at St. Patrick’s seminary and social ethics
at the University of San Francisco.

Calendar

In Austin
Sunday November 17 (3™ Sunday of the month), 7:00pm, Pax Christi Austin
meeting. Fr. Payne House, St. Ignatius Church, 126 Oltorf St.

In Dallas
Friday November 22, 12:00pm-1:30pm, Nicholas Bucerda (Linfield College), “The
Fire is Upon Us: James Baldwin, William F. Buckley Jr., and the debate over Race in
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America.” Forum (Lower Level), 3140 Dyer St. Free, but reservations required:
https://whozin.com/M79-4CY-9EUM-NMDF.

Monday December 2, 1:00pm-8:00pm, National Security Symposium: Arms
Control and Nonproliferation. Two panels and dinner with keynote speaker, Rose
Gottemoeller. Free, but RSVP:
https://calendar.smu.edu/site/centersinstitutes/event/tc-national-security-
symposium-arms-control-and-nonproliferation/

Thursday December 5, 5:00pm reception, 7:00pm dinner and program; 2019
Dallas Peacemaker Awards Banquet. Double Tree Campbell Center, 8250 N.
Central Expressway (Central Expressway & Caruth Haven). Information and
tickets: https://www.dpjc.org/2019-peacemaker-awards-banquet

Monday December 9, 7:00pm-8:30pm, continuation of the Faiths in Conversation
series. Information, location, and tickets: dallasinstitute.org/faith-in-
conversation/

In El Paso
Fridays, 12:00pm-1:00pm, Pax Christi El Paso joins Border Peace Presence in front
of the Federal Courthouse (corner of Campbell and San Antonio).

Wednesday November 20, 12:00pm-1:00pm, death penalty execution vigil in
front of the El Paso County Courthouse.

Sunday November 24, 5:30pm-7:00pm, Sixth Annual Lighting of the Star on Our
Mountain, a call to end the death penalty. Parking lot, 1171 N. Walnut St.

Friday November 29, 9:00am-2:00pm, Alternative Black Friday Sale: Fair Trade
Christmas shopping, specializing in products made by refugees. Columban Mission
Center, 816 Magofin Ave.

In Houston

Sunday November 24, 9:45am, “That Was then, This is Now,” on transgender
issues before the Texas Legislature, Mary Sinderson and Eric Schroeder. St. Philip
Presbyterian Church 201, 4807 San Felipe.
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Sunday November 24, 6:00pm-7:00pm, Lisa Brenskelle, “The Ecological Crisis &
the Response of Faith.” Live Oak Friends Meeting House, 1320 W. 26 St.

Sunday December 1, 9:45am, “Being Transgender in Challenging Situations,” on
experiences in the military and experiences of refugees to the U.S. St. Philip
Presbyterian Church 201, 4807 San Felipe.

Wednesday December 4, 11:45am-1:15pm, Lunch and Learn Dialogues,
“Shattering of Stereotypes.” Center for the Healing of Racism, 3412 Crawford St.
(at Holman). Park in HCC Lot 9. Free, donations appreciated; bring lunch. RSVP at
efhrl@juno.com or 713-520-8226.

Saturday January 11, 9:00am-11:30am, Prayer and Labyrinth Walk to End Human
Trafficking. Dominican Center for Spirituality, 6501 Almeda Rd. contact Ceil
Roeger @713-440-3714 or croeger@domhou.org

Saturday February 29, Racial Wealth and the Income Gap, presented by
NETWORK. Dominican Center for Spirituality, 6501 Almeda Rd. Contact Ceil
Roeger @713-440-3714 or croeger@domhou.org

In San Antonio

Monday November 18, 6:30pm, video, American Prophet, followed by a panel;
sponsored by Pax Christi San Antonio. The video focuses on the early career of
Bishop Gumbleton and his emergence amidst the then-controversial racial
integration of Catholic parishes in Detroit. Tom Gumbleton would later become
the Bishop President of Pax Christi USA. The Village at Incarnate Word, 4707
Broadway. Concerning parking call Arthur Dawes (210) 213-5919.

Tuesday November 19, 5:30pm-7:00pm, panel discussion, “Restorative Justice—
How to Make It Work” (Joe Gonzales, Bexar County DA; Robert Rico, UTSA; Judge
Ron Rangel; Judge Stephanie Boyd). Lago Vista Cypress Community Center 121
and 122, Northwest Vista College, 3535 N. Ellison Dr.

Tuesday November 19, 6:30pm, “A Day in the Life of San Antonio’s Waste
Management, the Problem with Plastic, and the Zero Waste Movement,” City of
San Antonio and Alamo Group Sierra Club. Eco Centro, 1802 N. Main.
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Wednesday November 20, 2:00pm-4:00pm, film, “System Error,” on the capitalist
tenet of endless growth and realistic limits. Mabee Library Room 221, University
of the Incarnate Word, 4301 Broadway.

Monday December 2, film, E.O. Wilson—Of Ants and Men. Christus Heritage Hall,
The Village at Incarnate Word, 4707 Broadway.

Second Reading (Colossians 1:12-20)

Among the many reasons most biblical scholars believe Colossians not to
have been written by Paul of Tarsus is the concern in the letter with the
cosmological Messiah, a theme not at all typical of Paul. The reading for today
highlights that un-Pauline focus. The cosmological Messiah, Jesus, “is the image of
the invisible God, the first born of all creation, for in him everything in the
heavens and on the earth was created, the visible and the invisible.”

The image of the invisible God: the gospel reading presents that image as
one eliciting derision and pity. Much of the New Testament in fact confronts us
with the contrast between the heavenly king and the earthly convict who was
tortured and executed in the manner of a runaway slave. The resulting “take
away” can be nothing but a critique of empire of any kind—political, military,
industrial, religious.

Third Reading (Luke 23: 35-43)

“If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself,” joked the Roman soldiers as
they mercifully offered Jeshua some wine. The scene is the crucifixion of three
naked convicts on one large beam, with the one named Jeshua tied up and
hanging between two other criminals. While the soldiers made as brutal a
spectacle as they could by bruising up the two other criminals with cudgels, they
pitied the hapless street preacher in the middle, whom they whipped bloody so
that he would die sooner. They offered Jeshua some of their wine since he was
the mere king of an imagined kingdom. As the titulus fastened to the crossheam
said, “This one was the king of the Jews.”

The soldiers were just doing their job. They were paid to do what they
did—torture and kill three convicts. But they lived double lives, mechanically
carrying out their assigned public duty but entertaining their private consciences
at the same time. Within the parameters of their official policies and procedures,
they made the torture go faster for poor Jeshua, the one in the middle, and



shared a little wine to wet his parched lips. After all, they reasoned, his realm was
merely delusional and, like their consciences, private. Their assighnment, in
contrast, was factual, their duty a reality.

Unlike the soldiers, the two other criminals had no consensus between
them. One of them was firmly grounded in the universe of official opinion, which
he mockingly shared with the soldiers’ sense of duty: “Are you not the Messiah?
Save yourself and us.” The other criminal may or may not have recognized some
dimension of reality in the discourse of the street preacher, but he was at least
tuned into the soldiers’ private, if not particularly courageous, consciences. After
all, Jeshua, bleeding and turning pale between them, “did nothing out of line.”
Well, maybe what he was saying was completely out of line, but it was not
unsavory. Then, perhaps to humor the preacher, he asked him to remember him
when he entered into his kingdom.

Poem

The Loser

He got our hopes up.
Some offered to make him our leader.
Start a revolt.

He captivated crowds

but died alone.

Except for two Zealot-terrorists
on crosses next to him.

See where his

“love your enemies” got him?
His fans now see him

for what he was: a loser.

Rumors go around
about his body stolen.

For what?

For his street beggars



and sex-workers
to remember?

Tom Keene and Muse
October 8, 2018

Rekindle the Fire
Bishop Robert McElroy

During the month of October, | had the great privilege of participating in
the synod on the Amazon in Rome. It was a gathering overflowing with the spirit
of God that constituted a dramatic, prayerful effort to address a central question:
How can the church in the Amazon ever more effectively proclaim the salvation of
Jesus Christ in its fullness, so that all men and women of the region, especially
indigenous peoples, might find in the church a true sacrament of God's love and
the pursuit of justice for the poor and for the Earth?

In order to begin to answer this question, the church in the region had
engaged during the previous two years in a massive process of discernment
reaching into the depths of the Catholic communities in the villages and the
forests, in the cities and among the landless communities of itinerants. Through
conversations with catechists and liturgical leaders, with village congregations
and with the urban parish communities, with bishops and priests and local parish
leaders, most of whom are women, the Catholic community sought to identify the
dreams and the hopes, the sufferings and the questions, the frustrations and the
spiritual joy which the people of God find in the church and need from the church.

This process of consultation and discernment gave particular priority to
hearing the voices of those who are usually excluded from meaningful
participation, particularly the indigenous peoples of the region who have
historically been the victims of discrimination within society and in the life of the
church.

It revealed a tapestry of deep and beautiful faith, devotion to family, a
closeness to the Earth as the great blessing of God's creation, and a dedication to
a vision of the good life which is centered not upon material acquisition, but
rather living in good relationship with God, our brothers and sisters and the whole
of the created order.

The consultation also pointed to the suffering of the people of the region,
especially within the indigenous communities. It revealed a need for a



comprehensive initiative in pastoral formation to assist and form the catechists
and parish coordinators who sacrifice heroically to serve Christ in village parishes
where a priest only visits once a year. The process of discernment pointed to the
immense gift of grace that the institution of an Amazonian rite for the liturgies
would constitute for the indigenous peoples of the region, allowing the native
peoples of the Amazon to pray in their own language and incorporate symbols of
their own cultures. The consultation which preceded the synod articulated the
need for both maintaining celibacy as a central tenet of priestly life, and on an
emergency basis ordaining married priests who could celebrate the Eucharist in
communities starved for Christ's real presence in the sacrament. One bishop
noted that if the ratio of priests per square mile in his diocese were applied to the
nation of Italy, Italy would only have 64 priests. Finally, the consultation
suggested the need for women to be ordained as deacons in order to enhance
their ability to preach the word, celebrate baptisms, and lead parish communities
on a permanent basis.

In addition to these pastoral priorities, the consultative process highlighted
the church's role in standing with victimized communities within the Amazon,
when their tribal lands are taken, when their rivers are poisoned by the chemicals
used in foreign mining operations, when economic interests are literally burning
the Amazon rain forest in the purposeful pursuit of more grazing land to raise
cattle, when tribal leaders are criminalized for defending the rights of their
people. The synod also sounded an alarm for the world about the ecological
destruction taking place in the Amazon rain forest and its implications for climate
change and the future of the world.

Listening in the synod assembly to the voices of the church of the Amazon
— village leaders and catechists, women religious and lay missionaries, bishops
and priests — was a poignant, hope-producing, complicated, painful, joyful
experience. But it was the experience of a church that is alive and unafraid to ask
fundamental questions of reform and renewal, of creative new pathways for
moving forward in the present moment, of believing that the Holy Spirit is leading
God's people constantly, lovingly, vigorously.

| have been asked in this lecture so suggest how the church in the United
States might move forward from this most painful moment in its history. My
suggestion would be to embrace the type of synodal pathway that the church in
the Amazon has been undergoing — one filled with deep and broad consultation,
the willingness to accept arduous choices, the search for renewal and reform at



every level, and unswerving faith in the constancy of God's presence in the
community.

The synodal pathway

Synodality is an ancient concept in the life of the church which has been
given new emphasis and vitality through the teachings of Pope Francis.

Fundamental to these teachings is the principle that the whole people of
God must take part in the process of discernment that guides the church in its
sacred mission to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Rooting the entire process
of synodality in the baptismal call of all believers, Francis holds that "all of the
baptized, whatever their position in the church or their level of instruction in the
faith, are agents of evangelization, and it would be insufficient to envisage a plan
of evangelization that would be carried out by professionals while the rest of the
faithful would simply be passive recipients." Quite bluntly, the Holy Father states,
"the flock has an instinctive ability to discern the new ways that the Lord is
revealing to the church."

Thus, an authentic process of synodality must never be an elite process, for
it represents the action of the whole people of God.

Just as importantly, synodality is inherently a process of listening. "A
synodal church is a church which listens, which realizes that listening is more than
simply hearing. It is a mutual listening in which everyone has something to learn.
The faithful people, the college of bishops, the Bishop of Rome: all listening to
one another, and all listening to the Holy Spirit, the 'Spirit of truth' in order to
know what he 'says to the churches.' " Pope Francis is emphatic that this process
of listening must occur at every level in the church.

It is my reluctant conclusion that the church in the United States is now
adrift on many levels, and that a fundamental moment of renewal is needed. A
synodal pathway would an opportunity to set that type of renewal in motion.

If the church in the United States were to embark on such a synodal
renewal, it would need to make hard choices. The Catholic community could not
hold back from difficult and piercing questions or searing dialogues. It would have
to include a process of consultation that reaches into the heart and the soul of the
Catholic community at all levels, asking men and women how they have found
salvation in Jesus Christ, what graces the church has brought into their lives, how
the church has hurt them.

Such a synodal pathway is not foreign to the church in the United States,
nor is it beyond our capacities. Last year, the church in the United States,



completed a significant dialogical process in its fifth Encuentro. Seeking to renew
in a fundamental way the church's outreach to and immersion in the Hispanic
community that is rapidly becoming the majority in the Catholic community of the
United States, the Encuentro process sought dialogue, reflection and action on
the level of the parish, the diocese, the region and the nation as a whole. A
particularly telling element in this dialogue was the ability to bring into the
conversation thousands of Hispanic young adults who are the future of our
church.

While a general synodal process in the United States would have to be
broader than the Encuentro process and engage more deeply and widely in
general questions of governance, inclusion, clericalism, and lay ministries, the
success of the Encuentro is a sign that a synodal process of discernment can be
undertaken in the church in the United States with enormously substantial
results.

The church of the Amazon sought to create through synodality a church
with four characteristics that arise from the identity of the church and the current
pastoral moment. It sought to build a missionary church looking outward to the
world with the fire of evangelical zeal. It embraced a participatory church inviting
believers to active engagement in the church and in the world. The church in the
Amazon endeavored to build a welcoming church. And finally, the Catholic
community in the Amazon desired to become a church of harmony that fosters
the values of peace, mercy and communion.

These four hallmarks could constitute for the church in the United States a
charter for renewal through which to reanimate our evangelizing and believing
church. For each of them addresses a specific element of atrophy in the American
Catholic community which weighs us down in the present moment, and each has
the capacity to reorient us in our mission of proclaiming Christ crucified and Christ
risen.

A missionary church

Two major elements of the culture of the church in the United States are
particularly burdensome today, and cause us to turn inward, rather than outward
toward the evangelization of the world.

The first is the bunker mentality that suffuses the life of the church,
especially for those of us who are bishops or Catholic lay, priestly, and religious
leaders in the United States. We are frequently paralyzed by the constancy and
substance of attacks launched upon the community of faith which we love so



deeply and to which we have given our lives. In great part, this bunker mentality
has arisen because of the pervasive failure of the church and its leaders to
recognize the enormity of the crime of clergy sexual abuse, particularly against
minors. But this bunker mentality within the church is also the result of
secularizing trends in society that have led to drift and alienation from the church,
especially among the young, as well as the disaffection of mainstream Catholics
from elements of Catholic teaching on sexuality and the moral life. There is a
palpable sense of siege among the leadership of the church in the United States.
It saps our ability to engage constructively with the world, to find the energy and
the hope-filled zeal to undertake new initiatives and our ability to clearly discern
where the call of Christ is truly leading us.

The second element of the culture in the church in the United States which
is crippling is the "culture of maintenance" that pervades our decision making. We
are the inheritors of vast institutions, structures, buildings and financial
commitments that were established in a prior age. We are also the inheritors of
patterns of decision making that place enormous value on how decisions were
made in the past as a guide as to how they should be made today. These two
realities create in the church a powerful force of inertia that often makes
maintaining the status quo a higher imperative than constantly renewing the
priorities of the church in the light of the Gospel as applied to today's ecclesial
and societal situation.

There is a palpable sense of siege among the leadership of the church in the
United States.That is why a process of synodal discernment that seeks to advance
truly missionary discipleship holds the potential to free the church in the United
States from the powerful grip that the bunker mentality and the culture of
maintenance have upon us. Missionary discipleship by its very nature faces
outward and refuses to become entrapped by long-standing patterns of ecclesial
action and decision making. It demands a willingness to leave behind treasured
practices that have served the church well in past ages, but now imprison the
Gospel. It proclaims that believers and church leaders must find joy in their
understanding of and commitment to the spread of the salvation that we find in
Jesus Christ. The ethic of missionary discipleship refuses to adopt a bunker
mentality not because it is blind to the failures of the church or the antagonism
that so many have toward Catholicism in today's world, but because it proclaims
that precisely in times of hardship and sin in the life of the church, God stands
steadfast in our midst.



Missionary discipleship also categorically rejects that strain of defeatism in
the life of the church which proclaims that the Catholic community today must
decline in numbers in order to maintain fidelity to the gospel. This vision of a
smaller and purer church is diametrically opposed to the missionary impulse
which has been at the center of the Christian life since the first apostles. The
embrace of the church is wide, not because she ignores the failures that are
rampant in the human heart, but because the mercy of God stands as the central
attribute of God in relation to men and women.

A critical point must be made here about the bunker mentality and clergy
sexual abuse. Moving out from a bunker mentality can in no way mean moving
away from or beyond the searing issue of clergy abuse. The church's obligation to
protect the vulnerable, minister to and compensate victim/survivors and
acknowledge our sinfulness individually and collectively must grow, not diminish,
in the coming years. Precisely in moving out of a bunker mentality in the life of
the church we will be freer to carry out our responsibilities regarding clergy sexual
abuse with greater clarity, zeal and compassion, because our relationship and
love for all those who have been abused will not be seen through the distorting
lens of distance and protectiveness that are all too often the byproducts of
viewing out from a bunker.

In addition, the reality of clergy sexual abuse and the church's failure to
confront this evil in our midst through blindness, denial, obfuscation and
minimization must help to shape our perceptions of what it means to be a
missionary church. For our history and current failures to protect minors and
adult victims of abuse act as a critical check on the all too alluring impulse within
the life of the church to embrace a sense of triumphalism in missionary outreach
within the life of the church or in the world. The image of the church as a field
hospital that Pope Francis has given to us must convey the reality that even in
being a source of grace and healing, the church itself remains broken and sinful
battered and in need of reform.

A co-responsible and participatory church

The issue of clericalism stands as a rupture within the life of the church in
the United States today. It is a poison that protects abusers of children from
detection and justice. It is a cultural pattern in parish life that permits the
mistreatment of lay men and women and excuses words and actions that have no
place within a Christian community. It distorts effective patterns of decision



making in ecclesial communities at all levels. It warps the souls of priests and
bishops, and alienates them from Christ.

The only effective corrective to clericalism is a theological vision and
ecclesial reality that powerfully frame the ordained priesthood within a
participatory and co-responsible church where lay women and men are
empowered, respected, well-formed and cherished. For this reason, any process
of synodal discernment in the church in the United States must confront
forcefully the avenues through which lay ministry and empowerment are
enhanced in the concrete life of the church, and how they are frustrated.

The final document of the synod on the young captures this vision: "A
characteristic feature of this style of church is the valuing of the charisms that the
Spirit gives to each of her members, through a dynamic of co-responsibility. In
order to initiate it, conversion of the heart becomes necessary, as well as a
readiness for mutual listening, which builds an effective common mind.
Motivated by this Spirit, we can proceed towards a participative and co-
responsible church, capably of valuing the wealth of the variety of which it is
composed."

The vision of a participative and co-responsible church contains and calls
for a deep theology of the ordained priesthood and episcopacy that is truly
rooted in the vocation to be prophet, shepherd and priest. But it always places
those roles in relationship to the call and the grace of God to leadership and the
need to be truly servant to the community. The call of God to a priest or bishop is
not a possession, a source of a collection of rights, or a bestowal of status. It is a
call to service, prayer and compassion.

A synodal process that seeks to promote a church of co-responsibility and
participation will strengthen the priesthood in the United States even as it
strengthens the call to broader lay ministry and involvement in the church and in
the world. For the overwhelming majority of priests and bishops in our nation
ardently strive to incorporate into their lives the primacy of Christ, the call to be
servant, the acceptance of sacrifice for the church and the inherent compassion
for sinners, which means all of us. A participatory and co-responsible church is not
a replacement for, a threat to, or a diminishment of the essential role that priests
and bishops play in the life of our communities. It is instead a call to
complementarity in the deepest sense, understanding that the rich gifts of the
Spirit are meant to be used widely and wisely with the ecclesial community, and
that to continue structural and cultural patterns which inhibit this expansiveness
is to reject outright the grace of God.



If the church in the United States were to undertake a robust and piercing
synodal process regarding our efforts to become a participative and co-
responsible church, two major issues would have to be dealt with creatively,
substantively and prayerfully.

The first of these issues is the role of women in the church. It is time that
the Catholic community had a substantive discussion on how the church in the
United States can maximize the co-responsibility and participation of women. The
process of discernment which led to the Amazon synod created a profound
consensus about the essential role of women's existing and potential ministries,
both in the church and in the world. It led to a conviction among the Amazonian
bishops who gathered in Rome that women should be included at every level in
every ministry which is not precluded by Catholic doctrine.

The second question within the Catholic community that must be a focus of
any synodal process touching upon the themes of participation and co-
responsibility is the role of young adults in the church and in the world. The
recent universal synod in Rome has provided new pathways for us to embrace at
every level in the church in the United States. If we do not take up this challenge
inspirationally and systematically in the life of the American church, we will see
the drift away from Catholicism cascade into the type of exodus that has emptied
the churches of Europe and produced a generation of non-believers. We are
currently completing a diocesan synod in San Diego focusing on young adults, and
the overwhelming trajectory of our consultation and renewal has focused on the
simple truth that we must find a way to recognize and witness to the reality that
young adults are not dependents in the church community, but eager to be co-
responsible in the comprehensive life of the Catholic community. We must invite
them in.

A welcoming church

The ministry of Jesus Christ is preeminently one of invitation, loving
embrace and healing. When the Lord approaches men and women, particularly in
distress, his pattern of encounter is constant and clear. First, he embraces them
with the overpowering love of God and assures them of the presence of God's
grace in their lives. Then he heals them of the affliction that is consuming them.
And only then does call them to reform their lives.

The pastoral action of the church must follow this very same pattern. Often
it does not. Instead of showing the patient dialogue of Jesus with the Samaritan
woman at the well, instead of showing the joy which Christ did in his encounter



with Zacchaeus, instead of rejecting the judgmentalism of the crowd like Jesus in
defending the woman accused of adultery, the church so frequently is indifferent
to those who are seeking, inhospitable to those who want to find a place in God's
church, judgmental to those who carry failure in their lives as all of us do.

If we are to build a more welcoming church in the United States, the
searing issue of judgmentalism must be faced. There is no sin that Jesus
condemns in the gospels more often than that of judgmentalism. Probably, this
results from Jesus' recognition that this is a sin that virtually all of us fall into
easily and frequently. It is a mystery of the human soul why men so often find
satisfaction in pointing to the sins, rather than the goodness in others. It is a
mystery of the human soul why we feel better about ourselves because someone
else has failed.

But this mystery of the human soul has imprinted itself deeply within the
life of our church.

The church of Jesus Christ must be a church that proclaims the Catholic
moral life in all of its fullness, and calls believers to high standards of faith and
conduct. But the church must proclaim that life in the recognition that it is the
mercy of God which saves us, not our own merits. Unless we reflect this
fundamental principle of our faith in the lived reality of our ecclesial life, we risk
legitimate rejection by the very young adults whom we are seeking to invite into
the church. It is not that young adults live better lives, or do not fail in being
judgmental themselves. But millennials and those who are coming after them
have a particularly low threshold for the hypocrisy that lies in professing to follow
the Lord Jesus while rejecting his continual condemnation of judgmentalism in
our individual and ecclesial lives.

Millennials and those who are coming after them have a particularly low
threshold for the hypocrisy that lies in professing to follow the Lord Jesus while
rejecting his continual condemnation of judgmentalism in our individual and
ecclesial lives.

A church of harmony and dialogue

A final characteristic of the vision for the church that emerged from the
synod on the Amazon is that of harmony, the promotion of the values of peace,
mercy and communion. In the United States, no less than in the Amazon, there is
need for such a church.

It is always tempting to look back in the history of the Catholic community
and envision an age where harmony was profoundly emblematic on levels of



ecclesial life. There is no such age. There have always been conflicts of
demographics, institutions, ideologies and factions in the life of the church in our
nation.

But our age is a particularly turbulent time in the church on so many levels.
The sexual abuse crisis has left a gulf between the bishops of the United States
and so many laity and priests. Issues of sexual morality form another cleft within
the life of the church and between the church and American society. The very
nature of religious liberty has become controversial, and the teachings of the
church on religious freedom have been distorted by both sides. Bishops often
seen to reflect different positions and different priorities on contentious public
policy questions.

The great danger is that our ecclesial life is becoming like our political life —
polarized, distorted and tribal. That is why a deep and broad process of synodal
dialogue within the Catholic community in the United States could empower an
alternative pathway forward. A decade ago, the United States Conference of
Catholic Bishops undertook a study on how the church could build a bridge
between Catholic coalitions and believers who prioritized the protection of the
unborn and those who prioritized the protection of the poor and the
marginalized. The study actually found that an affective pathway based on the
virtue of compassion could establish such a bridge embracing more than eighty
percent of Catholic faithful in a new type of coalition.

We must find such affective bridges within the life of the church to heal the
divisions that hobble our ability to be the unified sacrament of God's presence in
the world that the church is called to be. We must put aside the weapons of
distortion, faux scandal, guilt by association, and tribal identification, and take up
the conversation that seeks to find unity, peace and communion in substantive
and enduring ways.

In doing so, we would not only prevent the further intrusion of the most
negative elements of our nation's current political life into the life of the church,
but we could contribute to the healing of our nation's institutional, moral and
political crisis by speaking to a politics which seeks harmony and the common
good.

When Pope Francis spoke to Congress in 2015, he pointed to the words of
Thomas Merton: "Free by nature in the image of God, | was nevertheless the
prisoner of my own violence and my own selfishness, an image of the world into
which | was born." It was Merton's graced spiritual journey to escape that prison



by bringing a sacred sense of dialogue and encounter with him, which ultimately
was the only instrument that could change the world.

We live in a political culture in which substantive dialogue across ideological
and partisan divides is dying. Yet dialogue, encounter and unity are more important
to our nation at this moment than any single policy issue we face today, because
such a stance of encounter is itself the foundation for any genuine pursuit of the
common good. It is for this reason that Catholics must undertake with renewed
conviction our vocation as a genuine peace-builders in our nation, creating
opportunities and momentum for the creation of a new and broad public
consensus to guide the republic.

In "Gaudete et Exsultate," Pope Francis acknowledges that genuine
peacemaking is enormously difficult. "It is hard work; it calls for great openness of
mind and heart, since it is not about creating a 'consensus on paper or a transient
peace for a contented minority.' ... Nor can it attempt to ignore or disregard
conflict; instead, it must 'face conflict head on, resolve it and make it a link in the
chain of a new process.' We need to be artisans of peace, for building peace is a
craft that demands serenity, creativity, sensitivity and skill."

Being faithful

In his homily at the Mass opening the synod on the Amazon, Pope Francis
emphasized that in the Second Letter to Timothy, "St. Paul reminds us that our
gift has to be rekindled. The verb he uses in the original text is fascinating: to
rekindle, literally which means stoking a fire. The gift we have received is a fire, a
burning love for God and for our brothers and sisters. A fire does not burn by
itself; it has to be fed or else it dies; it turns into ashes. If everything continues as
it was, if we spend our days content that 'this is the way things have always been
done,' then the gift vanishes, smothered by the ashes of fear and concern for
defending the status quo."

At this moment of turmoil and stasis for our church, it is alluring to believe
that the easiest and safest pathway is to stand firm. But for the church, turmoil
and stasis are the calls to renewal and reform. Let us look outward rather than
inward.

Let us move in synodality.

Let us rekindle the fire.



Links

Pax Christi International
http://www.paxchristi.net/

Pax Christi U.S.A.
http://lwww.paxchristiusa.org

Pax Christi Texas
http://www.paxchristitexas.org

Pax Christi Dallas
http://www.Paxchristidallastx.org

Pax Christi San Antonio
http://www.paxchristisa.org

Marianist Social Justice Collaborative
www.msjc.net

Sisters of Charity of the Incarnate Word, International JPIC Committee
http://saccvi.blogspot.com/

San Antonio Peace Center
http://www.sanantoniopeace.center

Interfaith Radio, (Interfaith Voices)
http://www.interfaithradio.org/

Texas Catholic Campaign to End the Death Penalty
www.txccedp.org

Dialogue Institute of San Antonio
www.thedialoginstitute.org/san-antonio/

Climate Change
www.creation-care.com

NowCastSA
www.nowcastsa.com/
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