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Now, Some Good News 
The examination of conscience is a 
useful exercise, that short period of 
refl ection and prayer when we ask God 
to reveal to us the lights and shadows, 
graces and sins in our lives. The prayer 
was a favorite of St. Ignatius Loyola, 
so much so that he is reputed to have 
said that even if a Jesuit misses every 
other prayer obligation on a given day, 
he should never skip the examination. 
I wish I could say I have never missed 
it, mainly because I fi nd the examina-
tion, or Examen, as Ignatius called his 
version, incredibly valuable. This col-
umn, in fact, is one of its fruits. 
 I realized recently that I have been 
very critical in this space about the 
character and direction of the public 
discourse. Such criticism is not unwar-
ranted, of course. The state of the pub-
lic discourse is bad and getting worse. 
But I was also reminded of one of the 
10 principles of the Catholic Social 
Media Compact, which I wrote about 
here earlier this year and to which 
America is committed: “We will, as 
far as possible, identify and celebrate 
the good, the true and the beautiful as 
much as we name and challenge what 
is immoral, unjust or evil.” So, this col-
umn is an attempt to atone for my not 
having done enough of that, at least in 
this space.
 For the record, there are good 
things happening. Hundreds of orga-
nizations across the country are doing 
the hard work of bringing people to-
gether for civil debate and thoughtful 
refl ection. In addition to our modest 
eff orts at America Media, there are 
people like John Carr, who leads the 
Initiative on Catholic Social Thought 
and Public Life at Georgetown Uni-
versity. His team is helping to bridge 
divides in the capital of our national 

divisions—not easily done, but they 
are trying and largely succeeding. I 
also think of the new PBS talk show 
“In Principle,” hosted by Amy Holmes 
and Michael Gerson, which includes 
guests from politics, the arts and the 
academy who occupy positions across 
the ideological spectrum.
 But one recent eff ort to renew the 
civic dialogue stands out among the 
others. This summer, for the fi fth year 
in a row, a diverse group of some of 
the brightest minds in the nation will 
convene in the town of Kent, an Ar-
cadian hamlet in western Connecti-
cut that is home to the prestigious 
Kent School. Billed as “a festival of 
ideas,” Kent Presents brings opinion 
leaders and public intellectuals to a 
place where the citizens are almost 
evenly divided between Republicans 
and Democrats, in order to have a di-
alogue that bridges our divisions, po-
litical and otherwise. It is the brain-
child of Donna and Ben Rosen. Mr. 
Rosen is a former venture capitalist 
and chairman emeritus of Compaq 
Computer. Mrs. Rosen owns a gallery 
for contemporary art in New Orleans 
and is a board member of the Whitney 
Museum of American Art. A few years 
ago, the Rosens adopted Kent as a 
hometown of sorts and decided to put 
their hefty Rolodexes to work for the 
people there. And the benefi t is a two-
fer: Attendees are treated to a smart, 
civil dialogue about major issues of 
our time, and Kent-area charities are 
the benefi ciaries of the proceeds from 
the ticket sales.
 In addition to a board of advis-
ers that includes Stephen Sondheim 
and Henry Kissinger (I am guessing 
that this might be the fi rst board they 
have served on together), previous 

panelists and presenters include the 
former Bush advisor Nicholas Burns, 
the former Obama adviser Stephanie 
Cutter and cultural leaders like Jen 
Homans, the distinguished founder of 
the Center for Ballet and the Arts at 
New York University. Last year, Am-
bassador Burns interviewed Secretary 
Kissinger about the future of U.S. Chi-
na policy, which was a tour de force, if 
equal parts scary and hopeful. But the 
highlight was a panel discussion about 
the future of American politics, which 
featured, among others, the liberal 
New York Times columnist Charles 
Blow and the conservative Trump ad-
ministration economic advisor Larry 
Kudlow. Whatever one thinks about 
their views, there are not many places 
in the country where those two would 
be invited to share a stage. 
 And that’s the point. In the hyper-
partisan, polarized world in which 
we live, it is a success just to have two 
people in a room who disagree with 
each other and do so civilly. Admit-
tedly, there was a boo or two from the 
audience at the mention of the presi-
dent’s name, but it stood out because 
the heckles struck a dissonant chord 
with the spirit of the event. As I have 
said before, I live in a pretty big glass 
house, so I am reluctant to throw 
stones. But perhaps those few boo-ers 
will make their own examinations of 
conscience and realize, as the saying 
goes, that it is “better to light a candle 
than to curse the darkness.” 
 Kent Presents is a small fl ame in a 
very dusky world, but I am grateful to 
them and to the many people through-
out this country who are doing their 
part to light the way. 

Matt Malone, S.J. Twitter: @americaeditor.
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What does a ‘good death’ mean to you?
When America asked readers the above question on 
social media, it became clear that respondents had already 
given a great deal of thought to the concept of a good 
death. Seventy percent of respondents told us that they 
had prepared an advance directive or living will, which 
described their desires regarding medical treatment in 
case they could not express informed consent. An even 
higher number of respondents (87 percent) said that they 
had discussed their wishes for end-of-life care with family 
and/or friends. Fifty-nine percent told America they had 
written or spoken about their wishes for their funeral 
liturgy; 53 percent set aside fi nances or chose insurance 
that will cover funeral costs; and 36 percent signed a do not 
resuscitate (D.N.R.) order.

When asked to describe what a good death meant for 
them, many readers referred to surviving family friends in 

their answers. Kathleen O’Hagan of Naperville, Ill., told 
America that a good death “allows one to tie up loose ends 
with relationships and allows one to face the end of one’s 
life confi dent that your loved ones will indeed go on with 
life without you. Preferably with little pain, but that’s a lit-
tle idealized.”

Readers also included last rites in their description of 
a good death. Connie Walsh of St. Paul, Minn., wrote: “A 
good death for me means being with family and friends 
with pain managed in my own home.... Of course, my prior-
ity would be to have the Eucharist and if possible a liturgy 
in my home.” Melody McGowan of Columbus, Neb., sim-
ilarly wrote that a good death meant “to be at peace with 
God, to have the last sacraments if that is possible. To be 
at peace in my relationships, that my loved ones know how 
much I love them.” 

These results are based on reader responses to a poll promoted on Facebook, Twitter and in our email newsletter.π

A good death “refl ects the 
values, beliefs and wishes of 
the person dying. A chance 
to say goodbye and to be 
mourned in a way that feels 
meaningful.”
—Christine, Berkeley, Calif.

What steps have you taken 
to prepare for your end-of-life care? What is your age?

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%0%

I have prepared an advance directive/living will

I have signed a D.N.R.

I have written or spoken about my 
wishes for my funeral liturgy

I have discussed my wishes for end-of-life care 
with my family and/or friends

I have set aside finances/chosen 
insurance that will cover funeral costs

70%

36%

59%

87%

53%

18 - 33
34 - 57
58 - 80
80+

26%

8%5%

61%

A good death is “knowing 
that my family knows that 
I love them and want them 
to move on quickly.”
—John Smith, Pearl River, N.Y.
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Freedom From Fear
Re “Thank You, Senator,” by Matt Malone, S.J. (Of Many 
Things, 5/14): I agree with Father Malone about the im-
portance of addressing others with the proper decorum. 
In fact, persons who have developed courtesy in their 
lives create an atmosphere of comfort and freedom from 
the fear of humiliation. This, in turn, enables people to be 
themselves without fear of rejection.
Rhett Segall

No Perfect Christian
Re “Revisiting the Dictatorship of Relativism,” by Aar-
on Pidel, S.J. (5/14): This article reveals the author to 
be very reflective as he highlights some gems from the 
thought of Pope Benedict XVI. If I could summarize: 
Religion and reason go together; the “left” in U.S. poli-
tics could use a healthy dose of religion to gain a wider 
view of human dignity; the “right” in the U.S. political 
sphere could gain back some of its moral integrity by 
speaking louder against obvious violations of human 
dignity on the part of some of its members; both sides 
need to check their egos at the door and embrace reform 
and a reality check; there is no perfect political party, 
just as there is no perfect Christian. 
James Hickman

Real Reform
Re “California Has Over 700 People on Death Row; Ex-
ecutions Could Resume Soon,” by Jim McDermott, S.J. 
(5/14): As a pro-life, moderate Republican, I oppose capital 
punishment and support stringent gun control laws. For a 
number of years, I have been pen pals with a man who is 
serving a sentence of life imprisonment at a Philadelphia 
prison. He is a devout Jehovah’s Witness, and I believe that 
he has reformed his life. I certainly agree that solitary con-
fi nement is inhumane, and life without the possibility of 
parole is also inhumane. In my view, it does not take into 
account the fact that people can change their lives for the 
better. I do think a life sentence may be just, depending on 
the seriousness of the crime, but the prison environment 
must be humane.
Tim Donovan

Prodigal Son
Re “Who Are the ‘Real’ Catholics?” by Kerry Weber 
(5/14): Thank you, Ms. Weber, for returning the focus 
to a positive and potentially fruitful perspective. The 
Catholic Church should indeed be a home where people 
can fully be themselves, oriented to God and blessed 
by communal life. Catholics are excluded when people 
align themselves with the eldest son in the story of the 
Prodigal Son—the “real” and “good” son who does as he 
should. The whole point is that we need to be merciful, 
as the Father is merciful. 
Elissa Roper

At the Heart
This is a thoughtful article that goes to the heart of much of 
the divisiveness in the church today. The charge that poll-
ing is fl awed because it isn't focused on 'real' Catholics is a 
cudgel in the culture wars. 
Vince Killoran

No Closure
Re “Life Without Parole Is No Moral Alternative to the 
Death Penalty,” by Katie Quandt (4/30): As a person 
whose family member was a victim of homicide, I have 
thought and rethought and reviewed the facts regarding 
the death penalty and how it is currently carried out in 
the United States. This issue calls forth a response that 
is informed by faith, based on Gospel values as well as re-
search.
 I agree that “locking people away and throwing away 
the key is not a moral solution,” if that is where eff orts at 
restorative justice end. Ms. Quant fails to off er any solu-
tion to an unjust criminal system and the need to form 
consciences that are informed by faith and fact. Accord-
ing to the Death Penalty Information Center, 61 percent 
of persons support alternatives to the death penalty.
 And, as a family member of a victim of homicide, my 
sense of loss and pain would only be magnifi ed by know-
ing another (possibly innocent) human was executed; 
there is no “closure.”
Marge Mattice
Green Bay, Wis.

 Comments drawn from our website, americamagazine.org, and America Media’s social media platforms.
Letters to the editor can be sent to letters@americamedia.org. Please include the article title, author and issue date, as well as your name and where you are writing from.
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During President Donald Trump’s an-
nouncement that the United States 
would be leaving the Iran nuclear deal, 
he could not stop himself from men-
tioning that his secretary of state was on 
his way to North Korea. Mike Pompeo 
would be preparing for the president’s 
upcoming meeting with the leader for-
merly labeled “Little Rocket Man.” 
 The juxtaposition of the two coun-
tries was no accident. Mr. Trump 
seemed to say, “Trust me with Iran; I 
know what I’m doing.” Indeed, two days 
later, Mr. Pompeo returned to the Unit-
ed States with three American prisoners 
from North Korea. Kim Jong-un had re-
leased the men into his custody. 
 Later that day, the president tweet-
ed that the meeting with Mr. Kim 
would take place on June 12 in Singa-
pore: “We will both try to make it a very 
special moment for World Peace!” 
 Mr. Trump deserves credit for bring-
ing Mr. Kim to the table. Perhaps the 
bombastic exchanges between the two 
leaders will somehow lead to an unprec-
edented understanding between North 
Korea and the United States. And pull-
ing out of the Iran nuclear agreement 
could, in theory, result in a better deal 

with Iran somewhere down the line. 
 In both cases, it is early in the game. 
There is no deal yet with North Korea, 
and it remains to be seen if Iran will 
continue to honor the nuclear agree-
ment with the remaining signatory 
states despite the imposition of U.S. 
economic sanctions. But beyond rela-
tions with Iran and North Korea, the 
way Mr. Trump is wielding economic 
and military power will come with col-
lateral costs. 
 The United States left China, Brit-
ain, France, Germany and Russia in a 
very difficult position by stepping away 
from the Iran deal. Even if unpredict-
ability and the willingness to walk away 
from commitments can break stale-
mates with North Korea and Iran, such 
actions tarnish U.S. credibility in future 
multilateral efforts. 
 Mr. Trump, who in his business 
endeavors often capitalized on short-
term gains, may not be concerned with 
the status of the United States in 10 
years. But U.S. citizens should be. Mis-
guided foreign policy decisions can 
reverberate for decades. 
 President Ronald Reagan approved 
repeated interventions in Central 

America. Thirty years later the region 
is mired in poverty and violence. Pres-
ident Clinton’s insistence that Haiti 
drop rice tariffs devastated the Carib-
bean nation’s agricultural sector. And 
the Middle East is still reeling from 
President George W. Bush’s decision 
to invade Iraq and topple Saddam 
Hussein—an action that benefited 
Iran in the end. 
 Iran’s ongoing support of Hez-
bollah and Hamas merits a change 
in course. Yet Mr. Trump could have 
heeded the advice of President Em-
manuel Macron of France to negoti-
ate with Iran without walking away 
from the existing agreement. Together 
with U.S. allies, Mr. Trump could have 
helped Iran develop a more stable 
economy, the surest path to peace.
 Being unpredictable sometimes 
leads to a better deal in business, but 
walking away from international com-
mitments foments mistrust among al-
lies. U.S. foreign policy cannot become 
a showcase for one administration’s 
presumed deal-making prowess. If 
things fall apart, the United States 
does not get to file for bankruptcy and 
start another country. 

The Art of the Nuclear Deal

When Parishes Must Close
Like many Catholics across the 
Northeast and Midwest, parishioners 
in Pittsburgh are adjusting to a diffi-
cult new reality. On April 28 Bishop 
David A. Zubik announced plans to 
reduce the diocese’s 188 parishes to 
57 by 2023. The parish closings follow 
years of falling Mass attendance—the 
diocese reports it is down by more 
than 40 percent since 2000—and 
decreased participation in the sacra-

ments. The number of priests in the 
diocese is also expected to fall from 
200 today to 112 in 2025.
 This situation is not unique to Pitts-
burgh. The Archdiocese of Hartford is 
in the process of merging dozens of 
parishes and expects its 212 parishes 
to be consolidated into 85 over the 
next decade. Last year, the Archdio-
cese of Chicago, where an estimated 
240 priests will be available to serve as 

pastors in 2030, launched “Renew My 
Church,” a major consolidation and 
renewal initiative for its 351 parishes.
 Parish closures and mergers are 
painful, as anyone knows who has 
seen the doors close on the church 
where they were married or were bap-
tized as a child. Parishioners feel they 
have lost their spiritual homes. But 
too often, coverage of these plans fails 
to recognize the severe constraints 
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dioceses confront. Many of these 
churches were built at a time when 
seminaries were full or when it made 
sense to have clusters of ethnic parish-
es serving waves of new immigrants. 
Today, the church does not have the 
personnel to staff  these parishes or 
the resources to maintain their prop-
erties. According to the Center for 
Applied Research in the Apostolate at 
Georgetown University, in 1965 there 
were 1,289 parishioners per priest; 
that ratio is now 2,600 to 1; 20 per-
cent of parishes lack a resident pastor, 
compared with 5 percent 50 years 
ago. (The priest shortage is playing 
out rather diff erently in the South and 
West, where church construction can 
hardly keep up with growing Catholic 
populations.)
 There is no way to meet the present 
challenge without a signifi cant degree 
of real loss. But that does not mean 
these decisions have to be pitched 
as zero-sum battles. Any decisions 
to close or merge parishes should 
be preceded by an extensive period 
of consultation with parishioners. 
In Pittsburgh, for example, the dio-
cese allowed a three-year period of 
discernment that included meetings 
with nearly 30,000 parishioners. 
 Parishioners, for their part, should 
make a good-faith eff ort to see the 
bigger picture beyond their parochial 
walls. Focusing on what can be gained 
through consolidation—resources for 
outreach to young people, services to 
the poor, better liturgies—places the 
understandably bitter loss of “my” 
parish in the proper context: the entire 
church. That church is not a collection 
of buildings but a living body that can 
experience loss but also rebirth. 
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Prescriptions are not to blame for today’s opioid crisis
In April, the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention announced that 
prescriptions for opioid pain relievers, 
like Percocet, Vicodin and OxyContin, 
declined by 10 percent last year alone, 
part of a downward trend that has 
been happening since 2011. This good 
news, however, does not necessarily 
indicate an end to the years-long in-
crease in opioid-related deaths.
 How to explain the paradox? Isn’t 
overprescribing behind the opioid ep-
idemic?
 Not today. In the late 1990s and 
into the 2000s, prescription opioids 
were indeed the main cause of over-
dose deaths (at least when those pills 
were combined with alcohol and Vali-
um-type drugs), but today the drivers 
are heroin and, even more, fentanyl, 
a synthetic opioid that is 50 times as 
potent as heroin. Fentanyl or heroin 
(which itself is usually tainted to some 
extent with fentanyl) was present in 
more than two-thirds of the roughly 
42,000 opioid-related deaths in 2016.
 Pain relievers remain widely 
abused, and doctors and dentists need 
to prescribe them carefully. But cau-
tion will be effective only if we under-
stand more precisely who is at risk for 
abusing these drugs and how they get 
access to them.
 First, it is important to address the 
matter of addiction. Contrary to com-
mon belief, prescription opioids do not 
pose a significant risk of addiction to 
the average person who has had a tooth 
extraction or a surgical procedure. 
 According to a 2016 national sur-
vey conducted by the Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services Adminis-
tration, 87.1 million U.S. adults had 
used a prescription opioid—whether 
prescribed directly by a physician or 

obtained illegally—sometime during 
the previous year. Only 1.6 million of 
them, or about 2 percent, developed 
a “pain reliever use disorder,” which 
includes behaviors ranging from over-
use to overt addiction. 
 People who are given a few days’ 
worth of an opioid pain reliever like 
Percocet or Vicodin rarely develop 
an addiction. Yes, a subset is at risk; it 
includes people with histories of ad-
diction and those struggling with psy-
chiatric conditions, and caution is par-
ticularly important with young adults. 
It is wise to discuss if opioids are really 
needed, to prescribe as few pills as pos-
sible and to enlist a family member to 
manage them for a young adult.
 Addiction in chronic pain patients 
is a somewhat different story. Esti-
mates for new addictions resulting 
from opioids prescribed to manage 
chronic pain vary widely, but the 
C.D.C. guideline on prescribing opi-
oids cites a range of 0.7 percent at a 
low dose to 6.1 percent at higher doses.
 Still, just because opioids do not 
produce high rates of addiction in pa-
tients does not mean doctors are not 
overprescribing. Few patients need (or 
use) more than a week of pain relievers 
for a temporary problem. The problem 
is that excess pills remain in medicine 
chests around the country and fall into 
the wrong hands. According to the 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration, among people 
who misused prescription pain relievers 
in 2013 and 2014, about half said that 
they obtained them from a friend or 
relative, while only 22 percent said they 
received the drugs from their doctor. 
 While physicians must be cautious 
about prescribing, they must also be 
sensitive to the needs of patients with 

long-term and intense pain. Take the 
case of Anne Fuqua, a 37-year-old 
nurse from Birmingham, Ala. Previ-
ously, Ms. Fuqua worked in hospice 
care, but she has not been able to take 
care of patients for the past 14 years. In 
her late teens, she was diagnosed with 
primary generalized dystonia, a neu-
rological disorder marked by painful 
muscle spasms. She was unable to tol-
erate the usual medications prescribed 
for dystonia, but Ms. Fuqua and her 
doctor found that opioids dramatically 
reduced the rigidity.
 Ms. Fuqua is among millions suf-
fering from afflictions like rheuma-
toid arthritis, neurological illness and 
inflammatory conditions who receive 
opioids, sometimes at high doses. 
Without these drugs, many of them 
cannot get out of bed or hold a job.
 While a strong case can be made for 
carefully reducing doses in patients 
with their consent, no data support non-
consensual or forcible dose reductions 
or curtailment in otherwise stable pa-
tients. There is also anecdotal evidence 
of harm (emotional trauma, medical 
or psychiatric deterioration and even 
suicide) from forced reductions or out-
right cessation of painkillers.
 A compassionate approach to the 
opioid crisis is possible. Doctors need 
to be careful prescribers, and health 
systems and payers need to make 
more treatment available for those 
struggling with addiction. At the same 
time, we need to allow people crippled 
by pain to retain access to the medi-
cine that enables them to lead as full a 
life as possible.

Sally Satel is a psychiatrist who practices in 
a methadone clinic. She is a resident scholar 
at the American Enterprise Institute.
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The member institutions of the Catholic Health Associ-
ation of the United States—654 hospitals and more than 
1,600 continuing care facilities—face the same demands 
as their secular peers: among them containing the gallop-
ing costs of new technologies and drug therapies, retaining 
staff , and maintaining expertise.

But Catholic institutions confront some unique chal-

lenges too, said Carol Keehan, of the Daughters of Char-
ity, president and chief executive offi  cer of the Catholic 
Health Association. Catholic institutions can accept Pope 
Francis’ call for a church that goes to the margins “like a 
fi eld hospital” quite literally. “As you look at our footprint 
across the country,” said Sister Keehan, “Catholic health 
care remains an integral part of the health care of this na-

Political tumult, polarization 
are among challenges 
facing Catholic health providers
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Political tumult, polarization 
are among challenges 
facing Catholic health providers

tion. We’ve done it since the beginning of this nation and 
we continue to do it.” In fact, each day in the United States 
one in six patients seeking medical attention is cared for at 
a Catholic hospital.

Going to the margins to open or maintain health ser-
vices does not always earn C.H.A. members accolades; 
sometimes it provokes unfriendly scrutiny. Catholic insti-
tutions have come under fi re when they turn out to be one 
of the few or even the only health care provider still stand-
ing in urban and rural communities that have been aban-
doned because of diffi  cult logistics or economics.

The often vehement criticism focuses on services—
contraception, sterilization, elective abortion, gender re-
assignment therapy or surgery, and acts of euthanasia—
that Catholic institutions will not off er. “Being true to the 
mission of Catholic health, we want to be respectful and 
welcoming and caring for all patients in the context of still 
saying there are some things we are not going to do,” said 
Sister Keehan.

In times past those limitations on specifi c services 
might have seemed reasonable to most people; in recent 
years, however, Catholic health services have frequently 
been attacked for purportedly improperly caring for wom-
en or transgender patients because of such restrictions, a 
charge Sister Keehan strongly denied. She pointed out that 
Catholic hospitals must follow the same accreditation regi-
men and off er the same standard of care as any other health 
care provider. They often provide the highest level of care, 
she said, for women facing problem pregnancies.

The attacks from the A.C.L.U. and a handful of other 
groups are part of a broader polarization Sister Keehan 
sees at work in contemporary U.S. society. “The vitriol, the 
lashing out at people, the diminished respect for each other 
and the atrocious way [disagreements are] often expressed 
in public” is something she said many Catholic health care 
administrators are still adjusting to. Sister Keehan cited 
recent comments about Senator John McCain of Arizona, 
who is approaching death but still objecting to torture re-
vivalism in the Trump administration. “There just seems 
like there is no boundary that people won’t cross anymore.”

The polarized environment—“when you’re dealing 
with people making accusations [about the mistreatment 
of women patients] that are outrageous or vicious”—makes 

it “really very tough,” she said, “sorting out the challenges 
aff ecting the Aff ordable Care Act and sorting out a reason-
able respect for the conscience of each person.”

And dealing with scurrilous attacks is a distraction 
from the more positive work hospital staff  could be doing, 
she argues. Sister Keehan recalled a webinar off ered by 
C.H.A. in December on meeting the spiritual needs of pa-
tients who were experiencing diff erent levels of dementia. 
“We had 400 people on that webinar,” despite the upcom-
ing holidays, she recalled. “That is how sensitive people in 
Catholic health care are to the importance of total care of 
the patient.

“Now that was a really good use of our time, but getting 
into these polarized conversations and responding to de-
liberate misinformation,” Sister Keehan said, can be drain-
ing for health care administrators and staff .

But asked about the greatest challenge confronting 
the national Catholic health network this year, Sister 
Keehan’s response was instantaneous. “The absolute dis-
ruption of the health care delivery system by eff orts to de-
stroy the Aff ordable Care Act” in Congress and the White 
House, she said.

Before the 2016 elections, Sister Keehan said, C.H.A. 
member institutions had been considering how best to 
support the expansion and stabilization of what has be-
came popularly known as Obamacare. Instead they have 
been consumed by a rear-guard eff ort to preserve the 
A.C.A.’s achievements. 

She called the passage of the A.C.A. in 2010 the great-
est step forward in U.S. health care since the creation of 
Medicare and Medicaid in 1965. “We saw 20 million peo-
ple who did not have insurance get insurance,” she said. 
Instead of building on that progress and addressing some 
of the major defi cits of the A.C.A., she said, the Trump ad-
ministration has exhausted itself on unsuccessful eff orts to 
legislatively euthanize Obamacare before seeking its death 
“by a thousand cuts” through regulatory reversals and un-
derfunding awareness-raising eff orts.

“We are destabilizing not only the health care delivery 
for low-income people but for middle-income people,” she 
added. Owing to the uncertainty created by Trump admin-
istration policy shifts like repealing the mandate that indi-
viduals acquire insurance coverage, she said that insurers 

Nine-month-old Conner Walkenhorst and his mother, Jennifer Walkenhorst, visit in July 2017 
with Dr. Nadeem Parkar and Dr. Wilson King, physicians instrumental in the creation of a three-
dimensional model of Conner’s heart at SSM Health Cardinal Glennon Children’s Hospital in St. Louis. 
The model allowed for detailed planning of the baby’s successful heart transplant surgery.
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Sources: Catholic Health Association of the United States; American Hospital Association. Number of Catholic hospitals unavailable for 1998; chart instead notes number from 1996. According to the Healthcare Cost and 
Utilization Project, 39 percent of all U.S. hospital admissions in 2012 were Medicare patients and 21 percent were Medicaid patients.

CATHOLIC HEALTH CARE IN THE U.S. (2018) CATHOLIC HOSPITALS IN U.S.
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IS CARED FOR AT A CATHOLIC HOSPITAL.
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FULL-TIME 
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have been raising rates on all policyholders, not just those 
receiving government-subsidized insurance.

Those hikes have been accompanied by rising copays 
and coverage limitations reminiscent of the kinds of re-
strictions the A.C.A. was created to address. Those limits 
can deter even well-insured people from seeking medical 
care they may need, a return to pre-Obamacare form that 
will likely contribute to poorer health outcomes in the 
United States and lower revenue for some already hard-
pressed C.H.A. member institutions.

Despite such challenges, Sister Keehan insists it re-
mains a “wonderful time” to be working in Catholic health 

care, giving no small part of the credit for that to the lift 
provided by Pope Francis and his many encouragements. 
He has been “laser focused,” she said, on the important 
role of health providers in relation to the church’s other 
priorities, including supporting the family and global mi-
grants, and assisting people out of poverty. “You have such 
a sense that this holy father understands how important 
health care is and its importance to the credibility of the 
Gospel message,” she said.

Kevin Clarke, chief correspondent. Twitter: @ClarkeAtAmerica.
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Details are still emerging about Alek Minassian, the 
25-year-old man charged with 10 counts of fi rst-degree 
murder and 13 counts of attempted murder after driving a 
van into pedestrians on Toronto’s Yonge Street on April 23. 
As the city mourns, investigators and journalists are trying 
to make sense of the event.

Based on a Facebook post Mr. Minassian wrote before 
the attack, misogyny and sexual frustration may have been 
motivations. The post referred to the internet message 
board 4chan and to Elliot Rodger, who killed six people and 
injured 14 in 2014 after making a video raging against wom-
en and his status as what has become known as an “incel,” 
someone who is “involuntarily celibate.” Mr. Minassian re-
ferred to the “Incel Rebellion” in his post, and most of the 
victims in his attack were women, though police say it is 
unclear if these victims were intentionally targeted.

Reporters have interviewed peers, classmates and 
neighbors who described Mr. Minassian as “socially awk-
ward.” According to an article in The Richmond Hill Liber-
al in 2009, Mr. Minassian’s mother said she had a son with 
Asperger syndrome, a form of autism, but she did not name 
the son.

Speculation about Mr. Minassian’s mental health has 
been included in much of the reporting about the incident. 
Mental health advocates say that can be misleading.

Jordan Balint, a doctoral student at Emmanuel Col-
lege in Toronto who researches disability and theology, 
said he sees implicit biases against people with disabilities 
in the reporting on Mr. Minassian, refl ecting and reinforc-
ing wider tendencies in society to marginalize those who 

do not appear “normal.” Suggesting that people who strug-
gle with mental health issues are prone to violence can fur-
ther stigmatize them and is also inaccurate, Mr. Balint said; 
they are far more likely to be the victims of violence than 
perpetrators of it.

In comments to The Toronto Star, Margaret Spoelstra, 
executive director of Autism Ontario, agreed. “Autism is 
not the reason someone gets behind the wheel of a van and 
plows through a crowd of people,” she said, adding, “diag-
nostic criteria for autism do not include violent behavior.” 
According to the American Psychiatric Association’s latest 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, Asperger syndrome 
falls under the category of autism spectrum disorder. No 
link between autism and violence has been established in 
studies of the condition.

Mr. Balint said it is too early to determine all the 
factors that propelled Mr. Minassian to his terrible act in 
Toronto. He said it is clear that “there is hate” online and 
in the rest of society, “and people develop that over time, 
I think especially in toxic online communities like 4chan.” 
But, he added, “journalists the day after moved too quick-
ly to causes like mental illness. The speed with which that 
happens doesn’t help us think through what’s going on.” 
Journalists should examine their prejudices, Mr. Balint 
said; otherwise they risk deeper marginalization of people 
already subjected to unwarranted fears and prejudices.

As more details about the motivations of Mr. Minas-
sian surface, Mr. Balint said, Christians in particular 
should look for ways to welcome people with disabilities. 
That means everything from investing in more thoughtful 
architecture with accessible spaces to making sure people 
with disabilities are comfortable participating in visible 
roles in church services and communities. 

“The basic thing is that people with disabilities are 
people, and disability is everywhere,” he said.

“Churches should keep trying to become communi-
ties, where people are actually friends with each other, care 
about each other beyond a handshake, passing the peace,” 
said Mr. Balint.

“If we really do think everybody belongs, many of us 
ought to have diff erent friends than we currently do.”

Dean Dettloff, Toronto correspondent. Twitter: @deandettloff.

A� er a deadly van attack, looking for answers in Toronto
As Toronto’s Yonge Street re-opens on April 25, 
visitors pay their respects at a memorial wall. 
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Recent developments on the Korean peninsula have 
inspired a degree of shock and awe in diplomatic circles 
from Washington to Beijing. South Koreans themselves 
have been mesmerized by the previously unimaginable 
spectacle of the smiling leaders of North and South Korea, 
Kim Jong-un and Moon Jae-in, and their hand-holding 
diplomacy in the Demilitarized Zone, or DMZ.

“It’s really astonishing for us to see what is happening 
these days,” Bishop Peter Kang U-il confi rmed by e-mail. 
“We never imagined things would develop so fast.” Bishop 
Kang, a former president of the Catholic Bishops’ Confer-
ence of Korea, leads the Diocese of Cheju in South Korea.

Average Koreans may be gobsmacked by the pace of 
the improving relations, but they hope follow-up negotia-
tions and a much-anticipated meeting between U.S. Pres-
ident Trump and Kim Jong-un will keep the diplomatic 
momentum going, he said.

“Many Korean people have an impression that Mr. 
Trump is an unpredictable person, but they are also ready 
to bet on his rationality and common sense,” Bishop Kang 
said.

As talks of a non-nuclear North and a trilateral peace 
treaty raise expectations, the skeptical in South Korea 
point out that Northern leaders have reneged before on 
promises of better behavior and the denuclearization of 
the peninsula.

“However, many people seem to feel this time there 
have been fairly diff erent signs in Kim Jong-un’s behavior 
and his way of expression,” Bishop Kang said. He cited a re-
cent public opinion poll in South Korea that tracks a signif-
icant change of heart in the South regarding Mr. Kim.

Immediately after the historic meeting in the DMZ 
“truce village” of Panmunjom, 65 percent of South Kore-
ans said they trust the sincerity of the North Korean leader 
regarding his desire for peace; almost half of even self-de-
scribed conservative Koreans say they accept Mr. Kim’s 
sincerity, according to the bishop. “It’s a radical change,” he 
said. “Most South Korean people don’t seem so suspicious 

about the intention of Mr. Kim, listening and watching his 
sincere attitude” during meetings with Mr. Moon.

Mr. Kim’s decision to send “his own sister, his most trust-
ed person,” to the Winter Olympic Games appears to have be-
gun the warming trend among people in South Korea.

Bishop Kang said the church in the South will attempt 
to capitalize on the improving cross-border mood by con-
tinuing its outreach eff orts to the North. It has been off ering 
humanitarian assistance for more than two decades, he said.

What comes next for the Koreas? “The two leaders of 
the South and the North already pledged to work toward es-
tablishing a peace treaty to formally end the Korean War,” 
Bishop Kang said. Mr. Moon has even off ered to include the 
North in a joint economic development program with the 
aim of accelerating trade with the European Union, Russia 
and China, taking advantage of a railway link between the 

The dizzying pace of 
improved relations is 
a welcome surprise in 
South Korea

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un and South Korean 
President Moon Jae-in raise their hands after signing 
a joint statement at the border village of Panmunjom 
in the Demilitarized Zone, South Korea on April 27. 
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The Catholic bishops of California on May 1 released 
“Hope and Healing,” a pastoral letter on the care of those 
who struggle with mental illness. “People who suff er from 
severe and persistent mental illnesses are among the most 
misunderstood, ignored and unjustly stigmatized members 
of our society,” the bishops wrote in the passionate and 
strongly worded statement. “For them, our communities 
and parishes should be places of refuge and healing, not 
places of rejection or judgment.”

According to the most recent statistics from the Na-
tional Institute of Mental Health, almost 20 percent of 
American adults experienced a mental health issue of some 
kind over the course of 2016 alone. The Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention reports a 24 percent increase in 
suicides between 1999 and 2014.

“There seems to be something going on in our society 
that’s causing more and more people to struggle with anx-
iety, depression and other mood disorders,” says Dr. Aaron 
Kheriaty, professor of psychiatry at the University of Cal-
ifornia Irvine and co-author of The Catholic Guide to De-
pression. At the same time, “there’s a lot of folks that don’t 
have what they need.”

So in Orange County, “a county with a lot of resources, 
we have no county hospital where unfunded patients with 
mental health problems can go,” said Dr. Kheriaty.

“We regularly have patients that are suicidal or acutely 
psychotic basically boarding in our emergency rooms for 
days, waiting for an in-patient bed to open somewhere.”

“The mental health care system in California is bro-
ken,” wrote the bishops. “Our jails and prisons—indeed, 
our city streets—are fi lled with individuals who suff er from 
mental illness.... This is unacceptable.”

Jim McDermott, S.J., Los Angeles correspondent. 
Twitter: @PopCulturPriest.

two Koreas that was completed in 2003. That possible 
integration “would certainly improve North Korea’s 
economy as well as the South’s and bring a lot of cul-
tural exchange,” Bishop Kang said.

Is it all happening too fast? Bishop Kang does not 
think so. Most in the South “don’t seem nervous” about 
the sudden progress on peace. “They have waited so 
long for it,” he said. Even the skeptical young, who had 
been “generally rather negative” toward the idea of re-
unifi cation with the North, are now talking about their 
growing expectations for change on the peninsula—not 
the least of which would be “the day when they would 
be free from [military] enlistment.”

Kevin Clarke, chief correspondent. 
Twitter: @ClarkeAtAmerica.

California bishops: 
The mental health care system is broken
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Throughout the first five years of his pontificate, Pope Francis has made it 
clear time and again that he will not change any doctrinal teachings of the 
church. He is inclined, however, to expand further our understanding of 
those teachings. One area where Pope Francis has begun to advance Catholic 
teaching rather remarkably is health care. 

With 649 hospitals, 1,614 continuing-care facilities, 523,040 full-time 
employees and yearly totals of more than five million hospital admissions, 
105 million outpatient visits, 20 million emergency room visits and 527,000 
new births, Catholic health care comprises the largest group of not-for-profit 
health care providers in the United States. Every day, one in six patients is 
treated in a Catholic health care facility.

To guide those works both here in the United States and elsewhere, the 
Catholic Church provides teachings and directives for employees working in 
its own facilities as well as for Catholics working in other health care facili-
ties. These teachings seek to affect not only the practices in Catholic hospi-
tals around the world but also practices in other health care facilities. 

In order to appreciate the Pope Francis effect, we need to examine the 
legacy of his two predecessors. John Paul II influenced health care in a num-
ber of ways during his papacy on three significant issues. First, he insisted 
on a sanctity-of-life argument that highlighted the inviolability of human 
life. From this teaching, best expressed in his encyclical “The Gospel of Life” 
(“Evangelium Vitae”), he underlined that unborn human life could not be 

THE FRANCIS 
EFFECT ON 
HEALTH CARE

Pope Francis uses 
sign language during 

an audience with 
catechists and people 
with disabilities at the 

Vatican on Oct. 21. 

By James F. Keenan

A consistent ethic of life in a throwaway culture
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directly compromised under any circumstances. Following 
from that same sanctity-of-life teaching, he similarly held 
that there could be no assistance in the direct ending of a 
patient’s life. Though Catholic teaching had opposed both 
abortion and euthanasia for centuries, these two teachings 
were given lucidity, urgency,  priority and political force 
by John Paul II in a way not found in previous papacies. 
Moreover, such was his form of leadership that his bishops 
followed with the same level of commitment and focus. 

Third, during his papacy a major new teaching emerged 
on the unresolved matters of reproductive technology, 
ranging from artificial insemination to in vitro fertilization 
and surrogacy. This teaching was determined by then-Car-
dinal Joseph Ratzinger, the prefect for the Congregation of 
the Doctrine of the Faith, with the clear approval of John 
Paul II. These three teachings on abortion, euthanasia 
and reproductive technologies are central to appreciating 
the effect of Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI on 
health care.

The concerns and emphases that Pope Francis brings 
to health care extend beyond these matters. Yet before we 
enter into how he extends these teachings, we need to note 
his pastoral style with regard to matters related to health 
care, because this style provides an idea of the originality 
of his contribution. 

In an interview just six months after his election in 
2013, the pope made a remarkable statement about the the 
church’s pastoral ministry:

We cannot insist only on issues related to abortion, 
gay marriage and the use of contraceptive methods…. 
The church’s pastoral ministry cannot be obsessed 
with the transmission of a disjointed multitude of 
doctrines to be imposed insistently. We have to find a 

new balance; otherwise even the moral edifice of the 
church is likely to fall like a house of cards, losing the 
freshness and fragrance of the Gospel.

As opposed to the prioritization of challenges that his 
predecessors developed, Pope Francis suggests no sus-
tained set of priorities. The challenges he recognizes are 
multitudinous: immigration, sustainability, throwaway 
cultures, refugees, unemployment and global inequities, 
to name a few. And these issues are “connected,” as he re-
minds us repeatedly in “Laudato Si’”; they cannot be ad-
dressed in isolated ways.  

One area where this interconnection of issues can be 
clearly seen is on the matter of sanctity of life. Before Pope 
Francis, the late Cardinal Joseph Bernardin, archbishop of 
Chicago, insisted on the interconnectedness of the chal-
lenges presented in sanctity-of-life concerns. Last year 
the present archbishop of Chicago, Cardinal Blase Cupich, 
celebrated the “consistent ethic of life” formulation of his 
predecessor: 

In reading the signs of his times, Bernardin was 
concerned about the futility of treating issues like 
abortion, capital punishment, nuclear proliferation, 
and the use of military force as discrete topics. He 
understood how these issues were divisive in them-
selves. But he was convinced that a comprehensive 
commitment to respecting life as a principle con-
necting these issues would benefit them all.

Recognizing the connection among these teachings 
prompts a fairly expansive pastoral style for Pope Fran-
cis, different from Pope John Paul II’s clear, focused and 
repetitive critiques on abortion, euthanasia and repro-
ductive issues that had the cadence of a drum roll. Still, in 
style Francis is as forthright as John Paul II. We can recall, 
for instance, his comments on President Donald Trump’s 
ending of the DACA program that protects undocumented 
young people from deportation: “I have heard it said that 
the president of the United States presents himself as a 
man who is pro-life, and if he is a good pro-life [man] then 
he will understand that the family is the cradle of life, and 
that it must be defended as a unit.” During the U.S. presi-
dential election in 2016, he even seemed to question Mr. 
Trump’s Christianity: “A person who thinks only about 
building walls...and not building bridges is not Christian.”

Access to health 
care risks being 
more dependent on 
individuals’ economic 
resources than on 
their actual need for 
treatment.
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For Pope Francis, sanctity of life must be protected 
wherever and whenever it is threatened. In this way we can 
say he becomes the strongest papal advocate for a consis-
tent life ethic in the church.

The Throwaway Culture
Having looked at his “interconnected” style, let us now 
begin to look closer at its content. While Pope John Paul 
II looked at contemporary society as a “culture of death,“ 
Pope Francis identifies it as “a throwaway culture” that 
places humanity and the environment in danger. While 
the identification is a constant theme in his 2015 encycli-
cal, “Laudato Si’,” it appears time and again from the begin-
ning of his papacy. We can see it particularly when he gives 
us a glimpse of his broadly inclusive understanding of the 
sanctity of life. This is from an address in December 2013: 

The victims of this [waste] culture are precisely 
the weakest and most fragile human beings—the 
unborn, the poorest, the sick and elderly, the se-
riously handicapped, et. al.—who are in danger of 
being “thrown away,” expelled from a system that 
must be efficient at all costs. 

One month later we hear him again: 

Unfortunately, what is thrown away is not only 
food and dispensable objects, but often human 
beings themselves, who are discarded as “unneces-
sary.” For example, it is frightful even to think there 
are children, victims of abortion, who will never 
see the light of day; children being used as soldiers, 
abused and killed in armed conflicts; and children 
being bought and sold in that terrible form of mod-
ern slavery which is human trafficking, which is a 
crime against humanity.

In both instances, we see that he bases his argument 
concerning the consistent life ethic on two of his most fun-
damental platforms: the Gospel and the social doctrine of 
the church. When he invokes the Gospel, he identifies it 
with mercy: “One cannot understand a true Christian who 
is not merciful, just as one cannot comprehend God with-
out his mercy. This is the epitomizing word of the Gospel: 
mercy. It is the fundamental feature of the face of Christ.” 
For Pope Francis, mercy requires accompaniment. This 

can be seen in the most important Gospel parable, the sto-
ry of the good Samaritan, about a foreigner who responds 
to an injured person when others do not and accompanies 
the person both to an inn and then afterward.

When Pope Francis invokes the social doctrine of the 
church, he focuses on our understanding of human dig-
nity and the common good. He calls us to be attentive to 
subsidiarity and solidarity, maintaining a priority on the 
preferential option for the poor. The social doctrine of 
the church, rooted in the Gospel and made manifest in the 
Catholic tradition, is that which makes for a consistent life 
ethic: Sanctity of life read through the Gospel of mercy and 
the social doctrine of the church gives us an all-embracing 
view of the needs of human life.

Pope Francis has a third source for his teachings, the 
Argentine “Theology of the People.” Though some think of 
this theology as akin to “liberation theology,” it is closer to 
the popular piety and lived faith of the common people. This 
theology is a considered respect for the way the People of 
God have received and expressed their faith: the sensus fide-
lium, as it is traditionally called, or the wisdom of the believ-
ers who receive the Gospel in the way they, in conscience, 
live out their lives. Appreciating this third foundation of his 
thought, we can understand why this pope is so remarkable 
in respecting the consciences of the laity. As he writes in 
“The Joy of Love,” “We are called to form consciences not to 
replace them” (37). This respect has brought him to address 
directly such issues as a gay man who understands himself 
to be called to priesthood, or a divorced and remarried Cath-
olic couple seeking Communion.

The key insights of his teachings on health care are 
from a consistent understanding of the sanctity of life that 
stands in contradiction to a throwaway culture, that de-
mands mercy and accompaniment as it champions human 
dignity and the common good, and that is always mindful 
of the option for the poor, while never disregarding the in-
tegrity of the personal conscience and the need to discern 
moral issues through that conscience. 

A Developed and Consistent Application
Several months ago Pope Francis delivered a major ad-
dress to members of the World Medical Association. I 
close this essay with a close analysis of this significant but 
overlooked text, because I believe it gives us a clear view of 
his fundamental concerns about health care along with its 
own “interconnected” logic. 
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After greeting his audience, he turns in the second 
paragraph to surgeries and other medical interventions 
that are not always benefi cial, and other treatments that 
do not “serve the integral good of the person.” Then, in the 
third paragraph, he refers us to an important teaching by 
Pope Pius XII, later developed by Cardinal Ratzinger in the 
“Declaration on Euthanasia,” that “that there is no obliga-
tion to have recourse in all circumstances to every possible 
remedy and that, in some specifi c cases, it is permissible to 
refrain from their use.”

Here he proposes that we need to consider “the result 
that can be expected, taking into account the state of the 
sick person and his or her physical and moral resources.” 
He concludes by saying, “It thus makes possible a deci-
sion that is morally qualifi ed as withdrawal of ‘overzealous 
treatment’.” By using the term “overzealous,” he not only 
affi  rms that a decision to cease such treatment is permit-
ted, but also implies that to continue it might not be right.

The fourth paragraph calls us “to responsibly [ac-
knowledge] the limitations of our mortality” and suggests 
that when we do, we restore “humanity to the accompani-
ment of the dying, while not attempting to justify the sup-
pression of the living.” He adds, “It is clear that not adopt-

ing, or else suspending, disproportionate measures, means 
avoiding overzealous treatment.” Palliative care that ac-
companies the dying is the model being proposed here.

In the fi fth paragraph, Francis recognizes both the dif-
fi culty in appraising relevant factors in end-of-life health 
care and that “the mechanical application of a general rule 
is not suffi  cient.” He then turns to the primacy of the pa-
tient’s conscience: “The patient, fi rst and foremost, has the 
right, obviously in dialogue with medical professionals, to 
evaluate a proposed treatment and to judge its actual pro-
portionality in his or her concrete case, and necessarily re-
fusing it if such proportionality is judged lacking.” 

In the sixth paragraph, he brings in economic inequi-
ties, in particular “the growing gap in healthcare possibili-
ties.” Here he introduces a fairly signifi cant factor into our 
understanding of end-of life issues: “Increasingly sophis-
ticated and costly treatments are available to ever more 
limited and privileged segments of the population, and this 
raises questions about the sustainability of healthcare de-
livery and about what might be called a systemic tendency 
toward growing inequality in health care.” In the interna-
tional press, this was the most frequently cited sentence 
from the discourse. After it, the pope reiterates his con-
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Pope Francis visits with the Chicco community, part 
of the L'Arche movement, in Ciampino, Italy, on May 

13, 2016. The visit was one of the pope's monthly 
acts of charity during the Holy Year of Mercy. 

cern about shifts in the delivery of care both nationally and 
worldwide, saying, “access to healthcare risks being more 
dependent on individuals’ economic resources than on 
their actual need for treatment.”

In the seventh paragraph, he turns to the good Samar-
itan parable and insists on solidarity, specifying that “the 
categorical imperative is to never abandon the sick.” He 
concludes with a nod toward “palliative care, which...op-
poses what makes death most terrifying and unwelcome—
pain and loneliness.”

In the eighth paragraph, Francis summons democratic 
societies to fi nd legal solutions for these matters respect-
ing “diff ering world views, ethical convictions and reli-
gious affi  liations, in a climate of openness and dialogue.” 
But then he turns to human dignity and asserts that “the 
state cannot renounce its duty to protect all those involved, 
defending the fundamental equality whereby everyone is 
recognized under law as a human being living with others 
in society.  Particular attention must be paid to the most 
vulnerable, who need help in defending their own inter-
ests.” He argues that the “recognition of the other...is the 
condition for all dialogue” and concludes, “Legislation on 
health care also needs this broad vision and a comprehen-

sive view of what most eff ectively promotes the common 
good in each concrete situation.”

Convinced of the clarity of the church’s opposition to 
the “act” of euthanasia, the pope has called us beyond that 
stance so as to attend to the most vulnerable, who might be 
dying with inadequate care or without accompaniment. He 
pricks our consciences, asking us whether, in our dispropor-
tionate use of technology, we delude those who can aff ord it 
that “overzealous treatment” is the best means by which to 
show they are cared for—while at the same time, having ex-
pended those resources on technology, we become distract-
ed from the needs of those with fewer resources.

Pope Francis also pricks our consciences on a larger 
spectrum of health care issues when he asks whether the 
health care industry furthers the economic divide that 
already makes a disproportionate number of resources 
available to those who can aff ord them without any mind-
fulness of those who cannot. In a word, he brings to health 
care an extraordinarily developed and consistent applica-
tion of the sanctity of life argument.

James F. Keenan, S.J., a moral theologian, is 
the Canisius Professor at Boston College.



MAY 28, 2018  AMERICA  |  2524  |  AMERICAMAGAZINE.ORG

A HOME 
OF ONE’S 

OWN
By John W. Miller

In a steady staccato Bob Matesic tells you 
his dream: “I want to live in a two-storey 
group home, with three coworkers and four 
staff  people.” 

The 56-year-old is one of 5.1 million 
Americans with an intellectual or develop-
mental disability. Like roughly 3.5 million 
of them, Mr. Matesic still lives with fami-
ly—his older brother, David, and wife Bin-
dy. The Matesics would like Bob to move 
into a local group home, with round-the-
clock care funded by Medicaid. But there is 
no room for him. After four years on a state 

As parents age and people with 
cognitive disabilities live longer, 
group homes are in high demand.

OWN
A

ll 
ph

ot
os

 b
y 

Jo
hn

 W
. M

ill
er



MAY 28, 2018  AMERICA  |  2524  |  AMERICAMAGAZINE.ORG

The Emmaus Community of Pittsburgh takes care of 37 
people with disabilities, housing 22 of them.
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waiting list, he still cannot get a spot.
As states continue to close large state-run institutions 

designed to house large numbers of people with cognitive 
disabilities, the United States faces a new crisis: a shortage 
of new nonprofit group homes, which have replaced insti-
tutions as the country’s preferred way of providing lodging 
and support for this population.

Activists and caregivers say they are also worried about 
rising costs and cuts to Medicaid in the proposed new fed-
eral budget. They also face a demographic crunch due to 
aging baby boomers, stagnant wages for caregivers and a 
workforce shortage exacerbated by curbs to immigration 
under the Trump administration.

As expectations for taking care of people with disabili-
ties have risen, total government spending on housing and 
support for this population has ballooned to around $65 
billion a year from around $25 billion in 2000, according 
to the Coleman Institute for Cognitive Disabilities at the 
University of Colorado.

The new federal budget could lead to cuts in that num-
ber. “The President’s Budget would have a devastating im-
pact on people with disabilities and their families with un-
precedented cuts to Medicaid, Social Security, and many 
other programs that make community living possible 
for many people with disabilities,” The Arc, an advocacy 
group, said in a statement.

Although each state has its particular problems, 
“across the nation, the big issues are similar,” says Mary 
Lee Fay, executive director of the National Association of 
State Directors of Developmental Disabilities Services. 
Modern needs for the cognitively disabled “run the gamut, 
and the complexity of individuals and the desire for choice 
is ever increasing,” says Robert Budd, the chief executive 
officer of a network of group homes in New York that takes 
care of over 1,000 people, with around 2,400 employees to 
take care of them. “In some ways that’s a good problem, but 

in other ways it makes things more stressed.”
Indeed, higher, more expensive standards of care are 

a good problem to have for many people with disabilities 
and their families. When Jim Tanasse of Olympia, Wash., 
was a young man and his brother Joe was born with Down 
syndrome, “it was the ’60s, when parents were learning to 
demand better conditions, and they got him a place in a 
group home, instead of an institution,” he says. When Mr. 
Tanasse’s own son, Ryan, was born with disabilities, Mr. 
Tanasse “knew what kind of life I wanted him to have.” 

Ryan lives in a supervised group home with two oth-
er men and a caregiver, and works two jobs, including one 
washing dishes at a local hockey arena. Every Thursday af-
ternoon, he walks three or four dogs as a volunteer for the 
Humane Society. “He has independence and is able to im-
pact the community,” says Mr. Tanasse. 

IN SEARCH OF SAFE HAVENS
In the Middle Ages and, later, revolutionary-era America, the 
“feebleminded” were cared for by families and wider commu-
nities. Simple Simon could meet the pie man going to the fair. 
Although they were sometimes treated with scorn, they were 
also romanticized. William Wordsworth’s 1798 poem “The 
Idiot Boy” tells the story of an intellectually disabled young 
man who gets lost on an errand and communes with nature. 
The essence of human goodness could be found by looking to 
those “who lead the simplest lives,” Wordsworth said.

As the Industrial Revolution introduced mass pro-
duction and markets, governments built sprawling insti-
tutions to house the disabled, modeled on the asylums 
of medieval Europe. “For some, institutions were a safe 
haven if their families were highly involved and could 
monitor things,” says Linda Plourde, who runs an agen-
cy in California that provides living support to 80 people 
with disabilities who live independently. “For others who 
were more isolated, it was a nightmare. People would be 

There are 5.1 million 
Americans with an 
intellectual or developmental 
disability.
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dropped off  and abandoned.”
The number of people housed in these institutions 

in the United States peaked at 194,650 in 1967 and de-
clined to 21,103 in 2015, the last year for which data is 
available, according to the Coleman Institute. By com-
parison, 680,851 people lived in group homes in 2015.  

In the 1960s and 1970s, newspaper and documen-
tary fi lm exposés of the horrible conditions in institu-
tions—overcrowding, children kept in cages, men and 
women wandering around naked and dirty—and Ken 
Kesey’s book One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1962), 
as well as the activism of Eunice Kennedy Shriver, 
helped turn public opinion against this approach to 
care. Class-action lawsuits and federal legislation, in-
cluding the 1980 Civil Rights of Institutionalized Per-
sons Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act of 
1991, created standards for care that large-scale insti-
tutions could no longer meet. 

Under these new regulations, Medicaid funding 
was tied to increased federal oversight. Signifi cantly, 
the government agreed to pay group homes the same 
money they were paying institutions to take care of 
people. The amount depends on the severity of the 
person’s handicap and level of need, and can add up to 
anywhere from under $250 to over $700 a day. Cumu-
latively, that can add up to hundreds of thousands of 
dollars a year per person.

The shift was driven in part by Catholics, who ran 
some of the larger institutions. It was the Catholic 
thinker Jean Vanier who started communities where 
people with intellectual disabilities lived with people 
who did not. We all have the same heart, the same de-
sire to be loved, Vanier preached, inspiring millions.

“The encounter with the individual person, like 
Jesus did, is very important,” says David Cloutier, a 
professor of moral theology at The Catholic Univer-

One reason there is 
a shortage of beds 
for the cognitively 
disabled is that it 
is hard to fi nd a 
sustainable business 
model. Marisa Niwa 
has her own room 
at the Emmaus 
Community. 
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sity of America. “And the group home model seems to 
support that, although Catholic social teaching doesn’t 
endorse specifi c policies.” 

One reason there is a shortage of beds for the cog-
nitively disabled is that it is hard to fi nd a sustainable 
business model that can meet the need. “There’s just 
not a private market because of the expense of it,” says 
Dan Berland, director of federal policy for the National 
Association of State Directors of Developmental Dis-
abilities Services. “Some people [with cognitive dis-
abilities] might need 60 to 70 years of fairly intensive 
services, and that’s just not a lucrative situation, like it 
is for the aging.” It is a question of competing funding 
needs and political will, Mr. Berland says.

As group homes replaced institutions, medical ad-
vances extended the lives of people with disabilities, 
improving their lives and creating a need for more 
care. Roughly half of newborns with Down syndrome 
have congenital heart defects, a condition doctors 
have treated much more eff ectively since the 1980s. 
The life expectancy of people with Down syndrome 
has increased to 60 from 28 since 1984, says Dr. Brian 
Chicoine, co-author of Mental Wellness in Adults With 
Down Syndrome, and founder of a clinic that specializ-

es in treating people with the condition. “It used to be 
that our patients would never outlive their parents, and 
now it happens all the time,” he says.

There is hope that technology could help people 
with disabilities lead more independent lives, says 
John Maltby, a former Wall Street commodities trader 
who now campaigns for housing reform for people with 
disabilities. “There’s still much to be done to cut costs 
and still care for people,” says Mr. Maltby, who says he 
has been motivated by love for his son, Andrew, who 
was born with developmental disabilities. 

Mr. Maltby advocates using technology to make 
care more aff ordable—for example to dispense medi-
cation, ferry people around with automated vehicles or 
monitor people. But technology, he adds, is just a tool 
and no substitute for what people with intellectual dis-
abilities really need: “support that is truly person cen-
tered, with their having ability to make genuine choices 
and control their services and budget as much as they 
are able to.” 

Only 17 percent of people with intellectual disabil-
ities are employed, and activists fear automation will 
decrease this number. John D’Eri, a former corporate 
chief executive offi  cer who started a company in Fort 

  

      

The Matesics would like their son Bob, left , to move into 
a local group home like Emmaus, where Erin Gannon and 
Marisa Niwa, below, now live. 
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Lauderdale, Fla., that employs 80 people with develop-
mental disabilities, including his son Andrew, says he is 
not worried. “We’ve identified over 50 steps to washing a 
car, and a lot of them are repetitive tasks that machines 
can’t do and neurotypical people like us get bored doing,” 
says Mr. D’Eri. Employees make $8.25 an hour, plus tips. 

THE JOURNEY OF EMMAUS
The place where Bob Matesic wants to live is the Emmaus 
Community of Pittsburgh, whose story underscores the crisis 
faced by group homes. It was founded in 1989 by Ken and 
Lorraine Wagner, a couple inspired by Mr. Vanier’s teach-
ings. Emmaus is headquartered in a red brick building that 
used to belong to a church, along the Monongahela River, 
not far from where steel mills once pumped out metal. 

Emmaus takes care of 37 people with disabilities, hous-
ing 22 of them, with a staff of 85, 70 of whom are low-
wage direct caregivers, a ratio that is common in the sector. 
When they started the community to care for their daughter 
and others, “we were the first new provider in the area in 17 
years,” says Lorraine. “We hired people who wanted to work 
with people with disabilities because it was a calling. It’s 
hard to find people like that these days.”

Ninety percent of Emmaus’s roughly $4 million a year 
budget now comes from Medicaid, says the director, Karen 
Jacobsen, a career Catholic activist who worked with home-
less children before coming to Emmaus. She welcomes the 
Medicaid funding but says that the regulations that come 
with it are burdensome. 

Sharing your life with people with disabilities, says Ms. 
Jacobsen, is a calling and “an expression of love that we 
don’t have language for.” “Very few people are meant to live 
alone, with or without a disability.” Working with people 
with disabilities “teaches you love and openness and the ca-
pacity to live in the present.” 

But Ms. Jacobsen says it is important not to be carried 
away with idealism. “You have to make things work,” she 
says, listing Emmaus’s difficulties. 

It is common, she adds, “to get a phone call saying 
my mom is 80, she’s about to die, can you take care of my 
60-year-old sister?” In that situation, she must tell them to 
apply through the state.

“In the old days, you had one room with 25 people in it, 

and now you have 10 homes for those people, but that means 
10 mortgages, and a lot of other costs,” she says.

And, always, there is a short supply of workers.
On a recent day at Emmaus, 70-year-old Gloria Vonda, 

a “direct support professional,” cut up a turkey sandwich 
from Subway for Gerry, a cheerful resident in her 70s, be-
fore entering the sandwich data into a logbook she keeps to 
meet state requirements. Ms. Vonda, who is African-Amer-
ican and has a master’s degree, works for the low pay be-
cause she has to support her teenage granddaughter. In the 
afternoon, she and Gerry will work on craft projects, fold 
laundry or watch TV, maybe “Judge Judy” or “The Young 
and the Restless.” 

Because average pay is under $12 an hour, it is hard to 
attract college graduates. Instead, the majority of people who 
care for people with disabilities are women seeking part-
time work to support their families, and many of them are 
minorities. In cities, the percentage is heavily tilted toward 
immigrants. For example, “over 70 percent of direct support 
professionals in Miami are foreign-born,” says Gabrielle Se-
dor, chief operations officer for the American Network of 
Community Options and Resources, which represents 1,400 
organizations that take care of over 600,000 people. 

Turnover in the sector is over 45 percent, which is a 
problem because the work often requires uniquely personal 
assistance. Many people with intellectual disabilities need 
daily assistance to use the bathroom. Aides also help them 
eat, get dressed and cope with wild emotional swings and 
sexual impulses. “You have people dealing with the most 
intimate things, and if you have a different person coming to 
do that every week, that has an impact on your quality of life 
and creates more behavior issues,” she says.

Emmaus would like to offer more money to help re-
tain staff, but it does not have the funds. “I used to say hell 

Medical advances have 
extended the lives of 
people with disabilities, 
improving their lives 
and creating a need for 
more care. 
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would freeze over before we hired a temp agency,” says Ms. 
Jacobsen. “Well, I’ve hired a temp agency.” That means they 
worry less about finding enough workers. But temp agency 
workers can be unprepared. And for every worker, a back-
ground check and clearances must be obtained.

“Our employees are not doing as well as our residents,” 
says Ms. Jacobsen, the director. Indeed, if you make $11.40 
an hour as a caregiver, you can probably not afford the kind 
of house that the people with disabilities live in.

 
THE WAY THEY ARE
On a rainy Thursday afternoon, in a standalone suburban 
house Emmaus owns a few miles south of the headquarters, 
Marisa Niwa, a resident, watches Olympic curling on televi-
sion. Erin Gannon comes home from her shift at Giant Eagle. 

Marisa and Erin hug each other and sit down. “I get 
confused by things and things get crazy, but I like staff 
who love you for who you are,” says Erin. “Sometimes my 
emotions go every which way.” 

Marisa takes me to the basement. There is a station-
ary bicycle and weights. “I like to work out for an hour ev-
ery morning,” she says. We go upstairs, where each woman 
has a bedroom, decorated in the style of a quiet, mature 
teenage girl. Erin’s bed isn’t made. “Look at Erin’s room,” 
says Marisa, giggling. “She is messy.”

That is the kind of life the Matesics want for Bob. 
They are a tight-knit Croatian Catholic clan, whose patri-
arch owned a bar on the banks of the Monongahela river 
where steelworkers would stop in for a pint after work. 

Bob has eight siblings, and every one learned to look 
after Bob, who was diagnosed early on with infantile au-
tism, mild mental retardation and epilepsy. “We all under-
stood that there would be a responsibility to take care of 
him,” says David Matesic, a burly businessman who owns 
a construction company. 

Bob’s dad died in 1999, and his mom took care of 

him. In 2011, she developed Alzheimer’s and entered a 
nursing facility. 

Bob moved in with David and his wife, Bindy. They 
hired a caregiver who helps Bob with his meals, washing 
and medication, which is necessary to prevent seizures 
and manic outbursts. It is important to keep careful track 
of meals. People with intellectual disabilities often over-
eat, says Danielle Risha, his current aide. 

They are good friends. When he comes home and 
she is watching TV, he likes to grab the remote and turn 
everything off, proclaiming, “I’m tuning out the world.”

Bob receives a bit over $1,000 a month in Social Se-
curity disability, and state money helps support his job 
and occasional short stays at Emmaus, but the family 
does not receive any direct government funding.

On a recent evening, Bob ate dinner with his sister 
Betsie, visiting from out of town, and his sister-in-law, 
Bindy. Bob had returned from his job with a nonprofit 
that subcontracts simple services to corporations. He 
had spent the day picking up cigarette butts and was 
not happy. 

Bob speaks a bit like the autistic Dustin Hoffman 
character in the movie “Rain Man.” And he has some 
similar abilities. When he watches a football game, he 
remembers uniform numbers, but not play on the field. 
When Bindy challenges him to name the day of the week 
of a specific date, he answers immediately. He is attentive 
to his surroundings, asking visitors about their eye color 
and getting up to chase a cat off the kitchen counter. Bob 
enjoys going to Mass and once asked a priest what would 
happen if there were two true gods and two trinities, to-
taling six. “We’d be having a different conversation,” the 
priest replied. 

He likes to talk about his imaginary girlfriends. He 
pulls out a picture of a blond woman his niece Cassie 
found on the internet. “That’s Wilhelmina,” he says, by 

In the old days, you had one 
room with 25 people in it. Now 
you have 10 homes for those 
people, but that means 10 
mortgages.
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way of introduction. 
Four years ago, David put Bob on the state waiting 

list to enter a group home. “We’d like to manage things 
before they reach a boiling point,” says David, who sits 
on the board of Emmaus and has been trying to apply his 
business acumen to sorting out better solutions for taking 
care of people like his brother. 

“I’m a tough conservative,” David told me. “But as a 
society, we need to take care of the most vulnerable. This 
is a segment of society that can’t be repaired, they’re al-
ways going to be with us, and they’re going to be taken 
care of.” 

“For now, we can manage Bob’s day-to-day, but what 
happens if something happens to us?” 

At the dinner table, Bob is being teased. “Dave and Bindy 
are going to come with you in the group home,” says Bindy.

“N. O.” says Bob. “No.”
“We’re joking,” says Bindy. “Would you miss us?”
“Yes,” says Bob. “But I want to move, I just need black 

plastic bags.”
Recently, David’s son Aaron moved out of their house. 

He packed some of his belongings in black plastic bags.

John W. Miller is a Pittsburgh-based writer 
and former staff reporter and foreign 
correspondent for The Wall Street Journal.

  

    

At one of the Emmaus group homes, Shekinah Peterson, left , 
eats a meal she has prepared with Richie Sunderlin.  

Karen Jacobsen, the director of 
Emmaus, says sharing your life 

with people with disabilities is 
“an expression of love that we 

don’t have language for.” 
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On the fi rst day of class, each of us seated in the medi-
um-sized lecture hall shared why we had decided to pursue 
a master’s in public health and what we intended to do with 
the degree. Most students talked about wanting to work for 
clinics in underserved communities or for humanitarian 
programs abroad. But one colleague’s response stood out: 
“I want to work for Planned Parenthood, and someday, I 
want to be the president of Planned Parenthood.”

I was stunned by the statement. But no one else was. 
During my 16 years of Catholic schooling, I had never 

heard Planned Parenthood mentioned so casually—and so 
favorably—in a classroom setting. And in all my years living 
in the Midwest, where most people I knew were Christians 
of some stripe, it had never occurred to me that revealing 
my faith to someone might create tension. But now I found 

myself on the East Coast, in public health school, and I was 
the only Catholic that I knew of in my cohort. 

I kept my Catholic identity to myself for most of the 
fi rst semester. I worried how I would be perceived if I dis-
cussed my faith openly. In a very pro-choice environment, 
I represented the other side of an issue and, I feared, all the 
stereotypes that come with it. To some of my classmates, 
being pro-life meant protesting and shaming women out-
side abortion clinics—the same clinics at which they vol-
unteered as patient escorts. 

Eventually it became diffi  cult to hide my Catholicism. 
Any classmate I became friends with on Facebook knew I 
loved two things: babies (I am a doula, after all) and Pope 
Francis. But I decided that if I were to get along, make 
friends and not be seen as anti-woman or some sort of fa-

The fi ght against abortion cannot ignore social justice
A New Pro-Life M ovement

Young women in front of the U.S. 
Supreme Court during the 45th 
annual March for Life in Washington, 
D.C., Jan. 19, 2018 C
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natic, I needed to avoid engaging in conversations about 
the morality of abortion—and I was happy to do just that.

I had long ago abandoned the pro-life movement of my 
high school and college years. The people I walked beside 
at the annual March for Life in Washington, D.C., traffi  cked 
in the extreme: graphic images of abortions or displays of 
faith that bordered on self-righteousness. And it was these 
voices that seemed to have the most funding, publicity and 
political clout. Groups like Feminists for Life or Pro-Life 
Democrats were also present at the march, but their wit-
ness seemed overshadowed .

About a year into my graduate coursework, I was ap-
proached by the professor of a reproductive health advoca-
cy course, a woman of faith I deeply admired. Her request 
was surprising: Could I write up a brief summary of the 

Catholic view on abortion for her class to read? She want-
ed students to be exposed to all sides of the issue, but most 
of all to understand “the other side” in the way they under-
stood themselves.

I readily agreed and got to work. The most natural 
place to begin was St. John Paul II’s “The Gospel of Life.” I 
had not read the document in years, and upon revisiting it 
I realized: This encyclical is not just about being pro-life; it 
is also about social justice.

“Decisions that go against life,” the pope writes, 
“sometimes arise from diffi  cult or even tragic situations 
of profound suff ering, loneliness, a total lack of econom-
ic prospects, depression and anxiety about the future.” He 
later poses the question: “Should we not question the very 
economic models often adopted by States which...cause 
and aggravate situations of injustice and violence in which 
the life of whole peoples is degraded and trampled upon?”

Frequently, diffi  cult situations are presented to justify 
abortion, and yet abortion falls woefully short as a solution 
to the problem. Take the example of a single mother liv-
ing in poverty with multiple children who has an abortion 
because she lacks the economic means to care for another 
child. The fundamental issue for this family—the upstream 
cause, as practitioners in the public health world might 

A New Pro-Life M ovement
By Christina Gebel 
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say—is not pregnancy but poverty. Should we as a society 
fi ght for the right of this woman to have an abortion? Or 
should we put that energy toward lifting her and her family 
out of poverty? According to “The Gospel of Life,” we do 
not need to choose between defending life and working to 
create the material conditions that can support that life.

Not long after the class read my summary of Catholic 
pro-life teaching, a friend who was the teaching assistant 
for the course approached me. She said that she knew I had 
written the piece, and I braced myself for her reaction. But 
instead of spewing the hatred and venom I had been told 
to expect from the other side, she expressed nothing but 
respect for my point of view. “I don’t agree with you,” she 
said. “You know that. But I will say, I had never heard it ex-
plained that way.”

Sadly, neither had I. For most of my life in the pro-life 
movement, the prominent messages focused exclusively 
on the morality of abortion. Social justice—the idea that 
we must advocate for circumstances favorable to raising a 
child and allowing him or her to thrive—was never men-
tioned. I believe a good number of my pro-choice class-
mates could fi nd common ground with that position. 

Nor, in all my years in the pro-life movement, had 
I been told that most pro-choice advocates want to keep 
abortion rare. Many of the pro-choice friends I made in my 
public health program fought for abortion rights but did 
not celebrate actual abortions themselves—a stereotype 
that has only served to further polarize the issue. 

Ironically, by enrolling in a largely pro-choice pro-
gram I was able to articulate a pro-life vision that I could 
truly believe in: a movement not dominated by the legal-
ity or morality of abortion but one continually advocating 
laws that are conducive to bringing life into the world. Just 
and equal wages, paid parental leave, universal health care 
as a human right, subsidized quality child care, a world free 
of racism, violence and sexism—for me these goals are in-

tertwined with my opposition to abortion. Those are pol-
icies that my classmates, the public health world, pro-life 
and pro-choice advocates alike, could get behind. 

A pro-life movement built on social justice would be 
equipped to address one of the primary reasons women 
have abortions: socioeconomic circumstances. The public 
health world has now gotten behind what we call the so-
cial determinants of health, the idea that the conditions in 
which we live aff ect our health and well-being. Those same 
social determinants infl uence a woman’s decision to have 
an abortion.

Yet that rallying cry, that priceless common ground 
where so much progress could be made, is woefully over-
shadowed by charged rhetoric, alienating stereotypes, 
shame, blame and single-issue voting. 

All of this stirs up within me a feeling, the familiar 
feeling I get every morning when I pass the Planned Par-
enthood clinic and see the same scene. There are women 
in bright neon vests near the door escorting women into 
the clinic—young volunteers who could easily be my class-
mates and friends. And mixed among them are protesters 
bent over in prayer or handing out pamphlets—older wom-
en who could easily sit beside me in the pew on Sunday. 

There are thousands of young pro-life women like me 
who are not outside that clinic praying, passing out bro-
chures or holding graphic signs. We have found ourselves 
outside of a movement we once identifi ed with. Even as we 
become active in today’s struggle for women’s rights, we 
hold on to our foundational belief in the dignity of life at 
all stages.

We are sitting at the stoplight, observing this scene in 
a sort of unsettled sadness—knowing full well there is so 
much work we, as pro-life women, have left to do. 

Christina Gebel is a public health professional in Boston, 
focusing on maternal and child health. She is a freelance writer, 
public speaker and author of the Before Bethlehem curriculum, 
a parish program to prepare parents for childbirth and beyond.
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By Patrick Gilger and Eric Sundrup

‘Star Wars’ Has a Problem 
With Its Past

36  |  AMERICAMAGAZINE.ORG



In the new movie “Solo,” the produc-
ers of “Star Wars” set out to explore 
the history of one of its most beloved 
characters. But while many fans will no 
doubt be thrilled by this nostalgic jour-
ney, "Star Wars," as a franchise, does not 
quite know what to do with the history 
it has inherited. While the current pro-
ducers want to reinvent the series, past 
traditions cannot be completely erased. 
 Let us explain. Disney bought the 
“Star Wars” franchise from George Lu-
cas in 2012 for $4 billion. Two years lat-
er, it announced that it would be “reset-
ting” the “Star Wars” canon to free space 
for new storylines unencumbered by the 
previous 30 years of novels, comic books 
and video games that told us what had 
happened to Luke Skywalker, Princess 
Leia and Han Solo after “Return of the 
Jedi.” With a single swipe of Mickey’s 
newly acquired lightsaber, the franchise 
was untethered from its previous tradi-
tion. For those of you who did not grow 
up fl ying the Millennium Falcon around 
your living room, this generated a lot of 
fear among hard-core fans. 
 But the new "Star Wars" is strug-
gling precisely with teaching new char-
acters (and its audience as well) how to 
do what Luke was taught to do in the 
original trilogy: engage with the past not 
resentfully, but redemptively. Kylo Ren 
and Rey typify two approaches to tradi-
tion. Rey feels a deep need for the kind 
of formation that only rootedness in tra-
dition can provide. But Kylo is angry at 
having been betrayed by these same tra-
ditions—angry enough at times to want 
to burn it all. 
 These new protagonists are exciting 
and charismatic, but thus far they have 

mainly engaged with the past nos-
talgically: by rejecting, resisting or 
resenting it. This struggle is perhaps 
represented best in a line of dialogue 
from “The Last Jedi,” when Kylo Ren 
pleads with Rey saying, “Let the past 
die. Kill it if you have to.” But there 
is a problem with killing the past. 
Because it is only in knowing where 
we come from that we can begin to 
understand where we are going. The 
problem that the “Star Wars” reboots 
struggle with is not whether the char-
acters can kill the past, but whether 
or not they can fi nd something in the 
future worth dying for.
 The heroes of the new trilogy 
(“The Force Awakens,” “The Last 
Jedi” and a concluding fi lm due out 
next year), have inherited a world 
shaped by the failures of the previous 
generation. Despite saving the gal-
axy, Han and Leia—Kylo’s parents—
were unable to rebuild a new republic 
out of the ashes of The Empire. Rey’s 
parents abandoned her for reasons 
the screenwriters have yet to explain. 
 Like the new "Star Wars" trilogy 
itself, these characters are struggling 
to forge identities in situations where 
they have been cut off  from their 
pasts. And Luke, the mentor Kylo 
had and Rey needs—the very one who 
should have rooted them both in the 
traditions of the Jedi order—refuses 
to take up his responsibility to form 
the next generation, fearful that that 
he is not equal to the task. 
 None of these tensions should 
be surprising. In the original trilogy, 
there was no lack of generational ten-
sion—as exemplifi ed by Luke’s reac-

tion to discovering that Darth Vader 
is his father. But Luke had a number 
of mentors willing to form him in the 
traditions of the Jedi. Luke is only 
able to redeem his father because of 
the traditions in which Yoda, in par-
ticular, has formed him. 
 No such formation has been 
given to the protagonists of the new 
fi lms. Failed by his uncle, Kylo Ren 
has embraced Darth Vader. It is only 
Rey, the heroine of the new trilogy as 
Luke was of the old, who seeks out 
tradition, even though it has not been 
off ered to her. 
 It is in this failure of formation 
that we can see most clearly the 
problematic relationship the new 
"Star Wars" fi lms have with the 
past—a failure most clearly visible in 
the character of Luke. No longer the 
young hero, Luke has seen how his 
own failures have led to a rebirth of 
the very thing he feared most about 
his own tradition: the Dark Side. In 
“The Last Jedi” we see that this fail-
ure has dominated him so fully that 
he cannot, at fi rst, bring himself to 
train Rey. And even after he relents 
Luke fi nds himself so afraid that she 
will follow Kylo Ren to the Dark Side 
that he decides to end the tradition of 
Jedi altogether by burning the sacred 
tree that holds the ancient Jedi texts. 
 It is just then, when he is over-
come by his loathing for the Jedi tra-
dition and the failures it represents, 
that his own teacher, the wise Master 
Yoda, appears to him. “I’m ending all 
of this,” Luke screams at Yoda, “the 
tree, the text, the Jedi. I’m going to 
burn it down.” But as he approaches 

In the most recent “Star Wars” films, Luke Skywalker refuses to take up his responsibility to form the next generation.
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the tree his nerve fails him and he falls 
back. It just when the viewer thinks 
the tree and the texts will be spared 
that Yoda—the Master Jedi himself—
calls down lightning from the sky, 
burning the sacred tree and, so we are 
initially led to believe, the sacred Jedi 
texts it contains. 
 At fi rst Luke takes this as confi r-
mation that the tradition of the Jedi 
must indeed die, that he will be what 
the title of the movie suggests: the last 
Jedi. But when Yoda explains what he 
has done, the wisdom he imparts rings 
hollow. Inverted phrasing or not, this 
hardly seems to be the same Jedi Mas-
ter who trained the young Luke on the 
planet Dagobah. 
 “Yes, wisdom they held,” this new 
Yoda says in fl ippant explanation, “but 
that library contained nothing that the 
girl Rey does not already possess.” In 
one ill-considered phrase the writers 
of the new trilogy seem to contradict 
the necessity of the training and tradi-
tion Yoda shared with Luke. After all, 
how could the same Jedi master who 
pled with Luke to stay at Dagobah 

and complete his training suddenly 
dismiss the necessity of training, of 
formation? The wise Jedi master we 
knew would never have cast aside the 
importance of tradition. According 
to this strange new Yoda, there is no 
need to struggle to attain the collected 
wisdom of all the ages because “it’s al-
ready inside you.” 
 The most serious failure of past 
generations is to fail to pass down 
what they have been given. And yet it 
is precisely this failure that is placed 
into the mouth of the great teacher, 
the wisdom fi gure, and presented as 
wisdom. It is the transformation of 
Yoda from wisest of counselors to af-
ternoon talk show host, from Thomas 
Merton to Dr. Phil. 
 To be fair, Yoda’s response does 
contain a kernel of truth: Our authen-
tic selves do lie deep within us. But it 
is a lie to say that our authentic selves 
require no formation, no accompa-
niment from wise mentors, to be re-
alized. As Rey herself—and virtually 
every millennial struggling to fi nd 
their place within a larger tradition—

knows, authenticity is not enough. It 
is dangerously false to conclude that 
what is inside of Rey matters more 
than any training or tradition that 
might help her cultivate that authen-
tic self. Recent scholarship in the so-
ciology and anthropology of religion 
is increasingly critical of this version 
of religion, one in which authentic-
ity and belief are untethered from a 
rooted tradition and from the need for 
training.
 As one of those scholars, Talal 
Asad, has asked, “Is the concept of reli-
gious training entirely vacuous?” The 
answer that the original "Star Wars" 
trilogy gave in that important scene on 
Dagobah was a resounding no. Luke 
was explicitly warned by Yoda not to 
cut short his training. Yoda knew that 
he was not yet ready to redeem his fall-
en father and reconcile with a broken 
past.
 This training is precisely what Rey 
came to Luke seeking. In the climat-
ic scene of “The Force Awakens,” we 
see her stand before the once-hidden 
master, holding out to him his own 

Like so many millenials scavenging through the downed spaceships of 
mistrusted tradition, Rey is asking for her authentic self to be formed.
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The Weaver’s Song
By Amit Majmudar
 

I wove myself a boy of wicker.
Daddy, teach me what to fear. 
Matches, ants, and the flail of the rain,
But not while Daddy’s here.
 
My kindergarten kindling boy,
My whistle at the marrow.
My rustle, my husk, my huggable scarecrow
Who couldn’t spook a sparrow. 

I gave him a coat and acorn eyes.
I set him in a chair.
Daddy, patch my wicker elbow
And comb my wicker hair. 
 
Who coaxed him off my porch? The wind,
Grayhaired and stooped and kind.
I should have heard the leaves on the street,
The shudder of the chimes.

Amit Majmudar is a diagnostic nuclear radiologist who lives 
in Westerville, Ohio. His work has appeared in The New York 
Times, The New Yorker and The Best American Poetry 2017. 
His newest book is a verse translation of the Bhagavad-Gita 
entitled Godsong.

lightsaber in petition—wordlessly re-
questing the very training she knows 
she needs in order to become who she 
authentically is. In this scene Rey is 
an exemplar of an entire generation of 
young adults. Like so many millennials 
scavenging through the downed space-
ships of mistrusted traditions, Rey is 
asking not that her authentic self be 
ignored, but that it be formed.
 The Luke we want to celebrate is the 
Luke who was trained and attempted to 
train others even though he sometimes 
failed. And the screenwriters seem to 
understand their own failure. Because 
right after Yoda’s seeming dismissal 
of the entire Jedi tradition, he once 
again reminds Luke what it is to truly 
pass on tradition: “Passed on what you 
have learned,” Yoda whispers to Luke, 
“strength, power, mastery. But weak-
ness, folly, failure. Yes, failure, most 
of all. The greatest teacher failure is.” 
With these words the strange new Yoda 
is gone and the wise master returns.
 As true masters of tradition have 
always known, failures are a critical 
part of our shared history. And it is the 
same for traditions as it is for persons; 
only in fidelity to our weaknesses are 
we truly strong. True authenticity rec-
ognizes our connection to past tradi-
tions and the need to be formed within 
them, flawed though they may be. “Star 
Wars” has survived in the public imag-
ination for so long because it wrestles 
with tradition in ways that speak to 
basic human desires. We hope Disney 
finds a way to keep this spirit alive for 
the next generation of viewers.

Patrick Gilger, S.J., founding editor of The 
Jesuit Post website, is America’s contributing 
editor for culture. Eric Sundrup, S.J., is an 
associate editor at America.
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Here’s a claim, which I am not sure is 
true: The most seismic upheavals in hu-
man civilization have come from relin-
quishing the urge to control.
 This may not always seem to be so. 
Feats of domination like agriculture, 
animal husbandry, sweatshops, slavery 
and monarchies have appeared to in-
troduce effi  ciencies despite their moral 
cost. Yet these eventually tend to become 
eclipsed by Ouija-board mechanics that 
work best when nobody is fully in charge: 
market economies and democratic pol-
itics, Wikipedia and Alibaba.com. Such 
invisible hands can integrate and process 
more precise information about supply, 
demand and trivial preferences than 
any philosopher-king possibly could. 
They are social computers, regardless of 
whether any digital device is involved.
 The world’s ascendant political im-
pulses nowadays revolve around the 
desire to claw back some control—over 
globalized supply chains, over the fl ows of 
migration, over what other people do with 
their bodies. But what if we were instead 
to veer head-on into the invisible hands?
 Eric A. Posner, the University of Chi-
cago Law School iconoclast, and E. Glen 
Weyl, a wunderkind researcher at Mic-
rosoft, suggest how to do so in Radical 

Markets: Uprooting Capitalism and 
Democracy for a Just Society. Their 
method: Identify a feature of society 
somehow exempt from maximally effi  -
cient social computation and remove the 
exemption. More precisely, they seek to 
replace entitlements with auctions.
 The result is sure to horrify adher-
ents of just about every familiar polit-
ical persuasion. The fi rst chapter, for 
instance, proposes nearly abolishing 
private property and instead regarding 
the things we once owned—from family 
farms to nail clippers—as perpetually for 
sale, with the bids starting at its present 
user’s self-assessed price. Since this price 
is also the basis on which the user owes 
taxes, there is an incentive not to charge 
too much or to become too attached to 
anything. Part of that tax, in turn, goes 
back in equal portions to every citizen as 
a dividend, greasing the general machine, 
squirting liquidity into the circulation of 
goods toward their most profi table use. 
This kind of auction is how Facebook 
ads and Uber drivers are allocated today. 
Why not everything else?
 Next come the book’s ideas for 
democracy. Here, the problem is the 
one-person, one-vote logic that entitles 
citizens to more or less equal voice on 

questions that they are unequally suit-
ed to decide. One way Posner and Weyl 
propose to fi x this: Put money even more 
directly into politics. If voters could pay 
for more votes on candidates or issues 
that matter most to them, passionate 
minorities could protect their interests 
from passive majorities. Paying for infl u-
ence, meanwhile, would incline voters to 
put more thought into their choices.
 This market for policies comes pack-
aged with a “quadratic voting” system—
quadratic because x dollars would buy 
the square root of x votes, ensuring that 
higher spending produces diminishing 
returns. Unlike our present arrangement, 
in which political money fl ows to ad 
brokers and consultants, the benefi ts of 
political spending would fl ow back to ev-
eryone in the aforementioned universal 
dividend.
 Such an auction, Posner and Weyl 
contend, is bent not toward the highest 
bidder but toward compromise. They 
go on to apply similar logic to immi-
gration, antitrust policy and personal 
data online. Paraphrasing their favorite 
economist, William Vickrey, they seek 
markets in which “each individual must 
pay an amount equal to the cost that her 
actions impose on others.” The common 
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Awaiting the 
transactional apocalypse By Nathan Schneider

What if we could make economics 
uninteresting again?
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good arises not from philanthropy but 
from reciprocity. Eventually, the authors 
expect, these markets will become an 
ever more automated affair, curated for 
us by artificial intelligence.
 At a time when U.S. politics chews 
relentlessly on stale ideologies left over 
from the Cold War, the originality and 
ambition of these ideas make for refresh-
ing science fiction. Like good scientists, 
Posner and Weyl stress the need for test-
ing and evaluation. Yet what makes their 
proposals seem especially fictional now-
adays is the presumption of a functioning 
technocracy in search of evidence-based, 
win-win solutions to common problems. 
If nothing else, this book is a reminder of 
how far from sober rationality American 
government has come.
 Then again, maybe enlightened gov-
ernment is no longer necessary.
 The pseudonymous creator of Bit-
coin, Satoshi Nakamoto, first announced 
the digital currency system in early 2009 
by describing it as “completely decen-
tralized with no server or central author-
ity.” Currencies have nearly always de-
pended on issuing authorities—typically, 
governments. With Bitcoin, networked 
users could create money of their own, 
and it could be worth something; the 
total value of the network last peaked in 
December at over $300 billion.
 Primavera De Filippi was among the 
first scholars to take seriously the social 
consequences of Bitcoin-like “block-
chain” technology, starting with a lecture 
in April 2014 at Harvard, where she is a 
research fellow. In it she described Ethe-
reum—then little more than a white pa-
per, now a network worth tens of billions 
of dollars—which proposed to do for 
computation in general what Bitcoin had 
done for money; its virtual “smart con-
tracts” could extend or replace existing 
legal regimes, enacting workflows and 

even entire corporations with no official 
sanction other than their underlying 
code and the value in the accompanying 
currency system. In Blockchain and 
the Law: The Rule of Code, De Filippi 
and the Yeshiva University law professor 
Aaron Wright write that “technical rules 
could increasingly assume the same role 
and functionality as legal rules.”
 The hundreds of blockchain-based 
systems presently gaining adoption pro-
pose to take over such tasks as social me-
dia networks, corporate governance, file 
storage, land titles and a variety of finan-
cial transactions. Typically, this means 
taking a service once provided through 
cumbersome human institutions and 
transferring it to self-executing code.
 For instance, a blockchain-based 
land registry, combined with a block-
chain-based auction platform, could 
approximate Posner and Weyl’s plan 
for private property. This would have to 
start on an opt-in basis rather than by 
legal fiat, but the lower real estate prices 
resulting from market dynamism could 
make it enticing to opt in. If quadratic 
voting on a blockchain were practiced 
alongside a corrupt regime’s sham elec-
tions, it could gain greater legitimacy 
than the official results and eventually 
replace them.
 Many teenagers now split restau-
rant checks down to the cent with the 
payment app Venmo, dispensing with 
the perpetual, mutual indebtedness that 
came with the imprecision of cash. As 
blockchain contracts become ever easier 
to create and deploy, we may similarly 
find ourselves in a world where the im-
precision of interpersonal trust seems 
obsolete compared to easy, ubiquitous 
digital transactions.
 De Filippi and Wright offer neither a 
jeremiad nor a gospel; unlike the breath-
lessness that pervades much writing on 

blockchain technology, they stick to sen-
sibleness and sobriety. They outline the 
challenges that blockchains pose to law 
as we know it, pointing out some areas for 
adaptive policy reform. Yet the shift they 
augur is no less than a transfer of law’s be-
havior-shaping work from the domain of 
representative government to whatever 
software protocols happen to catch on.
 Sometimes when we submit to 
forces beyond our control, it means 
we have less to worry about. Mecha-
nized agriculture frees vast swaths of 
humanity for other kinds of productiv-
ity. Globalized markets furnish endless 
varieties of goods that no bureaucracy 
could plan for. Yet these same forces 
have also decimated ways of life and 
livelihoods, forcing people from sub-
sistence-level existence in villages to 
slum poverty in cities. People suffer not 
because anyone wants them to but be-
cause the markets demand it. Radical 
markets run the risk of further con-
forming human life to the rote, cruel 
mechanics of calculation. As markets 
spread, they can obscure better means 
of determining value. 
 Yet it is possible that automated 
markets taking hold in ever more realms 
of our lives could distribute goods so ef-
ficiently that we would no longer notice 
scarcity. Aristotle regarded economics 
as a peripheral discipline of aristocratic 
estate management. Now it is the over-
riding political obsession. For how long? 
The economy, in principle, could just 
hum in the background for most peo-
ple, like tap water and the polio vaccine, 
and we could turn our attention to other 
matters. Economics might become un-
interesting again. 

Nathan Schneider, a contributing writer for 
America, is a reporter and professor of media 
studies at the University of Colorado, Boulder.P
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I had just stepped down after 12 years 
as president of Fairfield University 
when I read this book. Because it is so 
comprehensive in its presentation of 
best practices in academic leadership, 
it offered me the opportunity to do a 
bit of self-assessment—an examen, if 
you will, in Ignatian terminology. Al-
though titled Realizing the Distinctive 
University, this book is really about 
how to be an effective administrator. 
Yes, I found myself saying, I did that 
part of the job pretty well; or, boy, I 
wish I had been as effective as the au-
thor clearly has been in this other part. 
 This is a book not so much about 
the Catholic university per se but 
about the practical advantage—in-
deed, the necessity—of cultivating a 
distinctive identity for any university, 
religious or secular. Because mission 

is so central to institutional identity, 
Roche makes the point that vision is 
of primary importance for a university 
administrator. The greatest tempta-
tion and danger is to let the demands 
and satisfactions of day-to-day busi-
ness take away from the time and ef-
fort needed to plan for, articulate and 
execute a vision for one’s institution.
 The section that I read with great-
est interest had to do with faculty ac-
countability and effectiveness. How 
does one reward and incentivize effec-
tive faculty members, and how does 
one hold low-performing people to ac-
count? This question usually centers 
on issues of merit pay. Roche started 
out a strong advocate of accountabil-
ity in distributing pay increases but 
eventually moved to talking about a 
two-step merit pay system that gave 
most people “standard merit” for ac-
ceptable performance and “additional 

merit” for superior performance. 
 I did wonder if Roche fully realiz-
es how fortunate he was to be an ad-
ministrator at the University of Notre 
Dame. Is there another institution in 
the country that has institutional dis-
tinctiveness down better than Notre 
Dame? Second, I am not sure Roche 
appreciates the qualitative difference 
between what an effective adminis-
trator can accomplish at a place with 
abundant resources versus institu-
tions with lesser resources. As I read 
Roche’s book and marvelled at all he 
was able to accomplish, I could not 
help but recall the baseball analogy 
about “being born on third base.”

Jeffrey von Arx, S.J., is the superior of the 
LaFarge House in Cambridge, Mass., and 
president emeritus of Fairfield University  
in Connecticut.

“The purpose of art is to console and 
amuse—myself, and I hope, others.” 
These words by Ludwig Bemelmans, 
the author of the French classic chil-
dren’s series Madeline, are an apt way to 
introduce Liam Callanan’s novel Paris 
by the Book. Part mystery novel, part 
love story, part humorous travelogue 
of Americans in Paris, the book tells 
the tale of a Wisconsin couple brought 
together by a mutual love of all things 
French—and the trans-Atlantic journey 
their family takes to Paris when one of 
them goes missing. 
 Told in the amusing but candid 
voice of wife and mother Leah Eady, 
the novel traces clues about her miss-
ing husband, Robert, who has vanished 
from their home. When an airline re-

cord locator for a family trip to Paris 
is discovered soon after he is reported 
missing and presumed dead, Leah and 
her daughters fly to Paris, hoping that 
Robert has set them on an adventure 
and is awaiting them in the city of 
lights. Disappointed that he is nowhere 
to be found and yet still hesitant to give 
up their pursuit and admit defeat, the 
family settles into Paris life, living and 
working at an English-language book-
store, all the while searching for more 
clues that might suggest Robert is 
alive. They engage a lively cast of char-
acters that reminds one that the Paris 
of the 21st century is both the city of 
Hemingway’s A Moveable Feast and an 
international city of the tourist trade.
 At its best, the novel surreptitiously 
explores the existential anxieties of the 
writer’s life, as well as the consolations 

that come from a life of reading. Two 
texts in particular shape the imagina-
tive world of Paris for this family: Be-
melmans’s Madeline series and Albert 
Lamorisse’s award-winning film “The 
Red Balloon.” Discussions of both 
works by Leah and her family abound 
throughout the novel, suggesting a pro-
fundity that is sometimes lost on the 
reader. Indeed, perhaps Paris by the 
Book suffers a bit in wanting to amuse 
and console at the same time. It satis-
fies best in the amusing and whimsical 
elements of a family drama, and only 
second best at offering the consolation 
for which I think the novel strives.

Mark Bosco, S.J., is vice president for 
mission and ministry at Georgetown 
University, where he teaches in the English 
department. 

BOOKS

Mission and vision

Anxieties and consolations
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Katherine Clark adds a unique and 
valuable piece to the portrait of one of 
the best-loved contemporary writers 
in the English language with My Exag-
gerated Life. In a televised interview, 
Clark defined this work (it is an oral 
biography, a polished transcript of over 
200 hours of one-on-one conversations 
between Pat Conroy, who died in 2016, 
and Clark) as “a book that no one has 
written.” As opposed to a third-party 
work of scholarship or a carefully honed 
autobiography, My Exaggerated Life 
gives readers the opportunity to enter 
Conroy’s home as a guest and to hear 
his spoken story in written word. The 
words are Conroy’s; the pen is Clark’s. 
 The book’s five chapters begin and 
end as Conroy moves between South 
Carolina, Georgia, Italy and California. 
Each holds a rich collection of stories of 
the characters, troubles and triumphs 
that he encountered in each place. In 
her introduction, Clark calls this book 
a vehicle for “the voice, the character, 
personality, and the humanity of Pat 
Conroy and the amber of his own spo-
ken words.” 
 Conroy wrote a number of mem-
oirs, and a scholarly biography has also 
recently been released to the public. 
But Clark’s work gives us something 
that others do not—indeed, cannot—as 
the spoken voice of Pat Conroy is so 
different from the written. With pen 
in hand, Conroy is lyrical, planned and 
polished; over the phone, he is mat-
ter-of-fact, unscripted and colorfully 
irreverent. In both places readers will 
find the same large-heartedness, depth, 
wisdom, resilience and humor that has 

drawn them to Conroy for decades.
 Throughout the book, Clark honors 
her commitment not to come between 
reader and subject. Aside from the in-
troduction and postscript, her voice 
breaks the narrative on one brief and 
appropriate occasion. Her aim is to let 
the hero bare his soul instead of bur-
nishing his image, as “the sharing of 
his inner self and its stark truths is his 
finest act of heroism.” With My Exag-
gerated Life, Conroy and Clark succeed 
in letting his soul be known. This book 
is a valuable asset for anyone curious to 
know the hero they already love in his 
fiction.

Jay Hooks, S.J., is director of campus  
ministry at Jesuit High School in Tampa, Fla. 

Realizing the Distinctive  
University
Vision and Values, Strategy and 
Culture
By Mark William Roche
University of Notre Dame. 288p $25

My Exaggerated Life
By Pat Conroy and Katherine Clark
University of South Carolina Press. 
352p $29.99

Up close and personal with  
Pat Conroy

Paris by the Book
By Liam Callanan
Dutton. 368p $26

Full book reviews at 
americamagazine.org/books
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“God sends us the pope we need for 
each stage of the earth,” says the smil-
ing, elderly Sister Maria Eufemia Goy-
coechea, who has known the former 
Jorge Mario Bergoglio since 1969 and 
about whom she knows a few things. 
Among them? “His life itself is a ser-
mon.”
 That sermon is the spine of “Pope 
Francis: A Man of His Word,” a gently 
delivered but radical portrait by the 
German director Wim Wenders (a 
venerated fi gure himself in the world 
of cinema), one that delivers the mes-
sage and person of the pontiff  through 
interviews, observation and a some-
times stinging portrait of the world 
against which Francis has poised him-
self. Using scenes of St. Francis of As-
sisi (played by Ignazio Oliva) as a way 
of introducing and contextualizing the 
pope’s “revolutionary”—and funda-
mentally Christian—position on power 
and poverty, Wenders asks the ques-
tion: “What is it going to take to blow a 
Franciscan breeze into the world again, 
other than courage and humility?” 
 A Jesuit, it seems.
 “A Man of His Word” is not a biogra-
phy. Other than one remarkable fl ash-

back to 1999—of the then-archbishop 
of Buenos Aires delivering a sermon on 
love at the Plaza de Mayo—the movie 
lives in a present that begins on March 
13, 2013, at the Vatican. “The conclave 
had to give a bishop to Rome,” the new-
ly elected pope tells an oceanic horde 
in St. Peter’s Square. “And it seems my 
brother cardinals went almost to the 
end of the world to fi nd one.” 
 The humor is ever-present and of-
ten rich in the pope’s public comments. 
(At the Festival of Families in Philadel-
phia, he addresses the criticism that an 
unmarried cleric cannot counsel on 
family life: “Sometimes plates can fl y,” 
he observes, to laughs. “And children 
bring headaches. I won’t talk about 
mothers-in-law.”)
 But when he addresses what might 
be called the tent poles of his papacy, 
Francis is sober, consoling, occasional-
ly sad and always jesuitical: He quotes 
Fyodor Dostoyevsky (“Why do chil-
dren suff er?”) and tries to answer the 
question: Because people are free. And 
free to love. And love requires choice. 
And only people who are free can 
choose.
 His message is always simple but 

sometimes deceptively so.
 Wenders, who is Catholic and 
whose fi lms include that cult favorite 
about angels, “Wings of Desire” (1987), 
had remarkable access to the pope, 
did multiple interviews in multiple 
locations and seems to have had time 
for Francis to relax and address the is-
sues at hand with satisfying thorough-
ness and care. Fans of nonfi ction fi lm 
(Wenders’s documentaries include 
“The Buena Vista Social Club”) may be 
reminded by the director’s narration of 
his compatriot, Werner Herzog. The 
way Francis addresses the camera sug-
gests the American documentarian Er-
rol Morris and his Interrotron, which 
allows a director to make eye contact 
with a subject as the subject looks di-
rectly at the camera. The pope seems to 
be addressing the viewer directly, quite 
obviously the point.
 Less obvious is the way Wenders 
creates a running commentary be-
hind Pope Francis’ words through his 
editing and the silent reproof of his 
cuts. When the pope is seen address-
ing crowds of the poor in Brazil, the 
Central African Republic, the mon-
soon-ravaged Philippines or a deten- C
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A radical portrait of the pope, 
from a director and fan
By John Anderson
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tion center in Naples, the crowds are 
delirious and grateful. When he ad-
dresses the United Nations on climate 
change, the membership can barely 
pay attention; the delegation from 
China looks particularly bored. When 
Francis visits an American jail, the de-
tainees are rapt; when he addresses the 
U.S. Congress, members are more than 
happy to leap to their feet at a mention 
of “the land of the free and the home of 
the brave.” When he insists on an end 
to the gun trade—“which we all know is 
simply for money...money drenched in 
blood”—the Republican membership 
stays pronouncedly put.
 When Pope Francis says that the 
more power one has “the more you are 
called on to be humble,” Wenders gives 
us—what else?—glimpses of Vladimir 
Putin and Donald J. Trump. “Pope 
Francis: A Man of His Word” is a fi lm 
made by a fan, and a fan in sync with 
his subject’s theology—but who has no 
delusions whatsoever about what both 
of them are up against.

John Anderson is a television critic for 
The Wall Street Journal and a contributor 
to The New York Times.

In a new documentary 
from Wim Wenders, 

left, Francis is 
sober, consoling and 

always jesuitical.

There is nothing worse than a fi lm ad-
aptation of a beloved book that loses 
the heart of the treasured story. That is 
why congratulations are due to Heidi 
Thomas, who has beautifully adapted 
a new “Little Women” series for the 
BBC and PBS. Thomas’s work avoids 
both of the blunders common to fi lm 
adaptations: a heavy-handed modern-
ized agenda (think the recent “Anne 
with an E” series) or a misunderstand-
ing of the story and characters (think 
2008’s “Brideshead Revisited”—or 
don’t if, like me, you would rather for-
get it exists). Happily, this new series 
captures the essence of Louisa May 
Alcott’s familiar coming-of-age story 
and revitalizes it for a new generation.
 Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy, the March 
sisters, are “wings waiting to take 
fl ight” as they transition from girlhood 
to womanhood during the Civil War. 
With a father serving as chaplain to 
the Union army and a capable mother 
maintaining the home fi res, the March 
sisters may not be in uniform, but they 
are indeed fi ghting battles. The eldest 
sister, Meg, must fi ght her vanity, 
boyish Jo must conquer her temper, 
gentle Beth must war with her painful 
shyness and the youngest, Amy, must 
overcome her selfi shness. 
 Though the series emphasizes the 
inner virtue of Alcott’s characters, “Lit-
tle Women” never becomes preachy. 

Emily Watson’s excellent portrayal of 
“Marmee,” as the March sisters call 
their mother, is key. Watson shows us a 
side of Marmee not represented in the 
book and other adaptations. Rather 
than an always confi dent, comforting 
mother dripping with goodness and 
ready with a virtue-building lecture, 
Watson’s Marmee is not as sure of her-
self. We see moments of uncertainty 
and hesitation as she seeks to guide her 
family. She has wisdom to share and 
charity to model for her daughters, but 
the diffi  culties of life and the anxieties 
she faces as a parent bring vulnerable 
moments that resonate. None of us 
face the daily demands of raising chil-
dren without worry behind our eyes. 
 “Little Women” shows that the 
journey of growing in virtue need be 
neither boring nor sentimental but 
can be ever fresh and unexpected. It 
reveals that the ever-present battle 
of conquering ourselves is often won 
through adversity and the refi ning fi re 
of suff ering and loss. As Marmee tells 
Beth, “Sometimes we simply have to 
do the bravest thing.” And sometimes 
that means facing our own fl aws and, 
with the help of those who love us, 
emerging victorious.

Haley Stewart, a writer, speaker and pod-
caster, blogs at Carrots for Michaelmas. 
Twitter: @HaleyCarrots.

Growing in virtue
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never becomes preachy.
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EXECUTIVE LEADER
The Wisconsin Religious 
Collaborative (W.R.C.), a group 
of nine congregations of women 
religious in Wisconsin and Northern 
Illinois, is seeking an executive 
director.  The director needs 
to have leadership experience 
related to religious communities  
and be capable of overseeing the 
administration, programs and 
strategic plan of W.R.C. To request 
a position description or apply for 
the position, contact mgallagher@
thereidgroup.biz.
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to advance the University’s mission.  
Reports to the Director of Campus 
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beginning Aug. 1.
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or pastoral ministry; three years of 
university or related experience; 
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http://employment.marquette.edu/
postings/9377.
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“All the Lord has said, we will heed and do.” The fi rst Isra-
elites who lived under the Sinai covenant recognized the 
importance of applying God’s word to human action. God 
had freed them from slavery and was bringing them to a 
new life in a land of their own. It is easier to lose freedom 
than to win it, and the temptation was strong to exchange 
the security of God’s gifts for the apparent safety of hu-
man fabrications. In the Sinai revelation, God taught Is-
rael how to stay free and to act in accord with the divine 
plan. Only by acting on this instruction could Israel retain 
the gifts God had given. 
 The Eucharist has a similar quality. The gift of this 
sacrament is so important that the church celebrates it 
twice, once on Holy Thursday and again on today’s so-
lemnity. On Holy Thursday, the focus is Jesus, and the 
permanent change his sacrifice effected in humanity’s 
relationship with God. Today, the focus is participation 
in that sacrifice and the way it brings each individual’s 
life into harmony with God. 
 In Mark’s Gospel, that dream receives its clearest ex-
pression in Jesus’ act of self-giving. “This is the blood of 
the covenant, which will be shed for many.” Just as Mo-
ses foreshadowed Israel’s freedom with the unleavened 
bread of the first Passover and secured Israel’s inher-
itance with the blood of a sacrificial offering, so Christ 
offers his own body and blood to symbolize the freedom 
and eternal life he shares with God. Through his self-giv-
ing, Jesus restored concord between humanity and God 
and gives an example for any disciple who wishes to 
share in the same relationship.
 “All that the Lord has said, we will heed and do.” This 
relationship requires action. In the blood of the fi rst cov-
enant, Israel off ered itself to God in return for its free-
dom and inheritance. In the blood of the new covenant, 
Jesus off ered himself completely to God in return for the 
freedom and sanctifi cation of all humanity. We cooperate 
with these ancient off erings when we off er our own body 
and blood in service of Christ’s mission. 
 “Then he took a cup, gave thanks, and gave it to them, 

and they all drank from it.” Throughout his Last Supper 
narrative, Mark emphasizes the acts of self-giving in-
volved in the institution of the Eucharist. By accepting the 
same cup, the disciples took on themselves the burden of 
Jesus’ mission and fate. Very soon, in the very same chap-
ter in fact, Mark relates how completely they failed: “They 
all left him and fl ed” (Mk 14:50).
 God’s dreams do not suff er defeats; they just become 
more circuitous in their fulfi llment. Strengthened by the 
cup they all shared, those same disciples came to believe 
not only that Jesus rose from the dead, but that he loved 
them in spite of their failure and wanted them to continue 
his mission. 
 We celebrate our own participation in this mission to-
day. Loved by God in spite of our sins, we share the cup the 
disciples drank. With Christ as our body, and with his blood 
in our veins, we go forth to continue his saving work.

‘Then he took a cup, gave 
thanks, and gave it to them, 
and they all drank from it.’ 
(Mk 14:23)

Readings: Ex 24:3-8, Ps 116, Heb 9:11-15, Mk 14:12-26

Do This in Memory of Me
THE WORD | BODY AND BLOOD OF CHRIST (B), JUNE 3, 2018

PRAYING WITH SCRIPTURE

What is your memory of God setting you free?

How has serving Christ’s mission allowed you to bring 
freedom to others?

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

Michael Simone, S.J., teaches Scripture at Boston College 
School of Theology and Ministry.
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Where did Jesus get his power? This was not a trivial ques-
tion. Those who benefi ted from his actions needed to know 
the origin of the power that transformed their lives. This 
question troubled the scribes in this week’s Gospel passage, 
who confronted Jesus with an accusation of sorcery. In the 
understanding of the day, a human agent who entered into 
league with dark powers would receive from them impres-
sive magical abilities. The agent might employ these pow-
ers in seemingly benign ways, but what the benefi ciaries 
of these powers would not immediately understand is that 
their lives were now entangled with demonic forces. In 
short, the scribes accused Jesus of laying snares for souls 
on Beelzebul’s behalf.
 All three synoptic writers, Matthew, Mark and Luke, 
pass along this narrative, which suggests that even decades 
later people still expressed concern over the power that 
Christians displayed. Mark transmits this tradition as an 
episode in the wider “rescue mission” that he believes Je-
sus undertook. Dark powers were at work on earth, twist-
ing God’s creation in ways that rendered it “unclean.” God 
was planning a fi nal defeat of these powers, but before this 

event, God sent the Son to gather up any who remained 
faithful or returned to belief. In Mark’s mind, Jesus was the 
“strong man” who had incapacitated the prince of demons 
and was freely plundering his house. 
 In this context, the unforgivable blasphemy of the 
scribes was their attribution of this divine liberation to de-
monic powers. (Later theologians, less motivated by con-
cerns over magic, came to understand blasphemy against 
the Spirit as an active and complete resistance to divine 
grace, which remains the teaching today. This deeper un-
derstanding draws on elements beyond Mark’s interests 
here.) Mark understood Jesus to be the all-powerful savior 
whose power exceded that of even his strongest opponents, 
and who therefore could rescue any human, no matter how 
horrifying the situation that held them bound. 
 Mark uses this Christological insight to highlight a wid-
er discussion of discipleship. Jesus’ disciples are those who 
believe in his power and follow his teachings. This did not 
include his relatives, at least at fi rst. The passages immedi-
ately before and after this rebuke of the scribes speak of his 
relatives coming to fetch him because they thought he had 
lost his mind. Jesus uses their appearance to highlight an 
aspect of discipleship. His true family are the people who 
join him in fulfi lling the divine will and liberating humanity 
from the grip of death.
 Christ is stronger than our greatest fears and stronger 
than anything that holds us bound. The Son of God shares 
this divine strength with anyone who believes in him and 
takes on his mission, no matter what their initial condition 
might be. This is the strength that allowed Jesus to over-
come his own will in Gethsemane and thereby free those 
bound by Eden's sin.
 As we undertake this mission, many might fi nd us in-
sane as well. Those who share this task will recognize us 
as family, and together our labor will rescue many from 
the power of death.

Pillaging the House of Beelzebul

Michael Simone, S.J., teaches Scripture at Boston College
School of Theology and Ministry.

THE WORD | 

Readings: Gn 3:9-15, Ps 130, 2 Cor 4:13-5:1, Mk 3:20-35

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

PRAYING WITH SCRIPTURE

How has Christ rescued you from sin or death?

How have you lived out his mission by rescuing others?

TENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME (B), JUNE 10, 2018

‘No one can enter a strong 
man's house to plunder 
his property unless he first 
ties up the strong man.’ 
(Mk 3:27)
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LAST  TAKE

A couple of years ago, I was grading 
fi nal exams for a class on global health 
when I came upon a very fi ne essay, 
but it did not answer the question I 
had asked. I invited the student to my 
offi  ce so I could understand why he 
had written what he had. After some 
hedging, he said that he did not have 
any clue how to answer the question 
and fi gured his best shot was to com-
pose a solid essay on a related topic 
that he knew well. I secretly admired 
his ingenuity.

Today, something similar is hap-
pening in health care, but I fear it is 
less intentional than my student’s 
behavior—and the consequences are 
much more serious.

The suicide rate in the United 
States jumped by more than 20 per-
cent in one decade, from 10.9 deaths 
per 100,000 people in 2005 to 13.3 
deaths in 2015. Alcohol-related deaths 
have recently reached a 35-year high. 
And drug overdose deaths continue 
to climb at alarming rates despite na-
tional attention to the opioid crisis.

In general, we see these tragedies 
as matters of medicine and public 
health. But that is only part of the sto-
ry. A small but growing segment of the 
health care world has started to de-
scribe these and similar conditions as 
“diseases of despair,” which suggests 
that some of the major drivers of sub-
stance abuse, suicide and even certain 
chronic physical conditions are hope-
lessness, an absence of opportunity 

and unrealized desires for belonging.
It is understandable that many ac-

tors in the health care system do not 
consider despair to be behind these 
medical conditions. Much like my 
student, who knew he could not ac-
curately answer the exam question, 
practitioners are not always well 
equipped to deal with matters of hope 
and belonging. So they respond to 
what they do know: the medical as-
pects of the disease. There is nothing 
inherently wrong with this. It only 
becomes a problem if the institutions 
that can help to ask and answer exis-
tential questions are sidelined or fail 
to contribute their expertise.

As a priest, I often face the fl ip side 
of this coin. When students and pa-
rishioners seek counsel, I must deter-
mine whether I can provide adequate 
care or must refer them to another 
kind of professional. I fail them if I 
pretend a psychological or medical is-
sue can be solved with spiritual direc-
tion or pastoral care. The same is true 
when we accept systems that suggest 
there are medical solutions for exis-
tential and social crises.

Diseases of despair can aff ect any-
one, but we must pay particular atten-
tion to the marginalized groups most 
aff ected. People with a disability are 
at least twice as likely to have a sub-
stance abuse disorder as the non-dis-
abled. L.G.B.T. youth and military 
veterans commit suicide at higher 
rates than their heterosexual and ci-

vilian counterparts. Native Americans 
have the highest rate of heavy alcohol 
use of any ethnic group in the United 
States. The litany of those who suff er 
the most is sadly predictable, and one 
of the primary reasons is that they are 
given fewer reasons to hope, see less 
opportunity and are denied a sense of 
belonging.

Eff ective medical and public health 
interventions are necessary to solve 
diseases of despair. We must promote 
medication-assisted treatment and 
change physicians’ prescribing be-
haviors for opioids. We must properly 
fund mental health care and reduce 
access to means used for suicide, es-
pecially guns. But not every health 
condition has a medical solution. 

In order to eff ectively fi ght these 
diseases and help people lead fl our-
ishing lives, we must also begin asking 
better questions: questions about why 
opportunity is not distributed equal-
ly across our society questions about 
what form community and belonging 
take in the modern world, questions 
about how to communicate hope in a 
way that is believable. If we take these 
questions seriously, the diseases will 
not disappear entirely, but they will no 
longer be driven by despair.

Michael Rozier, S.J., is an assistant 
professor of health management and 
policy and health care ethics at Saint 
Louis University. 
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