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‘Major roadblocks’ to syno

in Ireland dioceses warn

EXCLUSIVE

Ruadhan Jones

A lack of formation and Canon
Law are “major roadblocks” to
embedding synodality and co-
responsibility in Ireland, Irish
dioceses have said in new sub-
missions ahead of the October
listening sessions in Rome.

Additionally, there is “com-
placency and paralysis” when it
comes to laity assuming respon-
sibility locally, despite the
“pressing need” to involve laity
in a variety of service projects,
warn the dioceses’ in submis-
sions to the Irish synodal steer-
ing committee seen by The Irish
Catholic.

In Dublin diocese, there is a
growing awareness within Par-
ish Pastoral Councils of the need
“to better understand and imple-
ment co-responsibility locally”.

“At the same time, the small
groups indicated levels of ‘com-
placency and paralysis’ about
assuming responsibility,” the
diocesan report added.

“Enthusiasm is mixed with a
sense of frustration, doubt and
disappointment about the syn-
odal process, as it has evolved
after the initial stages. The pro-
cess is slow and some fear it may
not bear fruit, while for others,
there is a sense of trust that this
is from the Lord and it will always
take time,” the report from Ire-
land’s largest diocese said.

Those consulted called for
“clarification about what co-
responsibility is and what it is
not”.

Many of the 10 reports seen
by this paper call for forma-
tion for both clergy and laity,
as they struggle to grasp what

» Continued on Page 2
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Noora Rauhala, Lee Licayan and Roxana McCormack are pictured at Dublin diocese’s annual pilgrimage to Knock
Eucharistic and Marian Shrine on Saturday, April 27, led by Archbishop Dermot Farrell. Photo: John McElroy.

Less buildings, more mission
needed says Archbishop of Dublin

Chai Brady

The Archbishop of Dublin has warned
that the Church can’t be reduced to
buildings, particularly at a time when
preaching the Gospel is needed more
than ever before “in the history of the
Church in Ireland”.

Speaking to The Irish Catholic, Arch-

bishop Dermot Farrell said that “the
Church can’t be reduced to buildings, or
even to a geographical parish”.

“The key thing in the Church is the
proclamation of the Gospel, that’s not
limited to an infrastructure. In fact, we
have a total surfeit of infrastructure that
we don’t actually need,” Archbishop Far-
rell said.

“We could do with a lot less infra-

structure, but a lot more people who
take on the mission and that’s the mis-
sion of the Church to live the Gospel
and to preach it. And we are in territory
in Ireland at the moment where that
is more needed than ever was needed
before in the history of the Church in
Ireland.”

O See Page 4

Divergent
voices
‘pushed
off cliff’
abbot
tells TCD

Ruadhan Jones

Those who challenge
modern certainties are
“taken to the edge of the
cliff”, the Abbot of Glen-
stal said in a homily at
Trinity College Dublin
(TCD), encouraging open-
ness to all knowledge in
education at a time when
free-speech debates rage
on college campuses.

Fr Brendan Coffey OSB
also railed against an
“irrational fear” that lies
behind a recent spate of
attacks, violence, arson
and xenophobia, in a
homily given at the Ser-
vice of Commemoration
and Thanksgiving at TCD
on April 22.

“Anything that might
seem to threaten our
narrow world of certain-
ties was pushed off the
cliff,” Fr Coffey said, ref-
erencing the Gospel story
of the people of Nazareth
trying to throw Jesus off
a cliff.

O see Page 3
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‘Major roadblocks’ §Proportion of
to synod in Ireland

dioceses warn

» Continued from Page 1
co-responsibility and synodal-
ity means, and to define what
a welcoming Church would
look like, the diocesan submis-
sions added. The submissions
will be drafted into a national
report by the committee to be
submitted to Rome.

The Diocese of Derry’s sub-
mission stressed the “need to
invest in faith formation and
ministry preparation for those
young people who desire to
participate in the leadership
roles in the Church”.

“There is a need to pro-
vide leaders who will help in
the catechetical formation of
young parents who are the
first teachers of their children
in faith and yet find them-
selves often alone.”

Some dioceses expressed
concern that the legal struc-
tures of parish life - as laid
down in Canon Law - are a
“major roadblock” to promot-
ing co-responsible lay leader-
ship.

“Lay people may not recog-

the call to co-responsibility,”
the diocese of Kildare and
Leighlin said in their submis-
sion, adding: “clergy, because
of their understanding and
interpretation of Canon Law,
may feel that this call is some-
what disingenuous in a real-

ity where they are ultimately :

held responsible for the life of :
¢ The number of Catholic wed-

a parish”.

If not addressed, both of :
these elements, but particu- :
larly Canon Law, “could be :
major roadblocks in progress- :
ing the vision of a co-respon- :
sible Church community”, the
diocese’s submission contin- :

ued.

to Ferns’ diocesan report.

The reports were gathered :
based on consultations with :
small, targeted groups of the :
Faithful, including priests, reli- :

gious, lay leaders and young :
: 263 Catholic weddings made

: up just 9% of the 2,898 that

nise themselves as subjects of  people.

(¢ Capuchin Day Centre hY
& - ;
** for the Homeless People X

.

) Bow Street, Dublin?

Everyday The Capuchin Day Care Centre provides
1000 hot meals for people who are homeless and each
week 1400 Food F'nm:fsjhr those on the poverty threshold.
Help Fr. Kevin Kiernan to conlinue
providing this caring service,
Fr. Kevin or Monica
www.capuchindaycentre.ie
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All the same, there is a :
“pressing need” to involve lay :
people of all ages in a diver- :
sity of service projects, mis- :
sion outreach and ministries :

within the Church, according : SUres. €
: weddings in the State in 2023,

third

Ruadhan Jones

dings made up just 35% of all
those taking place in the State
- the lowest recorded figure
since the year 2000 - with
civil ceremonies (32%) catch-
ing up quickly, marriage sta-
tistics for 2023 show.

The proportion of Catho-
lic weddings fell from 40% in
2022, while the percentage of
civil ceremonies climbed from
26.2%, according the Central
Statistics Office’s (CSO) lat-
est figures. There were 21,159

made up of 20,513 oppo-
site-sex marriages and 646
between same-sex couples.
The figures are starkest in
Ireland’s capital, where the

: took place in Dublin city in
i 2023. This marks a drop from

27.6% in 2013.

In Leinster overall, the pro-
portion of Catholic weddings
fell from 53% in 2013 to 26%
in 2023.

Bishop Denis Nulty, chair
of the Irish bishops’ council
for marriage and the family,
said the drop is “all the more
reason to offer good prepara-
tion and accompaniment for
those celebrating sacramental
marriage”.

The number of Catholic
weddings has seen a steady
decline over the last decade,
dropping below 50% of all
marriages for the first time
in 2018.

Over 1,710 ceremonies
last year were Humanist and
the Spiritualist Union of Ire-
land performed 1,674 (7.9%)
ceremonies. There were 242
Church of Ireland ceremonies
in 2023, making up just 1.1%
of total marriages.

Catholic weddings

drops to almost a
- CSO stats

Nearly 3,470 (16%) couples : ; 20 di
opted for other religious cer- : Of OVEr 2U years and IS a way
. to remember and celebrate the

Overall. the number of : memory of those lost in motor-

marriages was down 8.7% on bike collisions.

the previous year (23,174),but : . . :
it exceeded the pre-pandemic film Freebirds will take place
. during the memorial, at two

. . different times, 5.30pm and
The age of brides and : . ’ .

grooms remained largely the 6.30pm in thevC0urthouse cin-
same: for opposite-sex mar- ema, McCurtain street, Clones.

glgéggs‘,/vtahse%vgraegaer;grool(c)ln;;g Ann Marie Marshall, invites
the average .brsilde was 35.8 all local people to attend the
years old, changed slightly : memorial and watch the

from 37.8 and 35.7 years old biker to get something out

As regards when people : this thought provoking and
are getting married, Friday emotional film”, she said.
remains the most popular : .
day of the week while August : Tyrone Catholic

. school that defied
In 2022, July was the most :

popular month. The least : odds to Stay open

. shortlisted for

Sunday and January, remain :
y and January : award

emonies.

2019 figure by 4.2%.

respectively in 2022.

is the most popular month.

popular day and month,

unchanged from 2022.

Theo McDonald

: Hundreds of protestors gath-
¢ ered outside the RDS on
¢ Saturday as women'’s rights
: group The Countess held a
J) : impact of ‘gender ideology’
: on Irish society.

conference highlighting the

As protestors shouted

¢ “shame on you”, some attend-
: ees reported being spat on as
i they tried to enter the con-
: ference. One attendee men-
: tioned how she had to enter
¢ through the back of the RDS.

CEO of the Countess Laoise

de Brin spoke of how despite

the setbacks “this is a land-
mark moment for the move-
ment in Ireland”. De Brun,
who is a barrister, spoke
of reforming the Gender
Recognition Act 2015 as
opposed to repealing it.

At the conference she
highlighted several amend-
ments proposed. One
amendment would see the
prevention of self-identifying
women being imprisoned in
female prisons.

She highlighted how 60%
of male prisoners who “say
they’re women” are regis-
tered sex offenders according
to a Freedom of Information

Support our Catholic Journalism
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For less than a cup of coffee a week, you could support
our journalism and faith development campaign while
strengthening one of the last independent Catholic
newspapers in Ireland and the UK.

When you become a ‘Friend’ of The Irish Catholic we
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and podcasts interviewing a wide range of interesting
Catholic leaders plus discounts on books and on upcom-

ing events.

Email garry@irishcatholic.ie to sign up today, or call
01-6874028. We greatly appreciate your support. Thank

you.

‘Zealots’ of gender
ideology are in heart of
the Government

Request from the Depart-

pared to only 16% of the
general prison population
who are sex offenders, she
said.

Former RTE Journalist
Paddy O’Gorman discussed

of transgender individuals in
reporting.

“The essence of the lie
is an intention to mislead.
They’ll say something like

death threats against other
prisoners,” he said.

the Government’s agenda
is damaging to families and
children. “The Government
are determined to do and say
anything to force their kind
of hard left agenda on the

the people on the ground
want or actually care about.”

She also said she’s wor-
ried about the “zealots at the
heart of Government” who
are doing “untold damage”
with reference to Children’s
Minister Roderic O’'Gorman.

Documentary to
be aired in annual

. bikers’ memorial
: event

: The annual bikers’ memorial
: will take place on May 3 in the
Sacred Heart Church, Clones,
: Co. Monaghan at 8pm. The
: event has been taking place

Ascreening of documentary

The event’s chairperson,

film. “You don’t have to be a

: The campaign to save a Co.
. Tyrone primary school from
. closure has seen those behind
: it nominated for a prestigious
: UK-wide award.

The Save St Mary’s cam-

: paign, which successfully pre-
¢ vented the closure of St Mary’s
 PS in Fivemiletown, has been
. shortlisted in the Best Com-
© munity Campaign category at
: the annual Sheila McKechnie
: National Campaigner Awards.

ment of Justice. This is com- :

The campaign saw hun-

* dreds march in protest and a
. legal challenge launched after
. the Council for Catholic Main-
* tained Schools (CCMS) deemed
. the school, which has just over
: 40 pupils, “unsustainable”.

misleading media portrayals :

Campaigners gathered

: almost 10,000 signatures
© against the planned closure,
. gained cross-community sup-
. port, and were backed by both

: Sinn Féin and DUP MLAs.
a woman has been sent to :

prison for molestingawoman : ;i g
or a woman is up for making : First official walk
. of the Columban
Speaking to the Irish : way in Ireland
Catholic Ms De Bran said :
. banus Association at Dalgan
¢ Park unveiled plans for the first
- official walk of the full length of
. the Columban Way route from
: Myshall in Co. Carlow to Bangor
* in Co. Down this autumn.
country regardless of what :
: who was elected at the AGM
. to the Turas Columbanus com-
. mittee, the walk will begin
: on August 17, the first day of
: National Heritage Week, in
: Myshall and it will conclude on
© the September 21, International
: Day of Peace, in Bangor.

The AGM of the Turas Colum-

According to Niamh Byrne,
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Young saints set to be
canonised in 2025 can
bring Irish youth ‘to God’

Renata Steffens

Two young saints set to be canonised
in 2025, Blesseds Pier Giorgio Frassati
and Carlo Acutis, can bring young Irish
people to God, an Irish priest involved in
saints’ canonisation causes has said.

While most people think of saints
as being older or from centuries ago,
Blessed Pier Giorgio - who died age 24
- and Blessed Acutis - died age 15 - can
encourage young people to embrace
sanctity today, Fr John Hogan OCDS told
The Irish Catholic.

“Pier Giorgio and Carlos Acutis had
very different personalities,” said Fr
Hogan, responsible for promoting saints’
causes in the Diocese of Meath. “But they
both would bring the young to God,” the

priest added, when asked if they can be
an example to Irish youth.

The blessed are set to be canonised
during the 2025 Jubilee, Cardinal Mar-
cello Semeraro, the prefect of the Dicas-
tery for the Causes of Saints, announced,
saying that Pier Giorgio’s canonisation is
“on the horizon”, while Fr Hogan com-
mented that Carlo Acutis is also on the
road to be canonised.

Fr Hogan said that “holiness is living
virtue and it is personal and unique” and
he believes the young saints will encour-
age the youth of Ireland to embrace the
holiness as a way to enhance their lives.

Pier Giorgio is often recognised for
his unique approach to evangelisation:
going on hikes, climbing, and being an
avid joker made him popular among his
peers. It was on those informal activities

that the young blessed would talk about
life in Christ, and bring more people to
the Church.

During a speech for World Youth Day
2016, Pope Francis said that “Pier Gior-
gio was a young man who understood
what it means to have a merciful heart
that responds to those most in need,” and
encouraged young people to look at him
as an example.

Fr Hogan believes Pier Giorgio rep-
resents another side of the holy life
and proved that the life in the Church is
not only not boring but can also be an
adventure. The canonisation of young
saints will be “an encouragement to
other young people to seek the Gospel
and become holy,” concluded the Meath
priest.

New Croagh Patrick pilgrim path
opens after three-year project

Staff reporter

A pathway running from the base to the
summit of Croagh Patrick in Co. Mayo has
been officially opened after the comple-
tion of a three-year building project car-
ried out by hand. Thousands of tonnes
of rock and soil were removed from the
Reek to make it safe and accessible, as

well as protecting the mountain.

The 4km pilgrim path runs from the
statue of St Patrick near the base of the
mountain to the church at the top of the
Reek. It marks the culmination of years
of hard, physical labour by a team of peo-
ple who made hundreds of climbs in all
weathers over the past few years.

They have now achieved what many

considered an impossible task - the
building of a two metre wide path all the
way to the top of Ireland’s ‘holy moun-
tain’.

There have been ongoing concerns
about the condition of Croagh Patrick
and the safety of the original pathway
which had worn down considerably over
the years.

Sun, fun and Mother Mary...

i .

Members of Ferns diocese’s youth retreat to Medjugorje enjoy the sights and the sunshine as th

il

front of St James Church in the town centre.

ey are pictured in

Divergent voices
‘pushed off the
cliff” abbot tells
Trinity College

Ruadhan Jones

Those who challenge modern certainties are “taken to the edge
of the cliff”, the Abbot of Glenstal said in a homily at Trinity
College Dublin (TCD), encouraging openness to all knowledge
in education at a time when free-speech debates rage on col-
lege campuses.

Fr Brendan Coffey OSB also railed against the “irrational
fear” behind a recent spate of attacks, violence, arson and xeno-
phobia, in a homily given at the Service of Commemoration and
Thanksgiving at TCD on April 22.

“Anything that might seem to threaten our narrow world of
certainties was pushed off the cliff,” Fr Coffey said, referenc-
ing the Gospel story of the people of Nazareth trying to throw
Jesus off a cliff.

“Today, I am sad to say that this attitude is still alive and
well,” he continued, saying: “We might have exchanged one
set of certainties for another, but very little has really changed.

“Anyone who challenges the perceived orthodoxy is imme-
diately taken to the edge of the cliff.”

True education, learning and knowledge are “essential” today
to combat this narrow world view, and to tackle the irrational
fear that “lies behind our recent spate of attacks, violence, arson,
and xenophobia”, said Fr Coffey, a former president of the Asso-
ciation of Leaders of Missionaries and Religious Ireland (AMRI).

“Not a knowledge which is closed in its own discipline, but
one which is open to all disciplines,” he added.

PILGRIMAGES mﬂ
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Less buildings, more mission

needed says Archbishop of Dublin

Chai Brady

The Archbishop of Dublin has
warned that the Church can’t be
reduced to buildings, particu-
larly at a time when preaching
the Gospel is needed more than
ever before “in the history of the
Church in Ireland”.

Speaking to The Irish Catho-
lic, Archbishop Dermot Farrell
said that “the Church can’t be
reduced to buildings, or even to
a geographical parish”.

“The key thing in the Church
is the proclamation of the Gos-
pel, that’s not limited to an

infrastructure. In fact, we have
a total surfeit of infrastructure
that we don’t actually need,”
Archbishop Farrell said.

“We could do with a lot less
infrastructure, but a lot more
people who take on the mission
and that’s the mission of the
Church to live the Gospel and
to preach it. And we are in ter-
ritory in Ireland at the moment
where that is more needed
than ever was needed before
in the history of the Church in
Ireland.”

The decision to sell infra-
structure is up to parishes, and

already some have sold build-
ings “because they've been
repositioning themselves, rea-
ligning themselves and some
buildings have become surplus
to requirements and the com-
munity, the parish pastoral
council, the parish finance com-
mittee, in conjunction with the
parish priest have made the
decision to sell off some of their
properties,” Dr Farrell added.
Looking at faith formation
and preaching the Gospel, the
prelate said that the archdiocese
is moving forward with the syn-
odal process, giving the exam-

ple of 45 new lay catechists
receiving their certificates last
month in Donnybrook.

“Those are people from
our parishes who are going to
work in conjunction with the
priests in the parishes through-
out the archdiocese. And we've
been certainly pushing on
with the whole synodal pro-
cess because that is the future
of the Church, you have to have
lay involvement,” he said, add-
ing that there is a “great gener-
osity of spirit” from people such
as the new catechists “who have
taken on this, to do that in their

parishes and do it at local level”.

Regarding the idea of pay-
ing skilled individuals to work
in parishes in a more formal
capacity, as the number of vol-
unteers is decreasing, the arch-
bishop said: “Each individual
parish is not going to be able
to pay people, that's not possi-
ble. We do need a combination
of volunteers and some paid
people. The paid people will
probably have to be shared, for
example, for somebody to look
after the maintenance.

“You don’t need the sac-
rament of ordination to look

after buildings and grounds
and heating systems and
licences, to keeping them
up to standard. That can be
done by a layperson, but not
in one parish because it’s too
expensive. But if three or
four parishes get together, or
five, they can employ some-
body who can do that. It’s
kind of what I would call a
parish manager, and we've
been actually encouraging
our parishes to go down that
road, and some have, some
groups of parishes have
already made that move.”

Seanad rejects amendment to protect
silent prayer outside of abortion clinics

Brandon Scott

An amendment that sought to
protect silent prayer outside
abortion clinics, proposed by
Senators Sharon Keogan and
Ronan Mullen, resulted in mul-
tiple senators insisting that
“prayer is a personal thing”

and that praying outside, even
if the nature of the prayer is
silent, “can easily be identified
as protest”. The proposal was
eventually defeated.

Outlining her reasons for
tabling the amendment, inde-
pendent Senator Sharon Keogan
said that the current Bill “makes

it quite possible that people
would be arrested for silently
praying if it happened to be
within one of these sprawling
100m zones” and that it was
“Orwellian”.

Senator Réndn Mullen,
supporting the amendment,
said that “people who present
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themselves to pray silently in
the vicinity of an abortion facil-
ity are not praying against any-
body. They are seeking to invoke
the higher good into what they
regard as a bad situation, for the
benefit of everybody involved”.

Responding to the proposed
amendment, Fianna Fail Senator
Lorraine Clifford-Lee described
herself as “a Catholic” and “was
raised and taught to believe that
God hears our prayers no mat-
ter where we are”, therefore
negating the need to pray at a
specific location as “prayer is a
personal thing”.

Supporting Ms Clifford-
Lee, Fine Gael Senator Martin
Conway said that even if the
prayer is silent “it can easily
be identified as protest”. The
amendment was comfortably
rejected when put to a vote.

Students ‘positive’
about religious ethos in
schools — ESRI study

Ruadhan Jones

Students generally perceive the religious ethos of their school
positively, but were less likely than staff to perceive ethos to be
important, a new study on school identity has shown.

Some students saw their schools’ religious ethos as play-
ing an important role in promoting awareness, tolerance, and
respect, while others disagreed with the religious ethos of their
school or religion in schools in general, according to research
from the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) pub-

lished Tuesday.

The research was welcomed by Catholic trust, the Joint
Managerial Body (JMB), who funded the study.

Deirdre Matthews, General Secretary of the JMB said the
findings reaffirm “the enduring values and value of voluntary
secondary schools in fostering inclusive and holistic learning
environments and celebrating diversity as the values under-
pinning the ethos of the vast majority of our schools as well as
mitigating disadvantage in all its forms”.

The research comprised of surveys and focus groups and
was conducted across 21 such schools — most of which were
single-sex, with a total of 2,243 teenagers surveyed.

Riverdance star says dancing for the Pope
was her ‘most extraordinary moment’

Staff reporter

When asked to open up
about her most memorable
moments in her life River-
dance dancer and captain
Amy-Mae Dolan shared that
getting the opportunity to
perform in front of the Pope
was one of the most career-
defining highlights in her dec-
orated Irish dancing career.

Ms Dolan, who is from
Aghyaran in Castlederg, Co.
Tyrone, recalled the role
she played when the Pope
visited Ireland in 2018, for a
‘Festival of Families’ in Croke
Park, which was described
as a faith-based cultural
concert, when asked about
which moments stood out
the most in her budding
career so far.

“There have been so many
stand out moments! I am
so grateful for them all,” she

Dancer Amy-Mae Dolan (centre) promoting the World
Meeting of Families in Croke Park with Irish dancers in 2018.

said. “Possibly one of the most
extraordinary moments was
performing in Croke Park for
the Pope.”

The Pope’s visit to Croke
Park in 2018 saw over 2,000

performers and 1,000 choir
members mark the occasion
which was the first time a
Pope had visited Ireland in
almost 40 years since the visit
of St Pope John Paul in 1979.
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he pro-Palestinian

disturbances on

American - and

other campuses -
have been widely compared
to the youthful demonstra-
tions which helped to bring
an end to the Vietnam war in
the 1960s.

Certainly, the protests
against the American
involvement in the Viet-
nam war were momen-
tous (Australia and other
allies also took part). Two
Irish-American Catholic
priests, and brothers, the
Berrigans - Daniel, SJ, and
Philip, a Josephite - were
influential as leaders in

'm surprised to learn

- from former Senator

Shane Ross - that the late

Archbishop John Charles
McQuaid called Lelia Doolan
“mad, bad and dangerous.”
Firstly, because although John
Charles could be fierce and a
martinet, he also put much
store by Christian charity.
Secondly, as a man of litera-
ture, he would be aware that
comparing anyone to Byron is
a compliment.

And thirdly, Lelia - 90 on
May 7 - is neither mad, nor
bad, nor dangerous, by any
stretch of the imagination. She
is kind, clever, great fun, an

it
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the anti-war movement.

Divided Vietnam - the
North was Communist, the
South aspiring to be demo-
cratic - was the first war which
was televised. That is what
made such an impact.

Compelled

The students initially started
rioting because they didn't
want to be compelled into
military service, but then the

accomplished gardener and
cherished by all who know her.

She had a distinguished
career as a TV producer and
director at RTE (she launched
The Riordans), was Artistic
Director of the Abbey, taught
at DIT, has been Chair of the
Film Board, and wrote a PhD
thesis on “elements of the
sacred and dramatic” in Belfast
urban societies.

Shane Ross calls her a
socialist and a feminist - that
doesn’t make anyone mad, bad
or dangerous. And I'd suggest
Lelia’s feminism is nuanced:
I recall that she had more a
restraining than an endorsing

~ Mary Kenny

protests became wider. The
chants that were both damag-
ing and effective included a
taunt against President Lyndon
Johnson: “Hey, hey LBJ/How
many kids did you kill today?”

I remember those anti-
Vietnam protests well
- because I joined them.
Looking back, how much
did I know about Vietnam?
Not a lot.

But it seemed cruel and

Life begins at 90
| -

Lelia Doolan
pictured receiving an
honorary award from
University of Galway

view of the wilder shores of
equality feminists, speaking
wisely about “the enrichening
differences between men and
women”.

Lelia is also so brave: for her
90th birthday, she is planning
to do a parachute jump from
an aeroplane, at Clonbullogue,
Co. Offaly, this weekend.

Mr Ross wrote that Lelia
“is unlikely to receive con-
gratulations from the Drum-
condra hierarchy”. But let it
be noted that she is honoured
in The Irish Catholic. She
asked me to pray for good
weather for her momentous
jump - and [ will!

wrong to bomb villages with
families suffering as a con-
sequence, and I was instinc-
tively on the side of engaging
personalities like the boxer
Cassius Clay (Mohammad
Ali), who refused to serve.

Parallels

Yes, there are some parallels
with today’s scenes — espe-
cially the point about younger
people feeling emotionally

ondon was gripped recently by the
sight of two cavalry horses - who
had thrown their riders - wildly
galloping six miles across the city,
from Belgravia to Limehouse. One, a grey
called Vida, was bloodied after a collision

with a taxi.

Horses are ‘flight animals’, and their
instinct to take flight erupted after hearing
a terrifyingly loud noise from a nearby con-
struction site. Four soldiers and a pedes-
trian were also injured when the horses
bolted. (Vida is in a serious condition and

in equine hospital).

It emerged that all the horses used by

Are the pro-Palestinian
protests just like Vietnam?

appalled by the horrors of
war. And to be appalled by
atrocities is appropriate.

There is also a parallel
about the joy of rebellion. It
is exciting, meaningful and
brings an elated sense of
solidarity to join others in
a public demonstration. It’s
exhilarating to be ‘against
the Establishment’; and to
believe you're on the ‘right
side of history’.

But only history can judge,
in the long run, what the out-
come may be. America and its
allies lost the Vietnam war,
but the flow of emigrants
from Communist Vietnam
over the decades - start-
ing with the boat people -
doesn’t indicate that Ho Chin
Minh won. Vietnamese peo-
ple are now among groups
of refugees fleeing a society
whose norms they reject.

the royal Household Cavalry come from Ire-
land, and are described by one equestrienne
as “usually nicely mannered Irish draught-
thoroughbred crosses”.

Since Ireland breeds the best horses in the
world, it's natural for the royal household to

choose Irish horses. The highlight of Queen

Elizabeth II's 2011 state visit was spending a
day at the Irish National Stud - and she told me
so. “Did you have a good day, Ma’'am?” I asked
her. “I had a wonderful day,” she beamed.

The horse has always been a peace bro-
ker in Irish-British relations - which have

gone into one of their rocky patches over the

fraught issue of immigration.
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Confidently proclaiming the Gospel and

.

Chai Brady

he recently installed

Bishop of Down and Con-

nor will no doubt face

some tough, unpopular
decisions as his diocese faces a
dearth of priests and decreasing
Mass attendance - much the same
as dioceses across Ireland.

Bishop Alan McGuckian S]J,
who was installed last month
after serving as Bishop of Raphoe
for almost seven years, comes at
a time when there is an inevita-
ble need to make changes more
speedily than ever before accord-
ing to senior priests in Down and
Connor.

Currently there is a diocesan
initiative entitled ‘Planning for
the Future’ which is looking at
creating ‘families of parishes’ to
accommodate the sacramental
and pastoral needs of parishion-
ers in the years ahead.

This project is already well-
developed and the parish con-
sultation stage began in October
2023. It is ongoing. The diocese
has also begun training lay parish-
ioners to assist with bereavement
ministry and funerals.

Obstacles

Speaking to The Irish Catholic
about the obstacles Bishop McGu-
ckian will come up against, Chan-
cellor of the diocese Fr Eugene
O’Hagan admitted there are “big
challenges” in making the mission
of the Church effective and “fit
for purpose in the modern era”,
which will inevitably involve par-
ishes working much more closely
together and sharing resources
- particularly as the number of
clergy declines.

Fr O’Hagan said: “I think that
priests fear - because their num-
bers are declining, and they’re
inheriting the parish next door
- that they are expected to main-
tain the same level of service.

“I think in our view, the Church
will always give service to the
people, but it will change. I think
that’s one of Bishop Alan’s chal-
lenges, bringing the people and
priests with him in that journey.”

—

Bishop Alan McGuckian is welcomed by young members of the congregation outside St Peter’s Cathedral,
Belfast, after being installed as bishop of Down and Connor on April 14. Photo: Peter Thomas

He added: “If we're going to
be faithful to the mission of the
Church, inevitably we will do
things differently. And needless
to say, with a greater lay par-
ticipation and collaboration and
involvement in that work.”

Looking at issues faced in par-
ticular in the Diocese of Down and
Connor, Fr O’'Hagan highlighted
the cost of living, “people who
are teetering on the edge trying
to make ends meet” and the fact
there is much “hidden poverty”,
as well as the continued effects
of Brexit.

66 It manifests itself in
areas of drug pushing

- people who easily get
into debt and remain
within the grip of these
kinds of influences”

He said that there is still a
“residue” of paramilitary activity
which manifests itself in various
ways - and not always politically
in communities in the North.

Fr O’Hagan said: “It manifests
itself in areas of drug pushing -
people who easily get into debt
and remain within the grip of
these kinds of influences. Cer-

@01 think there’s a lot to be done in Down
and Connor and across Ireland about
actually confidently saying that we are
missionaries with the best news in the
world to tell people and we’re not afraid
to do it. That confidence in the Gospel is
something that we need to work on”

tainly that unfortunately is one of
the residual legacies of the Trou-
bles. It happens across all societies
I suppose, but nevertheless it has a
particular resonance here because
of our troubled background.”

Looking at the effect on youth,
and efforts of the diocese to com-
bat these negative influences, he
said: “We're very fortunate here.
We've got very good youth centres
and youth clubs that are funded by
the education authority but work
very much in a church environ-
ment - of course that’s in addition
to parish youth clubs and youth
centres etc”.

Concern

“But even there, the budget
squeeze on youth outreach is
of concern to the Church. The
money is just not there that was
available some years ago. It’s part
of the economic environment in
which we're all living. But we
would be keen, and I think Bishop
Alan would be keen to shore up
insofar as we possibly can, from
our own resources, the outreach
to the youth across the diocese.
And that’s one of the areas I think
that he will concentrate on in the
early months of his ministry.”

Fr Martin Graham Adm. of St
Peter’s Cathedral in Belfast ech-
oed Fr O'Hagan saying the North's
paramilitary background is “not
as prominent” and that “the
political institutions we are hop-
ing will work”.

“It’s the other big crises that
society as a whole is facing, and
that would be the likes of the huge
influence of drugs and the con-
sequences of that, families being
ripped apart, an increase in suicide,
all of those things. People taking
drugs is one part of it but it’s all the
knock-on effects of that.”

Looking at parish level, Fr Gra-
ham said one of Bishop Alan’s
main challenges will be “man-
aging change and bringing the
change in a positive way”.

“You know that phrase ‘mov-
ing from maintenance to mis-
sion’: it’s going to be bringing the
clergy, bringing the people of the
diocese with him. There will be
so much negativity portrayed in
the manner in which things are
being changed, because no one
likes change, but things do have
to change,” Fr Graham said, add-
ing that this includes emphasising
the positives - which is the dio-
cese continuing to be fit for the
work of evangelisation.

©8 The challenge

is “making that
connection between
how many people
engage with us as an
institution to really
opening up people’s
experience of faith and
encountering Christ”

He said: “We talk about the
‘families of parishes’, so it will be a
group of parishes working together.
I suppose one of the most practical
things is that people tend to go to
where suits them, so people may say
‘I'm a St Peter’s parishioner’, I'm a St
Paul’s parishioner’, but they might
go to St John’s because the Mass
there is at a different time which is
easier for them to attend.

“That has already been happen-
ing so it is for him [Bishop McGuck-
ian] to manage that change, helping
the clergy and the people of the
diocese to realise that change is not

making Down and Connor fit for mission

necessarily negative, that some-
times it can work for the good.”

New evangelisation
Fr Damian McCaughan PP of Bal-
lymoney and Derrykeighan told
this paper that fundamentally the
changes that are needed come down
to the “new evangelisation”.

“We have a large Catholic com-
munity with some connection to the
Church and to our schools and to our
parishes, but a majority not prac-
ticing their Faith,” Fr McCaughan
explained, so the challenge is “mak-
ing that connection between how
many people engage with us as an
institution to really opening up peo-
ple’s experience of faith and encoun-
tering Christ.”

Speaking of Baptism, Commun-
ion, Confirmation, weddings, funer-
als, Easter and Christmas, he said:
“There is still a lot of contact with
the Church and most people are
reasonably well disposed. They're
not against the Church. So how do
we create an encounter with God
that can spark some response of
faith, rather than just dealing with
us on the personal level, the priest,
the school, the hospital, chaplain,
that type of thing. We're more than
just offering a nice service when
people need it, we're actually trying
to connect people with God.”

Fr McCaughan added there needs
be a “greater confidence in the Irish
Church about proclaiming what
we're about, both the Gospel and the
good we do and the good we've done
in the past”.

“We've had to come to terms with
problems, we had to deal with cri-
ses and crimes in some cases, but it
seems to have knocked our confi-
dence and our primary task is to be
preaching and communicating and
sharing the Good News. And I think
there’s a lot to be done in Down and
Connor and across Ireland about
actually confidently saying that we
are missionaries with the best news
in the world to tell people and we're
not afraid to do it. That confidence
in the Gospel is something that we
need to work on.”

Hopes

Outlining his hopes for the diocese,
Fr Graham said: “Within parishes,
we are blessed, and so many par-
ishes have so many people who are
willing and able to help. My big hope
is that strengthens, that parishes
will be able always to have that core
of people who will work together,
clergy and the laity, to help keep the
parish running and that each parish
is fit for mission as well.

“We need to give the bishop a cer-
tain amount of time to bed in, he’s
been out of the diocese for seven
years so he would need to see where
it has moved on, but my hope is both
the clergy and the laity of the dio-
cese will work with him to bring the
diocese forward... that there is defi-
nitely a future for the diocese, there
is a hope, and that everyone works
with that hope instead of feeling
that the changes are going to all be
negative... focusing on what we're
losing rather than the positives of
what we can gain through it.”
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Schools must be proud of
their Catholic identity

Dr Catherine McCormack

y first observa-

tion on the GRACE

project’s reports

is the worrying
number of stakeholders who
report that they received
no training for their roles in
Catholic schools; and of those
who received training, gener-
ally it was once-off or less
often than yearly.

Also concerning is the fact
that of those who received
training many believe that
Catholic ethos was not cov-
ered in that training to any
great extent.

In the primary cohort, 40%
of principals and teachers
disagreed that opportunities
for faith development are
offered to them, while the
same applied to almost 30% of
staff in the secondary context.

Conclusions
So what conclusions can we
draw?

There is an urgent need

for increased resources to
be allocated by patrons and
trusts to introductory and
ongoing training/CPD, around
identity and ethos, with the
need particularly acute at
primary level.

66 So at the end

of it all for me, it is
about keeping Christ
at the centre of life
in a Catholic school”

Regarding faith develop-
ment opportunities for staff:
Only 50% of primary and 30%
of secondary teachers agreed
that faith development
opportunities are offered to
them. This does not appear
to be receiving the priority
accorded to it in ecclesial doc-
uments again, it is especially
acute at primary level par-
ticularly among the youngest
age cohort.

The structure of Catholic
education in Ireland involves
a range of education offices,

managerial organisations,
and trust bodies, all of whom
hold some responsibility for
training. Duplication and
overconcentration on areas
of training (such as govern-
ance), needs to be avoided.
Investment in ethos training
needs to be prioritised.

So at the end of it all for
me, it is about keeping Christ
at the centre of life in a Cath-
olic school, both within the
religious education (RE) class
and throughout the school.
It is about ensuring that this
happens by offering the best
supports, mentoring, for-
mational training and ongo-
ing continuing professional
development (CPD), to all
those who share the respon-
sibility.

Vision

Let us offer the coherent
vision of life inspired by the
teachings of Christ, that Pope
Francis speaks about. Let us be
proud of our Catholic identity

and ensure that our schools
best reflect that model for

living, which Christ, the true
teacher, has gifted to all.

The GRACE report sets out
the vision of four Irish eccle-
sial documents valuable in
equipping Catholic school
personnel, for their roles in
fostering Catholic identity
and ethos.

[ will share just a few of the
key highlights from the find-
ings on knowledge of these
documents and on the provi-
sion of training for stakehold-
ers:

Regarding Vision 08 (the
Irish Catholic bishops’ con-
ference’s pastoral letter for
Catholic schools), 80% of the
primary and 60% of the sec-
ondary cohorts hadn’t heard
of it or were unsure if they
had. Across these cohorts,
even those who have heard of
Vision 08, many report little
to no familiarity with it.

For Share the Good News:
The National Directory for
Catechesis in Ireland, 83%
of the primary cohort and
almost 75% of secondary
Boards of Management (BoM)

members, principals and RE
teachers, hadn't heard of it or
were unsure if they had heard
of it. Of those who have heard
of it, many have little to no
familiarity with it.

66 Lack of

knowledge of the
content of these
documents raises
questions about the
depth of understand-
ing that stakeholders
hold about the vision
and purpose for
their schools”
Regarding the next two
documents, Understand-
ing and living the ethos in a
Catholic primary school: a
process centred on conversa-
tions (and the equivalent one
for secondary schools), 75%
at primary level and 44% of

second level hadn’t heard of
it or were unsure if they had.

Again, even amongst those
have heard of it many were
not that familiar with it.

Such a lack of knowledge
of the content of these docu-
ments raises questions about
the depth of understanding
that stakeholders hold about
the vision and purpose for
their schools. It also raises
questions about the effec-
tiveness of the follow up
by patrons and Trusts after
dissemination of them into
schools.

Positive

There is some good news
however, as despite the defi-
cit in familiarity with the
documents, the findings offer
reassurance that there is
evidence of the nurturing of
Catholic identity and ethos in
schools which does correlate
with official expectations, in
spite of gaps in a number of
areas. So, schools are doing a
great job but need to anchor
their work in the vision set
out in the documents.

Reli
in a

Dr Amalee Meehan

eligious Education
(RE) internationally
and in this country,
is considered a key
expression of Catholic school
ethos and identity. In Ireland,
as enshrined in the Education
Act of 1988, it is the responsi-
bility of the school patron.

A new in-depth study
uncovers a mixed bag of
results about the reality of RE
in Catholic schools. On one
hand, the excellence of Catho-
lic schools is evident. Teach-
ers, leaders and management
are committed and inclusive,
welcoming and sensitive to
pupils of faith and world-
views other than Christian,
and intentional about envi-
ronmental issues.

Primary

On the other, RE as a subject
seems to be in some difficulty.
At primary level, rather than
the half hour per day, five
days a week, it is supposed to
enjoy, 40% of teachers teach
the subject twice a week or

ious
paradigm from the past

less. In fact, just 17% of teach-
ers say they teach RE every
day.

66 With schools
being so busy, the
constant challenge of
timetabling, and no
external oversight of
RE ‘religion is bound
to suffer’”

Almost 40% don’t seem to
bother much with the cur-
riculum and approved text-
books.

Principals appear at a loss
on how to address this. They
cite lack of personal faith/
commitment to RE, time
pressure, curriculum overload
and especially no system of
accountability or evaluation
as reasons why RE require-

education stuck

ments are not being met. One
principal described how, with
schools being so busy, the
constant challenge of time-
tabling, and no external over-
sight of RE “religion is bound
to suffer”.

Secondary

At second level, where the
focus was Senior Cycle Reli-
gious Education (SCRE), the
difficulties are stark. With no
curriculum, no programme
and no real guidance, the
image of RE from Report 5 of
the GRACE research (which
addresses Religious Educa-
tion), tells much of the story.
A washed up fishing trawler
lies broken and abandoned at
the water’s edge; it has lost its
colour, lost its purpose, lost its
confidence.

What has happened to
SCRE?

66 The findings show that where
RE is supported inside and outside
the classroom, it can add to the life
of the school in valued ways”

The problem is not lack of
qualifications among teach-
ers: the findings show that
the vast majority of RE teach-
ers hold a degree or equiva-
lent in RE. Nor is it lack of
commitment among teach-
ers. In fact, the interview data
show an appetite and willing-
ness to address the issue.

66 With the right
infrastructure, RE
can thrive and make
a positive impact on
the lives of students
and the school”

As one principal explains
“the patron or the Church
[should] give direction; there
would be no benefit in evalu-
ating RE through a checklist”.
On the other hand, if there
was collaboration on “how
best to deliver non-exam RE,
then this would be of great
value to the religion teachers
and the principal”.

It seems that as subjects,
schools and programmes have
become increasingly profes-

sionalised and evaluated over
the last two decades, RE is
stuck in a paradigm from the
past. Where other subjects
and programmes are held
accountable by a State spon-
sored inspection system, RE
is floundering with little sup-
port or oversight.

But the findings also sug-
gest a path forward. There is
almost universal agreement
among participants that,
with the right infrastructure,
RE can thrive and make a
positive impact on the lives of
students and the school com-
munity. They call for a sys-
temic consultative approach,
with regular, high quality pro-
fessional development and
participatory co-professional
oversight.

Findings

Findings at both primary and
secondary level reveal that a
model of oversight is urgently
needed. Whereas the Church
in Ireland does not have a
standardised mechanism
for evaluation, the State has
a well-developed school

inspection system, ranging
from assessment of individ-
ual subjects to Whole School
Evaluation (WSE). As patrons’
programmes, RE (primary)
and SCRE (second level) are
not part of this system.

This model has led to joint
ventures with other groups,
for example with Teagasc,
the agricultural development
authority, on quality meas-
ures for agricultural colleges
using the co-professional
and collaborative approaches
developed for the schools’
sector. Internationally, simi-
lar models have also met with
success.

The patron has the right
and responsibility to ensure
that its own programme is
taught, and taught well. The
findings show that where
RE is supported inside and
outside the classroom, it can
add to the life of the school in
valued ways. Catholic schools
may well benefit from a col-
laborative approach with the
State Inspectorate, whereby
the Church and State collabo-
rate in oversight of RE.
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n my secondary
school, we had a
lovely English teacher
called Sr Anna. To my
16-year-old self, Sr Anna,
with grey wisps and trans-
lucent skin against a black
veil, seemed at least 70.
She was feisty though. And
she was concerned for our
teenage souls, often lacing
our literary discussions
with debates on morality.
Except one time
when we were discuss-
ing The Heart is a Lonely
Hunter by Carson McCull-
ers. She simply announced
we would be skipping over
a certain chapter. We all
knew why. There was a sex
scene between a teenage
girl and boy. She left us to
draw our own conclusions.
This memory from the
1980s arose as I listened to
last week’s debate at Stor-
mont on Relationships and
Sexuality Education (RSE).
Some members spoke of
indoctrination in Catholic
schools. But all | remem-
ber was getting some basic
facts about puberty, sexual
health, and how a baby is
created.

Deprived
Nowadays I would be con-
sidered deprived. When
did it stop being called
plain old sex education?
RSE - mandatory in
schools for years - has
become a hot-button issue
across Ireland. The Alli-
ance Party, backed up by

matter-of-factly that

I nearly crashed the car -

atholic convert

and speaker Pam

Stenzel talks to

young people
in the United States and
abroad about abstinence
and what she calls ‘The
High Cost of Free Love’.
She said young people are
ill-equipped to deal with
sexual relations when they
escape parental control
and enter college. Young
women, she said, would

relatively small! On the other hand, young
people seem to be less enlightened on
how to deal with pornography, navigate

Martina Purdy

Sinn Féin, and others, called
on the NI Assembly to recog-
nise the value of compulsory,
standardised, inclusive, evi-
dence-based, age-appropri-
ate sex education. They also
urged the Education Minister
to bring forward a plan that
would enshrine the rights of
children and young people to
access RSE.

66 Teachers and
pupils can still
discuss moral,
ethical and spiritual
issues but let’s face
it: teaching abortion
rights is not a
neutral curriculum”

This motion seriously chal-
lenged parents and faith-based
schools. It follows controversial
new RSE guidelines, imposed
by the NI Secretary of State.
These require all schools to
teach children as young as 13
that they have a right to abor-
tion. We are in danger of not
only raising generations who
know all about their rights but
nothing about their responsi-
bilities.

Not only did the Bishop of
Derry Donal McKeown, who
chairs the Catholic Schools

her class was

turn up at her clinics
thinking their only prob-
lem was pregnancy. When
offered a test for a sexually
transmitted disease, they
would say things like: “Oh
no. I'm from a good neigh-
bourhood!” She said many
failed to realise the dangers
of Chlamydia, and only dis-
covered their infection had
left them infertile when
they settled down to start
a family.

Trustees Service object — but
a recent consultation showed
73% were also opposed. Teach-
ers and pupils can still discuss
moral, ethical and spiritual
issues but let’s face it: teaching
abortion rights is not a neutral
curriculum. Archbishop Eamon
Martin called it “ideological
colonisation”.

Still, the Alliance party
motion passed with the back-
ing of Sinn Féin and the SDLP.
No longer can they be relied
upon to back Catholic educa-
tion!

Alliance MLA Kate Nicholl,
who led the debate, com-
plained parents can exclude
their children from “crucial les-
sons” on abortion access and
issues such as LGBTQ. Parents
can opt out until the child is
Year 11 (aged 14-15) and after
that only if the child does not
object. Ms Nicholl argued that
parental rights were not abso-
lute. “There can be no dilution
of children’s rights,” said Ms
Nicholl (ironic given that she
opposes the right to life for
every child before birth).

Dangerous

Her position is unpopular
with many parents, but she
pointed out children are vul-
nerable to sexual abuse and
need to be educated. This is
a valid point - but sex edu-

Making wiser choices

ersonally I find children know
far more about sex than my gen-
eration ever did. Five years ago,
a 13-year-old, who was attend-
ing an upscale Christian school told me
“six kids in her
class were gay and three were bisexual”.

relationships, and avoid feeling used in
a hook-up culture reliant on abortion for
unwanted pregnancies. I once had a chat
with a young colleague in the media who
was from a Catholic family and was pro-
choice. She seemed surprised I was pro-
life. “But what happens,” she asked, “if
you get really drunk and have a one-night
stand and you get pregnant?” This seemed
like normal behaviour to her. “How about
making wiser choices?” I replied.

An attempt to destroy Christian attitudes to sex

This is not just a battle
for parental rights, or a case
of prudish Catholics wor-
ried about their kids having
sex. This is an ideologi-
cal battle to keep Catholic
teaching around sex out
of the education system.
The far left would like to
destroy Christian attitudes
to sex, knowing Christian-
ity is one of the foundations
of western civilisation.
Destroy it at your peril.

cation is already in schools
and the DUP insists the Alli-
ance stance is dangerous and
authoritarian. “Let kids be
kids!” is the party’s position.
This was controversially dis-
missed by another Alliance
member as “a dog whistle to
the far right”.

At present, school gover-
nors are ultimately respon-

sible for the curriculum,
although parents and young
people are entitled to be con-
sulted under the latest regu-
lations. But what happens if
Alliance members and others
get their way? Will parents be
able to object to their children
learning about transgender-
ism and puberty blockers?
Demanding “standard-

Standardised sex ed erodes flexibility
of Catholic and other falth schools

ised” and “compulsory” RSE
erodes the flexibility currently
enjoyed by Catholic and other
faith schools.

Critical questions remain
unanswered. What is appro-
priate content? What age
is appropriate? What does
inclusive RSE mean? What
does evidence-based entail?
Who gets to decide?
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Ideology replaces fact in response to trans report

I hope Dr Hilary
Cass wins in

the battle for
children’s bodies,
writes Dualta
Roughneen

he response to the
Cass Report in the
UK must be strikingly
familiar to people
in Ireland. The Cass Report, a
lengthy and in-depth review,
led by Dr Hilary Cass, aimed
to “ensure that children and
young people who are ques-
tioning their gender identity
or experiencing gender dys-
phoria, and who need support
from the NHS, receive a high
standard of care that meets
their needs and is safe, holistic
and effective.”
The report describes what
is known about the young

people who are seeking NHS
support around their gender
identity and sets out the rec-
ommended clinical approach
to care and support they
should expect, the interven-
tions that should be available,
and how services should be
organised across the country.

The report found, and it is
now well documented, that
there have been severe and
serious deficiencies in care
provided to children and
young people who were seek-
ing support.

Also, children were pro-
vided with puberty blockers
whose effectiveness is not
proven, while affirmation was
the preferred approach, which
put children on a path to hor-
monal and surgical treatment
that was harder to get off.

Majority

The majority of children
experiencing gender incon-
gruence would overcome this
with time if not affirmed, and
there was no way to deter-
mine which children gender
incongruence would persist
or desist.

The report said children
who later de-transitioned,
often after surgical interven-
tion, did not receive support
and there is no reliable evi-
dence base upon which to

A person walks ona pedestrlan crossing decorated with the
pattern of the transgender flag on a street in London April 10. A
report published in the United Kingdom April 10, said children
had been ‘let down’ by a lack of research on the use of puberty
blockers. Photo: OSV News/Isabel Infantes, Reuters

make clinical decisions.

Doctors were also reported
to be fearful of getting involved
or making decisions due to the
toxicity of the debate.

The toxicity continues
with Dr Cass telling The Times
newspaper: “I have been really
frustrated by the criticisms,
because it is straight disinfor-
mation. It is completely inac-
curate.

“It started the day before
the report came out when an
influencer posted a picture of a
list of papers that were appar-
ently rejected because they
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were not randomised control
trials. That list has absolutely
nothing to do with either our
report or any of the papers.”

She added: “If you delib-
erately try to undermine a
report that has looked at the
evidence of children’s health-
care, then that’s unforgivable.
You are putting children at risk
by doing that.”

Over the past 20 years, a
series of in-depth reports, led
by eminent people in Ireland,
were carried out to provide an
official understanding of divi-
sive societal issues.

The McAleese Report on
the Magdalene Laundries,
the Commission of Investiga-
tion into the Mother and Baby
Homes led by Judge Yvonne
Murphy, and even the report
on symphysiotomy in Ireland
from 1844-1984 by Dr Oonagh
Walsh, were all subject to the
same type of denial, under-
mining and misrepresenta-
tion by ideologically driven
interests.

Investigations

Even the official investigations
into the death of Savita Halap-
panavar were ignored because
they did not support the narra-
tive that she died because ‘Ire-
land is a Catholic country’ and
was denied an abortion. Her
tragic death was used to herald
an abortion regime in Ireland
that has cost more than 10,000
lives, and advocates continues
to demand more.

The response to the Cass
Report is reminiscent of the
attacks on Judge Yvonne Mur-
phy who led the Mother and
Baby Homes report, forcing

her to send a public rebuttal to
members of the government
who attempted to bring her
before the Oireachtas Commit-
tee to explain how the report
came to the ‘wrong’ conclu-
sions.

She wrote: “The inde-
pendence, procedures and
safeguards under which the
commission carried out its
investigation and its carefully
considered conclusions would
be set at nought by an appear-
ance before your committee
and in circumstances especially
where prejudgment is already
manifest ... The independence
of the commission cannot sim-
ply be abandoned because its
findings are not acceptable to
some at a political level.”

She highlighted that even
Government figures who were
involved in overseeing the
investigation sought to under-
mine the official findings once
they were in the public domain.

©0 In Ireland,

the monstrosity

of the Church, its
pernicious influence
on Ireland’s past is a

totem for signalling
virtue and being on

the ‘right side of
history”

“Some members of the
Oireachtas Committee have
already engaged in a public
condemnation of the contents
of the Commission’s Final
Report and of the methodology
adopted. Regrettably some sen-
ior members of the Oireachtas
have done that despite having
been members of the Govern-
ment that drafted and brought
the Terms of Reference before
the Oireachtas for approval.”

On certain issues, irrespec-
tive of facts, there is only one
socially acceptable perspective
and anyone who diverges from
itis to be vilified. In Ireland, the
monstrosity of the Church, its
pernicious influence on Ire-
land’s past is a totem for sig-
nalling virtue and being on the
‘right side of history’.

For the past few years,
in the ‘western’ world, the
only acceptable perspectives
were that gender identity is
to be affirmed, and anyone
that dares question it is to be
socially and publicly destroyed.

o6The general
perception, perpetuated
by legacy media, is not
the facts contained in
those official reports of
thousands of pages, but
what we choose it to be”

It took months for Colette
Colfer to have South East Tech-
nological University confirm
that their gender identity
policy which previously stated
that refusal to use students’
or staff members’ preferred
pronouns would amount to
“unlawful discrimination or
harassment” was factually
incorrect.

This only happened after
the release of the Cass Report
which provided a window
of opportunity for reason to
raise its head. Perhaps Wil-
son’s Hospital School who
required Enoch Burke to use
the pupil’s requested pro-
noun will take a step back
and accept that it was not in
the pupil’s interest to force a
gender affirming approach on
members of staff.

Society has a problem.
There is a rapidly diminishing
common ground for different
perspectives to be debated.
Ideology replaces fact. Inde-
pendent in-depth reports are
discarded, ignored and under-
mined by politicians, media,
and a certain element in wider
society when they do not come
to the desired predetermined
conclusions.

It has been claimed 800
babies have been buried in a
septic tank in Tuam. Probably
killed by the nuns. There is no
evidence for this at all yet this
is the accepted truth. It suits for
it to be this way.

Prejudices

It reinforces the in-built
prejudices of many in mod-
ern Ireland whose under-
standing of Irish history and
the Church has been formed
by campaigns of misinfor-
mation, staid stereotypes
and constant reinforcement
of the same narrative.

The headline to Rod Lid-
dle’s piece in The Specta-
tor on April 24 ‘Why the
Cass Report won'’t change a
thing’ is evidenced by how
little impact the McAleese
and Murphy reports had on
the public consciousness.
The general perception, per-
petuated by legacy media,
is not the facts contained
in those official reports of
thousands of pages, but
what we choose it to be.

It is said that those who
do not learn from history
are destined to repeat it.
How can lessons even be
learned if history is not
known at all? They say his-
tory is written by the win-
ners. While Judge Murphy,
Martin McAleese and Oon-
agh Walsh do not seem like
winners in the battle for
Ireland’s soul, for the sake of
children who are struggling
with gender incongruence
or other issues that mani-
fest themselves as such,
every reasonable person
should be hoping that Dr
Hilary Cass is the winner
in the battle for children’s
bodies.
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Our hospitals are war zones - euthanasia

will become the ‘decent thing’

Most politicians
are dancing down
the road to assisted
dying with talk

of meaningless
‘safeguards’, writes
Michael Kelly

n Monday of this
week, the British
parliament dis-
cussed the issue
of euthanasia. The House of
Commons heard passionate
pleas from many MPs calling
for people to be allowed to
end their lives in a way that
they deemed appropriate.

Not unlike our own legisla-
tors, many said that they had
been on a journey and many
criticised people opposed to
euthanasia for - as one MP
put it - not following the pub-
lic mood.

It’s right out of the ‘there
go the people. I must follow
them, for I am their leader’
school of politics.

Sides

Supporter after supporter
of euthanasia in the House
of Commons trotted out the
customary lines about ‘safe-
guards’ either uninterested
or unaware that safeguards
didn’t work anywhere else
when it comes to protecting
the vulnerable from being put
down.

Of course, those opposed
to assisted suicide have sci-
ence on their side and the full
weight of the credible medi-
cal community with both
palliative care doctors and
psychiatrists opposing it. But,
they are on to a loser because
they lack that one thing nec-
essary to win political cam-
paigns in this age: a celebrity
backer.

On the other side, house-
hold name and national treas-
ure Dame Esther Rantzen
- who is suffering from stage
IV cancer - has become a
powerful voice to push the
so-called ‘right to die’.

Our own Oireachtas Com-
mittee on Assisted Dying was
a classic example of the tri-
umph of emotion and hunch
over science and law. Eminent
legal academic Conor Casey,
for example, was berated by
Senator Mary Seery Kearney
and Deputy Gino Kenny for
daring to refer to euthanasia

as ‘intentional killing’ - what
else, I wonder, would they call
a doctor injecting a patient
with poison?

On another occasion -
which would’ve been hilari-
ous had the subject matter
not literally been about life
and death - Senator Lynn
Boylan demanded to know if
legalist Prof. William Binchy
opposed euthanasia because
he thought it was sinful!

It was truly one of those
moments when I appreciate
that no-one beyond these
shores sees what goes on in
the Oireachtas.

Members of the Irish Col-
lege of Physicians and the
Irish College of Psychiatry got
short shrift at the committee.
Despite the courtesy of chair-
man Deputy Michael Healy-
Rae, many members of the
committee came and went
during the evidence from the
experts. Other, we were told,
were ‘monitoring’ the debate
from the comfort of their own
office.

66 Very little
attention is paid
to whether the
suffering of those
nearing the end of
their lives can be
eased”

What is intriguing about
the debate about assisted
suicide and euthanasia, is the
extent to which it is manipu-
lated and based purely on
emotion and an understand-
able fear of suffering.

Very little attention is
paid to whether the suffer-
ing of those nearing the end
of their lives can be eased. My
fellow columnist here Baron-
ess Nuala O’Loan has spoken
movingly in the House of
Lords about the need for more
investment in palliative care.

Similar pleas were heard
here from eminent palliative
care experts such as Dr Faith
Cranford who almost begged
for more focus and invest-
ment in helping people to die
well - without taking their
life.

Of course, just like with
the abortion referendum the
proponents of change tell us
that there will be ‘safeguards’
- that there will be no rush
to this, given that Irish peo-
ple value life. Yet, a few years
into the abortion legislation
there are few safeguards,
and around 10,000 unborn

children are losing their lives
every year.

There is also the fact that
what modest safeguards
there were in countries like
the Netherlands and in Can-
ada quickly eroded. In Bel-
gium, for example, children
as young as 12 can apply to
be euthanised for something
as treatable as the fact that
they have depression. In the
Netherlands, several peo-
ple with autism have been
granted permission to avail
of assisted dying because of
their diagnosis.

In Canada, the Orwellian-
termed Medical Assistance in
Dying (MAID) has been made
available to military veterans
diagnosed with Post Trau-
matic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
following harrowing experi-
ences fighting the Taliban in
Afghanistan.

Last year, The Guardian
newspaper - no cheerleader
for conservative values -
asked bluntly “are poor
Canadians being driven to
euthanasia by poverty”? The
stark answer was, yes.

Healthcare

But what is utterly baffling
about the debate in Ireland is
the extent to which opposi-
tion politicians — who don’t
trust the State on anything
- are willing to believe that
safeguards will work here in
a health service that was just
days ago described as a “war
zone” by doctors working in
it.

Just days ago, an inquest
returned a verdict of medi-
cal misadventure in the case
of 16-year-old Aoife Johnston
who died of sepsis in Limer-
ick. Last month, another fam-
ily told of how their father
had fallen in hospital and
died - they were never told
he fell, and were led to believe
he passed away peacefully in
his bed.

What makes anyone
think that the introduction
of euthanasia will suddenly
improve the care of vulner-
able people? It will not, it will
only further erode human
dignity and it will quickly
become a tool of the sort of
bean counters that cruelly
refer to our elder citizens -
people who have given their
entire lives to this country -
as ‘bed blockers'.

We will pay a heavy price
if we do not resist this push to
euthanasia - it is not so much
aslippery slope, the truth is it
a moral cliff edge.

66 What is intriguing about the debate
about assisted suicide and euthanasia, is
the extent to which it is manipulated and
based purely on emotion and an under-
standable fear of suffering”

Opponents of euthanasia and assisted suicide are pictured in a file photo staging a ‘die-in’

in Canada. Photo: CNS
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Unwanted guests at a party -
Cath011c1sm and Irish schools

Eoin McCormack

ith the release of
the comprehensive
GRACE report (Global
Researchers Advanc-
ing Catholic Education) assessing
the realities facing Catholic educa-
tion in Ireland just a week after the
Teacher’s Union (INTO) called for
the removal of the religious educa-
tion qualification to teach in Catho-
lic schools, it almost feels that when
it comes to education in this coun-
try the Church now finds herself the
‘unwanted guest at the party’.

This is despite the fact that in
most instances the Church is the
host of the party. The vast major-
ity of these schools were founded
and funded by selfless men and
women who, in the name of God
and their Church, dedicated their
lives to the poor and opened these
schools to provide free access to
education for a population that
was starved of opportunities by
the prevailing state.

Ironically, despite having edu-
cated generations of people out
of this perpetual sense of gener-
osity as an act of faith, the very
people who benefited from this
system are now actively seeking
to undermine the very ethos on
which these schools were founded.

Or as the subsequent RTE
Upfront programme styled it, to
“take religion out of our schools”,
as if religion is some oppressive
virus in need of ‘taking out’. What
is striking about the public dis-
course on this issue is precisely the
impression that the Church some-
how imposed itself on an already
established free education system
in some dubious power-grab.

In this sense, and as evidenced
by the GRACE report, we have lost
the public narrative as a Church,
and we therefore seriously need
to reassess how we communicate
our vision of what exactly Catholic
education is about and what our
aspirations are for those who both
attend and teach at these institu-
tions.

Teachers

According to the GRACE report, 3
out of 10 religion teachers at sec-
ond level make it very clear that
they “don’t witness to or support
the Catholic ethos.” 60% also do not
describe themselves as committed
and practicing Catholics.
Furthermore, only 55% of teach-
ers under the age of 30 report to
even having respect for the Catho-
lic ethos of their school. Common
sense surely urges that going for-

All the authors of the GRACE report pictured at th launch.

ward with these statistics is sim-
ply unworkable if we aspire in any
sense to effectively pass on the
Christian faith.

66 Catholic educators
in the US are choosing
to teach at Catholic
institutions not because
of default but because
they are authentically
enamoured by the
Gospel”

Vatican II's Declaration on
Christian Education Gravissimum
Educationis very clearly states that
quality of the faith of the teachers
in a given institution is funda-
mental to authentically live out
a Catholic ethos. In fact, it states
“the Catholic school depends
upon them almost entirely for the
accomplishment of its goals.”

If we look to our neighbours
in the US, a recent comparative
study with Ireland carried out
through University of Notre Dame
on Catholic identity in education,
finds that Catholic teachers in the
US are likely to teach in Catholic
schools specifically because of its
ethos.

In other words, Catholic edu-
cators in the US are choosing to
teach at Catholic institutions not
because of default but because
they are authentically enamoured
by the Gospel. This vastly con-
trasts to the Irish context which
the same research finds teachers
are either ‘ambivalent towards or
opposed to’ the Catholic faith.

The question now facing the
Church in Ireland is how much
longer is it truly viable to have
people who are not committed to
the faith tasked with passing it on?

The General Directory for Cat-

echesis in fact necessitates that
“teachers be believers committed
to personal growth in faith.” By
not monitoring this situation, we
are doing a disservice to the par-
ents who wish for their children to
be raised in the Catholic faith.

Additionally, by asking a teacher
who is openly non-Catholic or per-
haps even opposed to the Church,
to pass on the Christian faith, we
are not only facilitating dishonesty
on the part of the teacher, but also
facilitating an injustice on the part
of the child’s right to an informed
religious education.

Pedagogy

Of course, it is not impossible for a
non-Catholic teacher to teach a
Catholic curriculum the same way
they can teach any other subject,
but this is where in much of the
public debate on the issue seems
to be misunderstood.

Implementing an ethos under
a Catholic framework does not
mean simply teaching a ‘Catho-
lic religion class’ while the rest
of the organisation operates the
same as the non-Catholic ones.
A truly Catholic ethos shapes the
very fabric of the institution and
should influence every aspect of
the life and purpose of its day-to-
day mission.

Vatican II described the pur-
pose of the Catholic institution to
“order the whole of human culture
to the news of salvation.” For this
to materialise however the teach-
ing body must be truly motivated
to seek God in the service of truth
and live out the spirit of the Gos-
pel in all that they do and teach,
not just during ‘religious educa-
tion’ class.

Under the present structures
this is not proving even remotely
possible when 35% of teach-
ers under 30 report to not even
believing in God, while “one fifth

of teachers actively disagree that
developing a personal relation-
ship with Christ is a central edu-
cational aim.”

As the Catholic ethos of our
schools in Ireland becomes more
frequently diluted, Prof. Con-
way writing in the GRACE report
articulately summarises the real-
ity of this point going forward:
“We can’t have a curriculum that
is effectively secularist running
alongside Catholic RE.”

Simply put, when the culture’s
understanding of truth is radically
different or opposed to the Catho-
lic mission, it is simply not work-
able to combine the two. And how
could we expect it to be any other
way? We can simply no longer
assume that the students attend-
ing our Catholic schools are com-
ing from a Catholic framework.

66 The Catholic faith
is absent from life at
home, absent from the
culture, and the vast
majority of them are
absent from the parish,
so how else should

we expect them to
understand?”

In one recent example when on a
pastoral visit to a Catholic school in
Dublin on Ash Wednesday, I asked
the children if they knew what sea-
son was beginning. On more than
one occasion the answer I received
was ‘Eid’ or ‘Ramadan’. In another
class, the teacher also used ‘Ram-
adan’ as a point of reference for
explaining Lent.

It wasn’t that there was a Mus-
lim majority in the school by any
means, or that the teacher was
coming from a Muslim background,

but rather that the children had no
conception of Lent at all.

And who can blame them? The
idea was as arbitrary to them
as rocket science because the
Catholic faith is absent from life
at home, absent from the culture,
and the vast majority of them are
absent from the parish, so how
else should we expect them to
understand?

Contemporary catechesis is
now at a pre-evangelisation stage.
Belgian scholar Liven Boeve's
appropriately writes on this that
“religious education can indeed
no longer (explicitly or implicitly)
proceed from an existing overlap
between Christian faith and pre-
sent-day culture.”

In discerning the implementa-
tion of a Catholic ethos of a school
in the modern age, the question is
now how to adequately introduce
students to Christianity. We must
honestly ask ourselves, if this is the
case in a country where 90% of the
primary schools are Catholic, is the
status quo really working?
Vision
Pope Francis developed this point
in a 2022 speech to Brothers of
Christian schools: “To educate
in this way is your apostolate,
your specific contribution to
evangelisation [...] In this sense,
your schools are ‘Christian’: not
because of an external label, but
because they take this path.”

It is therefore imperative that
we do not cling-on to unworkable
structures of the past for the pur-
poses of maintaining these “exter-
nal labels” as the Pope suggests.
We must be courageous enough to
acknowledge our present systems
are not adequately contributing
to the evangelising mission of the
Church.

We must be courageous enough
to want something better for our
children. Fundamentally, we must
be courageous enough to divest
a significant proportion of our
schools in order to allow for truly
Catholic environments to flourish.

The Catholic tradition is
embedded within the very fabric
of the history of Western world.
By maintaining the status quo and
continuously diluting the Catho-
lic ethos to align with wavering
secular values is to do a disser-
vice to the beauty of the Catholic
tradition in all of its philosophy,
art, language, truth seeking, and
splendour.

We simply have too much to
lose by holding on to structures
that no longer serve the mission
of the Gospel. As the Congregation
for Catholic Education wrote in a
2022, there needs to be a “clearer
awareness and consistency of the
Catholic identity of the Church’s
educational institutions”.

© Foin McCormack holds a Licenti-
ate in the Catechetical Sciences and
is a Catechist & Pastoral Worker in
the Parish of Rathmines, Dublin.
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In our culture wars, the biggest
battles are staged in universities
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Wendy Grace

ast October the South
East Technological
University (SETU)
launched their ‘Gen-
der Identity and Expres-
sion Policy’. But lecturer
Colette Colfer, a lecturer in
world religions questioned
the document’s impacts
on compelling speech and
policing language. One of her
concerns was that the policy
maintained that a refusal to
use preferred pronouns was
an example of “unlawful dis-
crimination or harassment”.

“I couldn’t find where this
could be justified under cur-
rent legislation, so I started to
ask questions of the college,
that’s when all hell broke
loose, because I went public
on my concerns.”

Colette explained that she
had been to several workshops
led by groups like ‘Shout-
out and Teni’ (Transgender
Equality Network Ireland):
“We were being told to put
our preferred pronouns on
our email sign offs and that
puberty blockers were easily
reversible”.

Respecting
Colette also felt the policy
was not respecting the diverse
range of students and teachers
on the campus, she believes
that inclusion means respect-
ing everyone, but that means
respecting the reality that “not
everybody believes that gen-
der is a spectrum”.

“You know, we're living in
a multicultural world that has
a plurality of beliefs and phi-
losophies, and not everybody
has a gender identity. Not eve-
rybody believes that gender
identity should be prioritised
over other sex-based rights,
like safe-spaces for women.”

Colette speaking up meant
the document which was
recently released, removed
the language around ‘unlaw-
ful discrimination’, but still
stresses the importance of
using preferred pronouns.

While SETU has made the
change, UCD, RCSI and TCD’s
gender expression policies
still state that failure to use a
preferred pronoun is “unlaw-
ful discrimination”. This is in
spite of the fact that there is
no legal requirement in our
legislature that would legally
compel speech.

These policies are not being
drafted because of legislation
or out of a grassroots desire
from students or teachers.
Much of the impetus for writ-
ing them in the first place
stems from the Athena Swan
Charter, a charter that unless
universities sign up to it they
won't get funding from the
higher education authority.

The charter originally
included a commitment to
overcome challenges faced
by women, when originally
written in 2011 it mentioned
the word “woman” six times.
The new 2021 charter doesn’t
mention the word woman,
instead it includes a commit-
ment to “fostering collective
understanding that individu-
als have the right to determine
and affirm their gender”.

66 I am not saying
they don’t have
good intentions, but
I believe we must
have an evidence
based approach
and allow for
diverse opinions on
this issue”

So the policy has shifted on
developing policies focussed
on gender equality taking into
account the specific challenges
and needs of women to ones
focussed on gender identity.

Collete explained that
these types of ‘gender iden-
tity’ policies are not being
created based on evidence and
research but are heavily influ-
enced by transgender lobby
groups: “In Ireland, unfortu-
nately, the approach to date
tends to be ideological in poli-
tics, journalism, academia and
education.

“The national LGBTI+ inclu-
sion strategy by the govern-
ment was drawn up with
lobby groups who are inform-
ing the direction, I am not
saying they don’t have good
intentions, but I believe we
must have an evidence based
approach and allow for diverse

opinions on this issue.”

TENI is one of the rep-
resentative groups on the
LGBTI+ National Inclusion
Strategy committee, this is a
group that has spoken against
men competing in women'’s
sport, and suggesting ‘training’
for IBEC members who were
uncomfortable sharing toilets.

They still support the use
of puberty blockers despite
the aforementioned research
showing there is no reliable
long-term evidence to sup-
port their use and increasing
evidence as documented in
the Cass review to show the
harms they cause.

NGOs shouldn’t have the
authority to influence policy,
but the Irish Government
(and it seems universities)
are unquestioningly accept-
ing their recommendations.
Even though much of this doc-
trine has huge implications
for women’s rights, women'’s
advocacy groups are not
included in the development
of such policies.

Impacts

Collette also feels these types
of policies are having stifling
impacts on university life and
intellectual growth and free-
dom of expression: “As lec-
turer, universities should be
places where we foster debate
rather than stifle debate, a lot
of this is stemming from the
Athena Swan Charter which
needs to be reviewed, it’s
having a disastrous impact
on the open exchange of ideas
in universities, I think of gen-
der identity theory as a belief
system which shouldn’t be
imposed on people”.

One of the purposes of
college life is to be a place
of facilitating discussion and
exploration across our differ-
ences of opinion, vital for a
functioning healthy democ-
racy. Surely the findings of
the recent Cass review should
also be taken into account.

The study, the largest of
its kind, pointed out that
there was no “good evidence”
available on the long term
outcomes for use of puberty
blockers. It also cautioned

against any pharmaceutical
interventions for ‘transition-
ing’ before the age of 25.

It highlighted the lack of
evidence to support a ‘gender
affirming’ model of care for
those questioning their gen-
der, yet gender affirmation
forms part of the blueprint
that our colleges and Govern-
ment is using.

66 When it comes
to exploring gender
identity, the place
where opinions
should be allowed to
flourish, is the one
that is becoming
increasingly stifled
by the culture wars”

Countries like the Nether-
lands, Finland and Sweden col-
lected longitudinal data from
their public health authori-
ties leading them to move
away from gender affirmative
approaches.

Surely our universities
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would be one of the first places
that begin to move away from
unquestioningly accepting a
movement that in some parts
has caused serious harm to
vulnerable young people, and
trampled over their rights of
women'’s safe spaces, single-sex
services and sport.

College campuses are meant
to be a place of learning, dis-
covery, growth, debate and
intellectual interrogation of
important issues and life’s big
questions.

It can be that wonderful
melting pot of people from
different countries, cultures,
faiths and social backgrounds.
But sadly when it comes to
exploring gender identity, the
place where opinions should be
allowed to flourish, is the one
that is becoming increasingly
stifled by the culture wars.
Vilify
How have we come to a place
where the world of academia
will vilify freedom to think
critically? Take for example
sociologist Dr Laura Favaro

who was fired by the Uni-
versity of London after pub-

D e
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lishing her research findings
which showed that academ-
ics are terrified of openly
expressing any gender-criti-
cal views they might have.

Her research left her ‘in
no doubt that a culture of
discrimination, silencing and
fear has taken hold across
universities in England and
many countries beyond’.

Or what about Brown Uni-
versity’s Lisa Littman, a social
scientist whose research
asked questions about
whether social factors had an
impact on the overwhelm-
ing increase in teenage girls
questioning their gender.
Brown, rather than stand-
ing by Dr Littman, caved to
pressure from trans lobbyists
and distanced itself from the
research.

We are in an Ireland where
academic freedom is threat-
ened, intolerance and bigotry
is veiled in the language of
“inclusion”. We need more
academics like Colette Colfer
to speak up to protect free
expression, encourage debate
and to give others courage to
do the same.

e

For more information, please visit

www.irishcatholic.com/shop
or call on 01 687 4028
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Religious Education is more

et me say how incred-

ibly helpful it is to

have such an excel-

lent quantitative and
qualitative study of important
aspects of the shape of Catho-
lic education in Ireland today.
Whatever its vicissitudes,
we have a benchmark study
which elevates that discussion
above what may have been
easily dismissed earlier as
the anecdotal - even if much
of that anecdotal intelligence
was very often well grounded.
Government, academia and
media in Ireland all attach a
special importance to empiri-
cal study and I have no doubt
that they will find the data
here both accessible and use-
ful. So too will Church people,
and perhaps them most of
all, a cohort that in the past
tended to prioritise, whatever
the deficiencies in approach,
the philosophical, historical
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As Ireland becomes increasing
multireligious and multicultural,
empathy to other faiths especially
Islam is of great service to the
common good writes Dr Niall Coll,

Bishop of Ossory.

and theological elements to
reflection on our schools and
their mission. Now Catholic
education in Ireland, while it
needs to be faithful to its own
rich heritage of scholarship,
can be well pleased at having
at its disposal such an acces-
sible and useful study to help
guide and orientate future
reflection and planning on the
work of Catholic education in
the years ahead.

Findings

[ hope that the publication
of this report marks only the
beginning of such compre-
hensive empirical research
projects in Catholic educa-
tion in Ireland. The good news
about the excellence of our
faith-based schools - excel-
lence in the levels of aca-
demic, personal, social and
spiritual achievement - is a
very underworked theme in

public discourse in Ireland.
More often than not the tar-
get of hostile voices in politics
and media, Catholic schools
here are in fact quietly to the
fore in the ways they work for
greater levels of inclusion and
participation, not least in the
ways they welcome and pro-
mote intercultural and inter-
religious education. More
about that later.

66 He went on
to point out that
there has been
little evidence of
indoctrination
over the decades
in the students
graduating from
Catholic schools”

Right now, let me acknowl-
edge that much of what is
outlined in the GRACE Report
does not come as a surprise
to many of us. We know well
that Irish society, in line with
developments throughout the
West, has become increas-
ingly secular over the last few
decades and that not a few
in our society have come to
question and even reject the
role that Catholic schools have
played in our country over the
last two centuries. I don’t pro-
pose to rake over those issues
just now but prefer instead to
offer some responses to some
of the key findings in the
research. Before doing that,
I would like to say that it is
not for nothing that so many
of the new Irish, peoples
from different faiths (world
religions) and none find the
learning contexts of our Irish
Catholic schools welcoming,
sympathetic and conducive
to their lives of faith and
learning. This is a truth that
is as evident in the schools in
Kilkenny and Laois that I visit,
as it was in the many Catho-
lic schools in the North that I
visited over many years in my
capacity there, among others,
as a teaching practice tutor in
St Mary’s University College.

Future comparative studies in
the Republic, if they are to fol-
low the pattern in the North-
ern Ireland, Great Britain,
Australia and other countries
too will demonstrate that
Catholic schools in pluralist
societies are well able to spar-
kle and more than hold their
place in comparison to other
types of schooling in terms
of the quality of educational
outcomes.

That’s why in the face of
so much criticism here at
home of Catholic schools that
I remain positive about their
work and the contribution
that they make in encourag-
ing and developing young
people as both citizens and
disciples. I would like to take
this opportunity to mention
here some words of the late
Irish Jesuit educationalist and
historian, David Tuohy, when

important now than ever

he noted that many denomi-
national schools in Ireland
- Catholic, Church of Ireland
and Presbyterian - are puz-
zled about why their positive
approach to education is not
reflected in a greater appre-
ciation of the religious source
which underpins their edu-
cational vision. And he went
on to point out that there has
been little evidence of indoc-
trination over the decades in
the students graduating from
Catholic schools.

Ethos

Now a few points of direct
response to some of the
Report’s key findings. To
begin, the research is strik-
ing in the way it points to the
high levels of commitment to
ethos, the education of the
whole person and personal
faith among principals aged

66 Catholic schools here are in fact
quietly to the fore in the ways they
work for greater levels of inclusion
and participation, not least in the
ways they welcome and promote
intercultural and interreligious

education”
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50 years and more. Levels
are significantly lower, how-
ever, among their younger
colleagues. Does this signal
a hopeless situation for the
long-term survival of Catholic
education? Can schools sur-
vive if there are not the per-
sonnel to lead them in ways
which are recognisably and
credibly Catholic? It’s unde-
niable that there is a growing
trend to define the common
good of education in terms
of the economy rather than
culture (with its close con-
nection with faith), human
capital replaced by knowl-
edge capital.

66 Is there no

chance of a rethink,
a retrieval of
curiosity and sense
of exploration that
might mean that the
direction of travel
might change”

The GRACE Report sets out
real deficits in introductory
and ongoing training/CPD for
all school personnel, particu-
larly with regard to identity
and ethos and offers a cri de
cceur to patrons and trusts to
address this matter urgently.
This truly must be heard.
There is no denying, to use
the language of the Canadian
philosopher, Charles Taylor,
that the ‘social imaginary’
of the younger generations
has moved away from being
permeated by religious faith.
Marked instead by what he
terms ‘expressive individual-
ism’ and its tendency to rela-
tivise all meaning and truth to
personal taste.

Is that the end then? Has

66 Working towards good levels of
knowledge of the Bible among young people
from a Christian background better equips
them to understand and empathise with
Muslims for whom the Quran is immensely
important. Such work is of great service to

the common good”

history ended? Is there no
chance of a rethink, a retrieval
of curiosity and sense of
exploration that might mean
that the direction of travel
might change. Let me sug-
gest one possible theme,
one which is taken up, how-
ever inchoately in the GRACE
Report, namely the need for
a better understanding and
commitment to both inter-
cultural and interreligious
dialogue and education in our
schools.

Islam

Damian Howard S] (2016) has
written tantalisingly about
the relationship between
‘Christians and Muslims in
tomorrow’s Europe’. While
now estimated to be 7% of
the European population, it
is forecasted to rise to about
a quarter by the end of the
century, bringing about a
substantial change in the
religious landscape. Inter-
estingly, Philip Jenkins esti-
mates that France will be 30%
and Germany 25% Muslim by
2050. Howard predicts that
over time having Muslims in
large numbers in Europe is
bound to alter the questions
that preoccupy Christians.
The current reality is, as
Howard has argued, that sec-
ular modernity has cauterised
the Christian imagination and
reduced it to the bare bones
of ethics and ‘values’. Mus-
lims, on the other hand, have

no hesitation in affirming
the reality of God. This new
context made possible by the
growing presence and confi-
dence of Islam may, he sug-
gests, liberate the European
Church, Catholic and Prot-
estant, to speak with a new
confidence about God. Who
knows, some from a Chris-
tian background may feel
provoked and emboldened to
return to their own traditions
of prayer, ritual and fasting
with a new vigour? In the
long term this will have big
implications for our schools.

66 The human
community is one
because it comes
from the creative
hand of the one God
and that variations
in religious faith
are a reflection of
the rich diversity
that characterises
Humankind”

Back to our schools in Ire-
land now. A Catholic RE well-
grounded in the direction set
by Second Vatican Council
(1962-65) would not reduce
all religions to one and the
same reality, to be set aside
in the curriculum, as hap-
pens in schools where RE is
marginalised or absent. Such

a ripping out of RE is particu-
larly unfortunate at a time
when Ireland is becoming
increasingly multireligious
and multicultural. For one
thing, working towards good
levels of knowledge of the
Bible among young people
from a Christian background
better equips them to under-
stand and empathise with
Muslims for whom the Quran
is immensely important. Such
work is of great service to the
common good.

Catholic religious educa-
tion when it is properly val-
ued and taught, as Dermot
Lane has repeatedly asserted,
respects the irreducibility of
the other, values diversity,
otherness and interconnect-
edness. After all, the Council’s
Declaration on the Relation-
ship of the Church to Non-
Christian Religions, Nostra
Aetate (1965) acknowledges
that the human community
is one because it comes from
the creative hand of the one
God and that variations in
religious faith are a reflec-
tion of the rich diversity that
characterises Humankind
itself. The article states that
the Catholic Church rejects
nothing of what is true in
these religions and that these
religions often reflect a ray of
that truth which enlightens
all men and women. Con-
sequently, the Declaration
encourages ‘dialogue and col-
laboration’ with the followers
of other religions in order to

promote common spiritual,
moral, social and cultural val-
ues.

Global

We would do well to recog-
nise how Vatican II and sub-
sequent Catholic teaching
recognises the other world
faiths on their own terms.
Thus the declaration praises
Hinduism’s emphasis on
contemplation, asceticism,
meditation and trust in God;
Buddhism’s recognition of the
insufficiency of the material
world, and Islam'’s belief in
the one God, its reverence for
Jesus as a great prophet, hon-
ouring of Mary, his mother,
its high moral standards, and
its commitment to prayer,
almsgiving and fasting. The
document’s greatest empha-
sis is placed on Judaism, in
which the beginning of the
Church’s faith and election
are to be found.

66 With a strong
sense of our own
identity, we can, in
the words of Pope
Francis, have a
deeper empathy for
the other”

A word about a study of
third level students (carried
out by Rita George-Tvrtovic at
a Catholic college in Chicago)
which found that in a mixed

66 In light of the Grace Report,
I hope that we in Catholic
education will be aware of how
we need to engage more deeply
with our own Catholic tradition”

religious setting of Catholics
and Muslims, that nominal
Catholics who encounter
their Islamic classmates find-
ing satisfaction in their study
of Islam, feel encouraged to
examine their own home
(Catholic) tradition, either for
the first time or with a new
perspective. Might this have
parallels in future teacher
training in Ireland?

Finally, in light of the
Grace Report, I hope that we
in Catholic education will
be aware of how we need to
engage more deeply with our
own Catholic tradition. With a
strong sense of our own iden-
tity, we can, in the words of
Pope Francis, have a deeper
empathy for the other. Such
identity has much to offer
in the work of equipping
our pupils and students for
intercultural and interfaith
dialogue and, consequently,
to the service of the wider
public good. Catholic educa-
tion has much to offer in our
multicultural, multireligious
Ireland of the present and the
future. Indeed, The Forum
on Patronage and Pluralism
in the Primary Sector some
years back noted that “inter-
faith and inter- cultural ini-
tiatives work best in schools
where the Catholic students
and parents are most com-
mitted to their own practice”.
So, my advice and prayer for
all involved in Catholic edu-
cation is to press on with our
important work and witness.
O This is a slightly edited
text of the speech by Dr Niall
Coll, Bishop of Ossory, who
launched the GRACE (Ireland)
Research Project 2021-24 at
All Hallows College, Dublin
23 April 2024.

Nurturing the pool of people keeping the Catholic ethos alive

To divest or not
to divest — we
need a detailed
examination
of how schools
can be Catholic
in a challenging
secular culture
writes Dr
Brendan O
Caoimh

he GRACE Report
presents a profile
of the people who
lead, manage and
teach in Catholic schools,
at both primary and sec-
ondary level. Therefore,
it serves as a backdrop,
and it provides context
for each of the other
reports. The data that are
presented in this report
are drawn from survey

respondents’ answers to
questions about personal
characteristics, including
age cohort, gender, religious
affiliation and religiosity.
This information is
significant for Catholic
schools. Not only does this
report provide a contempo-
rary profile of the members
of boards of management,
school principals, RE teach-
ers and other teaching and
non-teaching staff, it gives
us insights into how this
profile is evolving and what
it will be like in the future.

Data

While there might not be
any major surprises in this
report, the data provide
clarity, and they move us
beyond hunches and anec-
dotes. We now have hard
data that confirm, for exam-
ple, that:

* Almost 94% of school
personnel, both volun-
tary and professional,
describe themselves as
‘Roman Catholic’; yet

* Only 60% describe them-
selves as ‘Committed and
Practising Catholics’; and

e Just under 40% attend
a religious service on a
weekly basis.

Levels of religiosity are
highest among Board of
Management Members,
School Principals and RE
teachers, particularly those
aged 50+. They are lowest
among subject and class-
room teachers, who are
aged under 50. Indeed,
age emerges as the sin-
gle biggest determinant
of religiosity. On all of the
indicators covered by this
survey, we observe a clear
linear relationship between
age and religiosity. This is
the case at both primary
and secondary levels.

Thus, the survey find-
ings show that the Christian
mission in Catholic schools
is relying on a declining and
ageing pool of personnel.
Furthermore, the findings
indicate that our schools
have a declining pool of

Catholics from which to
recruit future school lead-
ers.

The statistics have clear
implications for our schools
in respect of supporting and
nurturing the dedicated
pool of people who are
keeping the Catholic ethos
alive and relevant in our
school communities. They
also point to the having
conversations with, rather
than making assumptions
about, younger and more
secular personnel. Further-
more, the underpinning rec-
ommendations arising from
the other GRACE reports
in respect of ethos-driven
training and professional
development, transparency
and accountability.

Diversity

In addition to drawing on
the survey questionnaire,
this report synthesises data
from the Central Statistics
Office and other sources,
such as the European Social
Survey. Those second-
ary sources confirm and

triangulate the data that
emerged from our survey,
and they add to the con-
textual information that
is essential in appreciat-
ing and understanding the
findings that are presented
in all of the GRACE reports.

The information and
analysis reveal that while
the religious profile of our
school personnel, both vol-
untary and professional,
is becoming increasingly
diverse, and less Catholic, it
is less diverse than is Irish
society as a whole. Over
the last ten years, there has
been a greater and more
rapid decline in religious
affiliation, in Ireland, than
in any of the preceding dec-
ades.

Both sets of data illus-
trate the significance of age.
We have a declining propor-
tion of Catholics among par-
ents, and as a consequence,
we have a declining propor-
tion of Catholics among our
student populations. This is
particularly the case in the
Greater Dublin Area and

other metropolitan zones.

These trends suggest that
divestment would bring
about a greater alignment
between school patron-
age and local socio-demo-
graphic realities. Yet, as we
have seen divestment is not
a straightforward process,
and it is not always a desir-
able outcome.

It behoves us, therefore,

to examine, in greater detail
than heretofore, how Catho-
lic schools can be relevant,
inclusive and contribute to
spreading the Gospel mes-
sage in an increasingly sec-
ular context and operating
environment.
O Dr O Caoimh is a geog-
rapher and social scientist
and an independent con-
sultant in social research,
planning and evaluation.
He was one of the authors
of the Grace Report and this
is an edit of the talk he gave
at the launch in All Hallows
on April 23.



16 | Events |

The Irish Catholic, May 2, 2024

t

el e . .

SCHOOL

.

'- cal Y i ; =

2 e B AL

CORK: Trécaire acknowledges the long standing support of St. Mary’s High School, Midleton. Caoimhe de Barra makes a presentétioh to staff and student representatives in recognition
of the school’s efforts on behalf of the charity over the past 27 years. Included are Janet Twomey, Trocaire Centres and Volunteer Officer and on extreme left, Religious Education teacher,

Ms Anne Leahy Rooney. Photo: Mike English
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ARMAGH: Archbishop of Armagh Eamon Martin is pictured with the nephew of Fr Davis are pictured in St Patrick’s Cathedral prior to the ordination of Fr Davis Habicorn and Fr
Habicorn, after ordaining Fr Habicorn to the priesthood. Francesco Campiello.
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Conflict in Sudan
leaves millions at risk of
starvation

The year-long conflict happening in Sudan has
resulted in the world’s worst displacement cri-
sis, an Irish charity has warned.

According to the United Nations (UN) half
of the country’s population needs assistance,
as over 8.6 million people were forced to leave
their homes and 18 million are at risk of starva-
tion.

Aid and health workers and local volunteers
are being harassed, injured and even killed, Con-
cern Worldwide said in a statement.

“This is a crisis of epic proportions; it is also
wholly man-made,” said Rosemary DiCarlo,
UN Under-Secretary-General for Political and
Peacebuilding Affairs.

Edem Wosornu, director of operations and
advocacy at the UN Office for the Coordination

of Humanitarian Affairs, said the next step needs
to be a guarantee of the security of humanitar-
ian workers and international engagement to
stop the war.

During the International Humanitarian Con-
ference for Sudan in Paris, Sean Fleming, Minis-
ter of State for International Development and
Diaspora, announced Ireland will contribute
€12.3 million in 2024 to humanitarian efforts
in the country.

World meeting in Rome in
preparation for synod

Fr Kevin McElhennon and Fr James Fegan from
the Dioceses of Derry and Ferns respectively,
were nominated to represent Ireland in the
World Meeting of Parish Priests, happening
from April 28 to May 2 in Sacrofano, Rome.
The international meeting entitled ‘Parish
Priests for the Synod’ is a preparation for the
Synodal Assembly in October. This is a direct

result of the Synthesis Report from the first
session of the 16th Ordinary General Assembly
of the Synod of Bishops in October 2023, that
points the need of involving the clergy more
actively in the synodal process.

Some 300 priests from around the globe
were appointed to participate in the meeting,
the theme of which is ‘How to Be a Synodal
Local Church in Mission’.

The participants will share the synodal
experiences they are having in their parishes
and dioceses, and exchange views and ideas.
The meeting will also generate draft material
for working documents for the synod’s second
session.

Armagh safeguarding
director appointed as
national CEO

Former director for Safeguarding for the Arch-
diocese of Armagh, Aidan Gordon, has been

appointed as new Chief Executive Officer for
the National Board for Safeguarding Children in
the Catholic Church.

With extensive experience in child protec-
tion, management and family support, Mr Gor-
don is a qualified social worker with over 30
years of experience in management and safe-
guarding.

Established to provide advice, service and
assistance to constituent members of the
Church in continuing the development of safe-
guarding of Children in Ireland, the board has
a role in monitoring Church bodies compliance
with civil legislation.

“I am aware that we need to maintain our
vigilance to ensure the Church continues to be
a safe and welcoming place for children,” Mr
Gordon said.

He believes it is important to ensure a pas-
toral response to victims of abuse in the Church
and assist these victims accessing justice. The
new CEO also thinks it is a priority to seek
actions towards those who are accused of abuse.
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Meskell from Lisnagry, Castleconnell parish who turns 100 == = = e y
years old, pictured here with Bishop Fintan Monahan and Fr  DUBLIN: Confirmation boys from St Patrick’s National School, Drumcondra take part in a ceremony of light in preparation
for the Confirmation ceremony held in the Our Lady Seat of Wisdom Chapel, DCU St Patrick’s Campus, Drumcondra.

Willie Teehan.
T

DUBLiN_: A group from the St Dominic’s Catholic Society, Dublin City University are KERRY: Dr Margaret Naughton congratulates the January 2024 group of Clinical Pastoral
pictured with University chaplain Fr Ultan Naughton sscc. Education students who graduated April 23 in University Hospital Kerry.

2

DUBLIN: Bishop Alphonsus Cullinan, along with national vocations director Fr Willie Purcell, are joined by priests, religious and Laity in RTE studio for the broadcast of Mass for
Vocations Sunday, April 20.
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Pentecost conference takes
place Saturday May 18

guest speakers Fr Oisin

O’'Reilly for talks, prayer
ministry, fellowship, wor-
ship, Confession, ado-
ration and Mass, in St
Joseph’s Church 56 Grey-
stone Road BT41 1JZ.

Armagh parish Legion of
Mary invites new members
to join junior (7-11 years)
and intermediate (12-

17) groups on Mondays
6-7.30pm in SVP Centre,
1-5 Chapel Lane, Armagh.
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CAVAN: Students of Muff NS, Kingscourt, greet C
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CAVAN

Eucharistic Adoration takes
place in St Clare’s Chapel,
Cavan Cathedral, from
11am-7pm daily.

DERRY

A conference and gala dinner
on following Christ as an
Irish Catholic, takes place
Saturday, May 11 at 9am
in the Guildhall. Contact
0949375993 for more
information.

CAVAN: Chevalier Thomas Kilduff with students and
teachers of St. Joseph’s NS, Kingscourt.
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DONEGAL |

Home of the Mother Regional
Encounter takes place Sat- :
urday May 18 11am-6pm
for Mass, lunch, rosary,
faith formation, adoration,
Confession, and the Pen-
tecost Vigil in St Patrick’s

N

DUBLIN: On Saturday, A-;;ril 20, the St Brendan Network
hosted an art exhibition displaying the work of 13

CORK: Doon CBS Primary School student council

b

from 10am-10pm with

Martin CFR and Fr James :

Events deadline is a week in
advance of publication

takes place June 5 and
concludes on Thursday,
June 13.

LOUTH

Prayer around the cross in
candlelight, a quiet and
reflective time, with the
music of Taize takes place
Friday, May 3 from 8-9pm
followed by tea/coffee in
“Bethany” 34 Point Road,
Dundalk A91WO0C 9. For
more information contact
042-9331602.

A retreat for primary teachers

takes place Saturday May
18, 9am-4.30pm held by
the Association of Catho-
lic Teachers in Our Lady
of the Most Holy Rosary,
Ardee A92 F8FP.

MAYO

A youth evangelisation semi-

nar takes place Friday,
May 10, in the St Johns
Centre in Knock Eucharis-
tic and Marian Shrine at
8pm.

. The next Latin Mass will take

place on Sunday, May 12,
in the Blessed Sacrament
Chapel Knock 6pm.

SLIGO

: Aretreat for women takes

place May 17-19, facili-
tated by Louise and Frank
McGuinness, in Our Lady
Star of the Sea Mul-
laghmore.

TIPPERARY

A ‘Life In The Spirit’ seminar

contemporary Irish artists. Fr Conor McDonough OP and
Ruth O’Connell (MPhil Art History) are pictured debating
the motion. The Renaissance was a Pagan Art Movement,

members Evan Fahey, Billy Murphy and Leo Armstrong
with school principal Joanne O Connell attend the ERST

Church, Parochial House,
and Hall Crossroads, Kil-
lygordon F93PNOX.

takes every Sunday at 7pm
with adoration, music and
talks in St Peter and Paul’s

Student Council Conference in Blarney Street Primary
School.

during the event.

DUBLIN

A Jesuit young adult ministry
retreat takes place Friday
May 17 from 7.30-9.30pm
and Saturday May 18 from
10am-5pm on Spirituality
and Sexuality with Fr Kevin :
O’Rourke SJ in St Francis
Xavier’s Church, Gardiner
Street, D01 RKO07.

GALWAY

Youth 2000 Connaught retreat :
takes place May 10-12
in Calasanctius College
Oranmore for ages 16-35.
Visit Youth2000.ie

LAOIS

Rosary prayed in the Church
of the Assumption, the
Heath, Portlaoise parish,
daily at 2pm and at 3pm on :
Sundays. :

CAVAN: Students of Carrickleck NS welcome Chevalier
Kilduff, communications officer for the Lieutenancy of
Ireland. Chevalier Duff visited four students in the Parish of
Kingscourt at the invitation of Fr Gerry MacCormack.
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CAVAN: Sabrina Donnelly of the Family Addiction
Support Network, Dundalk and Darren Butler of the Irish
bishops drugs initiative, Maynooth, who at the invitation
of the Kingscourt Parish Pastoral Planning Team, lead

a day for the newly Confirmed pupils of parish, raising
the challenges for individuals and families coping with
substance addiction, so prevalent in our society and
affecting communities throughout the country.

LIMERICK |

St John’s Cathedral annual
novena to St Anthony

CAVAN: Corlea NS students and staff are pictured with
Equestrian Order of the Holy Sepulchre’s Chevalier Kilduff.

Church Clonmel. Contact
info@holyfamilymission.ie
for more information.

TYRONE

YouCat study for ages 16+

years takes place on
Tuesdays in the Oratory,
at 7 Main Street, New-
townstewart, starting at
6.30-7.30 pm. For further
information contact 028
81661445 or email ard-
straweast@derrydiocese.
org.

WATERFORD

St Saviour’s Church, Bridge
Street to host two events
dedicated to Our Lady
of Waterford. Dr Cormac
Begadon to give a talk on
the history of the image on
May 16 at 7pm. On May
18, a public procession to
take place, beginning in
Bridge Street, passing the
city walls and the ancient
Dominican friary, before
being received into Water-
ford cathedral.
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“Synodality is what the Lord expects from the Church of the third millennium” - Pope Francis
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ardinal praises Synod’s
‘mutually enhancing authorlty

Cardinal Blaise Cupich
in America Magazine

have to admit that despite
the clarity of the pre-
synod explanations, I did
ot fully grasp what was
being asked of me as a par-
ticipant until I attended the
retreat given by Fr Radcliffe.
His three-day retreat set the
stage because it provided an
experience of a true conversa-
tion in the Spirit.

I have selected three of
Fr Radcliffe’s insights that I
found particularly helpful.
First, as a pathway for us to
confront our fears, doubts and
divisions, he invited us to walk
together courageously with a
Eucharistic hope.

Second, he urged us to offer
each other the friendship of
Jesus, and third, he asked us to
recognise and accept that each
person speaks with authority
and should be honoured.

Eucharistic hope in

a time of division

Fr Radcliffe began our
retreat by noting that he
was greatly encouraged
by the response to Pope
Francis’ call for a synodal
Church.

“We are gathered here
because we are not united in
heart and mind,” he noted,
given the many existing
and potential divisions in
the Church. However, “the
vast majority of people
who have taken part in the
synodal process have been
surprised by joy.”

He continued: “For many,
it is the first time that the
Church has invited them
to speak of their faith and

hope.”

Fr Timothy offered
the Gospel scene of
the transfiguration as
a metaphor to help us
confront our fears, doubts
and divisions on the retreat.
He pointed out that we are
not unlike the disciples
at the “first synod,” as he
called it, the one in which
they made their way to
Jerusalem, where Jesus
would suffer and die. The
Lord’s prediction of his
demise left them fearful
and divided over conflicting
hopes.

It was at this moment,
walking together on the
way to Jerusalem, that Jesus
took Peter, James and John
on retreat to Mount Tabor
to offer a much wider vision
of their journey. We should
imagine that he is doing the
same for us on this retreat,

Fr Timothy said.
So, too, now, our
Dominican preacher

suggested, the Lord invited
us on this ‘Tabor on the
Tiber’, as it were, before we
set out on walking together,
aware that it will involve a
kind of dying for us to have
new life.

The same Jesus offers
us in a fresh way the hope
found in the Eucharist as he
“lead[s] us onwards towards
the death and resurrection
of the Church.” It is a hope
that “makes the conflict
between our hopes seem
minor, almost absurd.”

It is a hope that inspires
us never to be discouraged
that what is being asked of
us seems beyond our means
or that it will be too costly.

That same Eucharistic

generosity should compel us
never to discount the value
of what others offer because
we disagree or think it too
little. And so, as Catholics,
when we listen to one
another, instead of saying,
“No,” we should be open to
saying, “Yes, and...”

This is the hope we
receive in the Eucharist
and which should inspire
us to be generous in our
conversations in the Spirit.

The friendship of

Jesus

When [ returned from
Rome after the synod, I was
asked many times, “What
happened at the synod?” |
simply replied, “I made a lot
of new friends and no new
enemies.”

The synod is a moment,
Fr Timothy argued, for us
to recalibrate how we make
friends. He urged us to ask
ourselves whether we have
set limits on whom we
befriend and if doing so has
harmed our ability to listen

to each other.

So, too, we should not
be afraid of people who are
different from ourselves or
who differ with us on cer-
tain issues. These kinds of
friendships free us to share
our doubts and seek the
truth together, regardless
of our starting points.

Seeking truth in the syn-
odal process comes in the
kind of conversation that
asks what is in the heart of
another, what troubles and
worries the other.

This is how our conver-
sations in the Spirit should
occur: listening to what is
in the heart of the other
person, not trying to con-
trol the conversation and
not being afraid where the
conversation will go.

Timetables should be set
aside. There is no schedule
for completion. Time is in
God’s hands, a reality that
is particularly challenging
for Americans.

What is required is the
kind of conversation that
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leads to conversion.

Mutually
enhancing
authority

Many laypeople involved
in the synod were aston-
ished that, for the first
time, Church leaders
actually listened to them.
But none of the dele-
gates should doubt their
authority to speak.

We have good exam-
ples in the early Church of
speaking truth to power
that should guide us.

Fear is often behind the
hesitation to speak the
truth when it is uncom-
fortable. Those speaking
hesitate because they
fear rejection. Those hear-
ing the truth fear it will
require giving up control
or change.

Leaders especially need
to be observant of the fear
of letting go of control and
being open to change.

The fear of losing con-

trol runs deep in the psy-
che of Church leadership.

A transformative

power

Fr Radcliffe’s talks helped
us to understand that the
Holy Father is calling us to
envision a renewal of the
whole church as a conver-
sation in the Spirit.

It is a new ‘model of the
Church’, which I believe
has the promise of bring-
ing about a renewal for
how we make decisions
in the Church and how we
relate to one another at
the universal, continental,
national and local levels.

It is not surprising that
the first name for the
Church was ‘The Way’, for
it was at the first synod,
when the disciples went
to Jerusalem, that they
came to understand that
the Lord, ever by their side
through the Spirit, was the
one leading them on the
way and that their mission
was to discern his move-
ment.

That is the legacy the
early church left us, which
Pope Francis has made his
own - and is inviting us to
embrace - so that we, too,
can be ‘surprised by joy’.

O This is an extract

from Cardinal Cupich’s
article in Jesuit journal
America magazine, in
which he believes the
synod’s conversations can
‘revolutionize’ the Church.
For the full interview

go to https://www.
americamagazine.org/
faith/2024/04/24/cupich-
synod-conversations-spirit-
radcliffe-247793
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‘Synodality: A renewed call
to the prophecy of hope’

Interview with Sr Mary T. Barron, OLA, President of UISG
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Luca Attanasio

his is the theme

of the residential

meeting which took

place in November
22 to 24 at the “Fraterna
Domus” Spirituality House in
Sacrofano (Rome), organised
by the executive councils
of the International Union
of Superiors General (UISG)
and the Union of Superiors
General (USG). The event,
which saw the participation
of over 250 Superiors
General, evenly distributed
between male and female
religious leaders, marked
the first joint meeting of the
two unions. It has been a
response to the shared desire
of the unions to continue
walking together. The two
unions, no strangers to joint
initiatives, have intensified
their collaboration since
their online reflection on
Pope Francis’s encyclical
“Fratelli Tutti’. They also
made a joint contribution to
the first phase of the synodal
process in 2022. To better
understand the aims, the
outcomes and the meaning
of such an important event
which is a contribution of
the two unions to the path
of the Synod on Synodality,
The Synodal Times turned
to Sr. Mary T Barron, OLA,
President of UISG.

What were the main
outcomes? and next
steps?

Both Unions - the USG
(men) and UISG (women)

have their own manner and
frequency of meeting with

their membership which
is very different because
by nature the two Unions
are very different in terms
of number and location
of membership. There is
already good collaboration
between the two Unions. At
the level of the two Boards,
there are meetings every
six months. There are also
shared experiences and
collaborations with joint
commissions in different
domains: JPIC, Care and
Safeguarding to mention
just some. Following the
publication of the encyclical
Fratelli Tutti, an online
Assembly was organised
which was well attended
and well appreciated by
membership. But this
meeting in Sacrofano was
the first in person gathering
of such a large number of
leaders of male and female
Religious Congregations and
Societies of Apostolic Life.
The focus of the meeting
was in the first instance to
share with the participants
the experience of the
recently completed first
session of the Synod and to
also help us begin to focus
on the upcoming Jubilee
2025, hence the title:
“Synodality: A Renewed Call
to the Prophecy of Hope.”
As with the Synod, the
fruitfulness of the process
used during the meeting is
of much greater importance
than any outcomes in
terms of concrete actions.
We replicated the Synod
methodology by using
round tables, engaging in
conversations in the Spirit
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and punctuating the sharing
with many moments of
pause to allow the words
of others to sink in and to
allow us to notice what
was moving in us as we
listened, coming to a sense
of where the Spirit was
guiding us as table groups.
This time there was an
equal number of men and
women participants at
each table which was very
refreshing. Of course our
time was very limited but
we sensed the call to return
to our sources, to reclaim a
more contemplative stance
in all aspects of our lives.
We realised that to be
synodal and to be prophets
of hope we simply need to
live authentically the call
to Religious Life which is
meant to be radical and
from the peripheries. By

so doing we are bearers of
Christian Hope. We simply
need to recalibrate, and go
back to the Source.

Commenting on the
sense of the meeting,
you stated that it “can
give new impetus to

the synodal journey
together, helping us to
imagine new possibilities,
calling us to live out

our responsibilities, to
continue the synodal path
to deeper communion, to
wider participation and
to an ever more fruitful
mission with all members
of the Church.” Did it
realise this desires of
yours? How?

I am very excited by the
possibilities offered by

this first in presence
meeting. It was a very
profound time together
of prayer and sharing. It
allowed us to get to know
each other better and

the first step in any good
collaborative initiatives
has to be the development
of relationships rooted in
trust and in our common
faith in Jesus Christ.

As we are called to
continue the Synodal
Journey with all the People
of God, more opportunities
will emerge for male and
female religious life to
contribute together along
this journey.

What was the first
reaction of the world of
religious life to the call
of the Pope to start and
concentrate efforts on
a Synod with a totally
new format and with

a different and large
participation? And what
does being involved in
such a demanding and
inspiring process mean
for your world?

Being involved in the
synodal process, which

is both demanding and
inspiring, is a great
privilege for all in Religious
Life and is an opportunity
for profound renewal. Back
in 2021 when the Synod on
Synodality was announced

with the various steps
beginning at local level
and culminating in the
2023 Synod Assembly,
we Religious welcomed
this call enthusiastically,
recognising the potential
the process offered

for renewal. We are
deeply appreciative of
the new format, and

the wider participation.
This enthusiasm and
appreciation for the
process has not waned,
and in fact has deepened,
as the journey evolved
and the synodal path
was extended to 2024,
including two Synod
Sessions in Rome. We are
particularly appreciative
that lay participants

and female religious
participants, for the first
time, are recognised as
full members, with voting
rights. This synodal
journey is an area in
which USG and UISG have
worked closely: initially
offering all membership

the opportunity to reflect
on the key synodal
questions from the
perspective of Religious
Life. A summary document
was offered to the Synod
Secretariat which is the
fruit of the reflections of
global Religious Life and
is an important document
for us as we continue the
journey and which we
have struggled to put into
practice. Within Religious
Life we also sense this
call to renewal and to a
recalibration of returning
to the essence of our being.
It is true that for many in
Religious Life, processes
for listening, dialogue,
seeking the common
wisdom of the group under
the guidance of the Spirit
of God, are not new but
rather are constitutive

of how we live out our
communal consecrated
life. Notwithstanding

this reality, the shared
reflections of USG and
UISG pointed to five

66 Just as we sense this call to Synodality is not a new
fad within the Church but is simply a Spirit-guided
process to help us live into the beautiful vision of
Church that emerged in the second Vatican Council”



The Irish Catholic, May 2, 2024

| The Synodal Times | 21

06 We will live into an
epochal change in our
Church which will bring
us back to the essence
of the early Church”

Two Egyptian delegate®
whom was one of the President
Delegates at the Synod.

calls for Religious Life:

to be rooted in the Spirit
recognising that Synodality
requires conversion and
becomes our path to
formation and spirituality;
a call for a new type of
mutual relations which
invites Institutes to make
a clear call for dialogue
between cultures and
generations within their
membership and beyond;
openness to collaboration
with other Institutes and
with all the faithful so our
witness is stronger and
mission is more fruitful;
formation for synodality
which calls for wisdom,
openness, exercise

and apprenticeship;

and leadership and
governance calling us to
take the necessary time
and processes to invite
fuller participation of all
membership.

Religious Life is
challenged by the Synodal
process, to live fully into
the radical prophetic
witness that is its call and
its place in the Church and
Society. As the USG-UISG
contribution to the Synod
highlighted, Synodality
challenges ministries that
are not located in areas of
need but in comfort zones.
The cry of people who are
poor and vulnerable on all
continents must be heard.

We in Religious life

have to have an honest
self-reflection of how
synodal our own processes
actually are, of how
prophetic our witness is in
today’s world and continue
the synodal processes to
help us recalibrate under
the guidance of the Spirit.

Do you think this time is
a time of real changing
in the Catholic Church,
an epochal change
similar to that triggered
by the Second Vatican
Council? And if so in
what ways?

Having participated in the
synodal process since the
opening in October 2021
and having just completed
the first session of the
Synod in October 2023, |
have the sense that we are
in an era of epochal change.
I have been following many
people’s contributions

and follow-up after the
Synod 2023 and there is a
common thread in many:
we cannot go back to how
we were.

[ sense we are in a
moment where we have
pressed pause: pausing our
learned habits of how we
are Church, pausing to truly
listen and be moved by
what we have heard from
our brothers and sisters
from all around the world,
pausing to take the time
to pray together and try to

The Pope with all the 10 *
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detect what the Spirit is
saying to us as a Church,
pausing to review how
we have been doing with
implementing the vision of
Church from Vatican II. The
image that comes to mind
is of Elijah in the book of
Kings, waiting for God to
pass. And God is not in the
powerful wind or in the
raging fire. God is in the
gentle breeze and Elijah
immediately knows it is
God and covers his face.

As we take the time to
truly listen to each other,
to pray with what we have
heard, and to respond from
a deep inner conviction that
is of the Spirit, we will live
into an epochal change in
our Church which will bring
us back to the essence of
the early Church we find in
the Acts of the Apostles, a
Church rooted in service for
mission.

What can the reality

of religious life offer
and take from the
process of the Synod on
Synodality?

~Avisit to the Catacombs =

“from UISG-from four col

(ferhale) and USG (male).
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Religious Life has a

very wide-reaching and
committed membership
in all the local Churches
across the world. With our
experience of communal
process of discernment, we
do have a certain wisdom
to offer on the journey.
With our presence in the
peripheries we can also

be attentive to ensuring
that ‘people in poverty are
truly protagonists of the
Church’s Synodal Journey’
as the synthesis document
states.

The synod on Synodality
offers Religious Life the
opportunity to evaluate
the Synodality of our own
processes, inviting us to
an honest assessment of
how participative, how
spirit-guided our processes
actually are. It invites
us to look at our life and
see if all we are and do
is rooted in service for
mission. We are invited
to see if our ministries
are in the peripheries
in areas of need or if we
have become somewhat

itinents Sr Maria

.Cimpermann,-USA; ElySée Izermana
Burundi Africa, Maria Nirmalini India and
Irishwoman Sr Mary T. Barron.
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comfortable in comfort
zones. The calls emerging
from the synod process for
accountability is also a call
to Religious Life for greater
accountability.

Finally, another novelty
of the synod was the
large and extensive call
for representatives of
the so-called global
south to take part in the
assemblies, what do you
think?

Our Church has been a
Western Church for centuries
and we are in a time of change
where the youth and vibrancy
in the Church is located very
much in the Global South. It
was extremely important to
have many voices from all
parts of the universal Church
represented at Synod 2023.
Each culture has different
expressions of being Church
and the cultural experiences
of decision making and taking
are also extremely informative
and interesting for us as we
grow into our essence as a
synodal missionary Church.

I am from an international
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Congregation founded for
Evangelisation in Africa.
Forty years ago when our
Constitutions guiding the
Congregation were being
updated for that time, there
was a phrase included that
when choosing delegates for
General Chapter, care must
be taken to ensure African
Sisters are well represented.
This came from the wisdom
and realisation that we

had to intentionally create
the space for participation
because with our blindness
and unintentional prejudices,
these things do not happen
automatically.

[ think the same is true in
the synodal journey: we have
to intentionally create the
spaces for participation and
I think we must continue to
do better in fostering a more
just representation of the
universal Church in synodal
gatherings.

O This article is republished
from January as Sr Mary T
Barron will be speaking in
Dublin this week as part of an
AMRI/All Hallows initiative
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The appeal of our devotion to Mary

Penelope Middelboe

atholics devote the

entire month of

May to Mary. In the

West, May is a most
beautiful time of year when
new life appears everywhere,
bursting forth at unexpected
speed. So it’s only fitting to
dedicate this month to the
woman who gave new life to
the world.

Flowers have traditionally
been associated with Mary
because of their sheer love-
liness. Medieval Christians
apparently adopted the rose
as the emblem of Mary’s love
of God (Rosary means ‘Gar-
land of Roses’); the white lily
(Madonna lily) for her purity;
and the marigold for her
radiant heavenly glory. Herbs
represent her bitter sor-
rows and her healing mercy.
The flowers of the rosemary
bush turned blue when Mary
hung her coat on a rosemary
bush during the Holy Family’s
flight to Egypt. In fact, I have
a Spanish friend who has a
Mary Garden in her ‘huerto’
or allotment where she grows
flowers in honour of Mary to
decorate the Church. Her dark
house is full of lilies and roses
in vases being kept cool for
their moment of glory on the
altar.

I was lucky enough to
make my first communion in
May. It was held at a nearby
convent with beautiful gar-
dens. It is now an old people’s
home. After the Communion
breakfast (we fasted for 12
hours in those days) we were
taken out into the gardens.
The girls were given little bas-
kets of May flowers to scatter
solemnly in our white dresses
and veils along the winding
paths. It remains a precious,
very Catholic memory.

Value

This got me thinking about
what it is that we particularly
value about being a Catholic.
And I've turned to the synodal
feedback from a parish [ know.
They gathered their parish-
ioners’ views in an extremely
user-friendly way by seat-
ing them in small groups at
tables, with paper and pencil,
and asking “What keeps you
in the Catholic faith?”

Top, naturally, was Jesus
and his teachings - faith itself
(“without God there lurks
despair” one said) - but to
this they added the Sacra-
ments, the Sunday Obliga-
tion, and the appeal of our
devotion to Mary.

This was followed by being

part of a community, attend-
ing Mass as a family, and a
children’s liturgy (all of which
had been damaged by the pan-
demic with no online services).

Then they emphasised
having a good priest (as in
an effective spiritual leader).
They were clearly aware
that this is not a given. Next
up was the power of prayer
- being able to spend time
with God, away from outside
pressures, and through prayer
being encouraged to be a bet-
ter person, being helped to
find contentment and peace
in a troubled world.

66 We pray to
her because she
is the Mother

of God, because
she represents
obedience to
God’s will”

Finally they mentioned
involvement from birth, and
habit (which they didn’t see
as necessarily a bad thing)
- the comfort of rituals and
traditions and hymn singing.
Good Catholic schools also
made the list along with ecu-
menical groups (they added
“we need more of these”)

and interaction with others -
including all faiths and none.

Now of course a lot of the
above is not peculiar to being
a Catholic Christian, but this
is what they wrote down. I'll
skip over for now the feed-
back to the second question,
“What stops Catholics from
practising their faith?”

But let’s look more closely
at “the appeal of our devotion
to Mary” - at the top of the
list. A friend who calls herself
Anglo-Catholic says she loves
the Eucharist and the Mass
but “can’t do Mary”. I try to
explain that we do pray to
Mary but not because Jesus
won't listen. We pray to her
because she is the Mother
of God, because she repre-
sents obedience to God’s will,
because she bravely risked
being shunned by society or
worse when her pregnancy
was discovered, because she
lived many years pondering in
her heart the pain of the cruci-
fixion of her son, because she
understands what it means to
bring about the Kingdom of
God on Earth? Yes, these and
many other reasons.

Magnificat

The Magnificat is the crea-
tion of the Gospel writer
Luke. He has envisaged
Mary’s response to her

cousin Elizabeth, her song
of praise to God, and God’s
plan for his Kingdom on
earth - to “scatter the proud;
bring down the powerful
from their thrones, and lift
up the lowly, fill the hungry
with good things and send
the rich away empty”.

66 The Magnificat
is a revolutionary
song of salvation
whose political,
economic, and
social dimensions
cannot be blunted”

Luke may well have
turned to the song of Han-
nah in 1 Samuel written
about 550BC for inspiration.
Hannah was another faithful
young woman. She believed
that God had made it pos-
sible, finally, for her to con-
ceive the child she longed
for. In her song of praise,
Hannah discerns (is perhaps
the first person to discern?)
the universal laws of the
Kingdom. It’s because of this
she is called a prophetess:

He raises the poor from the
dust

and lifts the needy from
the ash heap;

©6This is not the gentle, tender, dreamy Mary
whom we sometimes see in paintings... It is a
hard, strong, inexorable song about the power
of God and the powerlessness of humankind”

he seats them with princes
and has them inherit a throne
of honour.

American feminist theo-
logian Sr Elizabeth Johnson
wrote in 2012: “The Mag-
nificat is a revolutionary
song of salvation whose
political, economic, and
social dimensions cannot be
blunted. People in need in
every society hear a bless-
ing in this canticle. The bat-
tered woman, the single
parent without resources,
those without food on the
table or without even a
table, the homeless family,
the young abandoned to
their own devices, the old
who are discarded: all are
encompassed in the hope
Mary proclaims.”

Frighten

The Magnificat does indeed
frighten the powerful. I
was amazed to learn it was
banned in India under Brit-
ish rule; banned in Gua-
temala in the 1980s and
banned by the military
junta of Argentina after the
mothers of the desaparecido
- the children who disap-
peared during the Dirty War
(1976-1983) - placed Mary’s
words on posters. Theolo-
gian Warren Carter gives
us some helpful historical
background. In the time of
Jesus 2-3% of the population
was rich, while the major-
ity lived a subsistence-level
existence. “Mary articulates
an end to economic struc-
tures that are exploitative
and unjust. She speaks of
a time when all will enjoy

the good things given by
God,” he said. No wonder
Oscar Romero, priest and
martyr, drew a comparison
between Mary and the poor
and powerless people in his
own community.

66 It is at

once the most
passionate, the
wildest, one might
even say the most
revolutionary
Advent hymn ever
sung”

However, perhaps it’s
theologian Dietrich Bon-
heoffer who is most help-
ful for me in shining a light
on why we pray to Mary.
Bonheoffer was a German
Lutheran pastor born in
Poland who was executed
by the Nazis in Flossen-
biirg concentration camp
in Bavaria in April 1945. He
was 39 years old. He said of
the Magnificat, the Song of
Mary, “it is at once the most
passionate, the wildest, one
might even say the most
revolutionary Advent hymn
ever sung. This is not the
gentle, tender, dreamy Mary
whom we sometimes see
in paintings... It is a hard,
strong, inexorable song
about the power of God
and the powerlessness of
humankind”. In our prayers
to Mary we acknowledge
our powerlessness and the
power of God, as she did.



The Irish Catholic, May 2, 2024

| International news | 23

The real purpose of Israel’s

(
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Fr Shay Cullen

t was a shocking and

painful ‘no’ vote by the

United States to veto a

draft declaration at the
United Nations (UN) Security
Council recognising Palestine
as a full member of the United
Nations.

Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas condemned
the US veto and said it was
“unfair, unethical, and unjus-
tified”.

Some 12 members of the
Security Council approved
the recommendation to the
193-member UN General
Assembly for its approval
that “the State of Palestine be
admitted to membership” of
the UN. Only the conservative
British and neutral Switzer-
land abstained.

The United States is more
and more isolated by the
world community by its
seemingly endless support for
Israel even when it bombed
and killed 35,000 Palestin-
ians, mostly women and chil-
dren, starving more to death,
and bombed Iran.

All this was done with
US-supplied munitions and
missiles in retaliation for the
killing of 1,200 Israelis and
taking of 250 hostages by
Hamas, named as a terror-
ist organisation by western
countries.

In a strong emotional
statement, the Palestinian
Ambassador Riyad Mansour
at the UN said: “The fact that
this resolution did not pass
will not break our will and it
will not defeat our determi-
nation. We will not stop in
our effort.”

Natanyahu

The declared hope of most
nations and of Palestine is for
an end to hostilities, peace-
making and a two-state solu-
tion. Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu of Israel is totally
against a two-state solution
and so are some of his back-
ers. The question is why?

He is the longest-serving
prime minister in the coun-
try’s history, having served
for a total of over 16 years.
He is very unpopular in Israel
for his savage retaliation and
conduct of the war against
Hamas and the Kkilling of so
many innocent Palestinians

A man grieves over the body of an employee from the World Central Kitchen (WCK)

non-governmental organisation, at

occupation of Palestine

Al-Agsa hospital in Deir Al-Balah, in the central Gaza Strip April 1. The worker was killed along with six others, including
foreign aid workers, in an Israeli airstrike. Photo: OSV News/Ramadan Abed, Reuters

66 Netanyahu allowed this money
to flow to Hamas was to keep the
Palestinians on the West Bank and in
Gaza corrupted, appeased, divided
and fighting each other politically”

and his failure to win the
release of 150 or so hostages
held by Hamas.

In 2019, Netanyahu was
found to have committed
criminal acts such as breach
of trust, bribery, and fraud.
When he is out of power, it is
likely he could be convicted
and go to jail.

66 Netanyanu
indirectly armed
Hamas, a policy
opposed by
Israeli military
commanders”

He formed an extreme
fanatical right-wing govern-
ment to stay in power and
avoid prosecution. He is also
criticised for his total opposi-
tion to any two-state solution.

It was on his watch that
the savage attack by Hamas
fighters took place October
7, 2023. He is also respon-
sible for allowing Hamas to
grow so strong by allowing
huge sums of money to flow

to them from Iran and Qatar
and other sources.

These payments in US dol-
lars were flown into Israel and
delivered directly to Hamas in
the Gaza strip.

That is proven in a power-
ful video expose, well-docu-
mented by the BBC Panorama
programme titled ‘Hamas's
Secret Financial Empire’ by
John Ware.

Prime Minister Netanyanu
indirectly armed Hamas, a
policy opposed by Israeli
military commanders who
warned Mr Netanyahu.

The BBC, citing documents
and interviews with retired
Israeli military intelligence
commanders, showed that
there was nothing secret
about these funds.

Plans
The reason Benjamin Netan-
yahu allowed this money to
flow to Hamas was to keep
the Palestinians on the West
Bank and in Gaza corrupted,
appeased, divided and fight-
ing each other politically.
The policy and plan are
that they must never be

allowed to unite and form a
single Palestine state. That
would defeat the long-term
goals of Zionist elements in
Israel.

Their plan is to perma-
nently divide and conquer,
and to claim all of Palestine
lands as part of the State of
Israel. The surviving Palestin-
ians would be powerless and
contained.

But Israel’s policy is to
occupy more and more of
Palestine land with illegal
settlements, even killing and
driving away the original
owners and making their sto-
len lands their own.

66 What they are
doing has reached a
state of mass killing,
called ‘genocide’ by
the International
Court of Justice last
January 2024”

The same goes on in East

Jerusalem. There is little or no
justice for the Palestinians.
There is hardly a squeak of
protest from Western politi-
cians and leaders other than
vocal Irish campaigners and
politicians that denounce the
destruction that Israel does in
the name of self-defence.
While Israel has a right to
self-defence against terrorist
attacks, what they are doing
has reached a state of mass
killing, called “genocide” by
the International Court of Jus-
tice last January 2024.
Genocide is the gross vio-
lation of human rights and
is immoral, criminal, illegal,
wrong and unjust. It is the
total destruction of the Pal-
estinian homes and is a war
by starvation driven by greed.

Resources

The military assaults fuelled
by revenge in retaliation for
the biggest defeat suffered
by the Israeli army ever by
Hamas are indefensibly
funded by Mr Netanyahu

66 Genocide is the gross violation
of human rights and is immoral,
criminal, illegal, wrong and unjust.
It is the total destruction of the
Palestinian homes and is a war by
starvation driven by greed”

himself as explained above,
thanks to the BBC Panorama
investigative report.

There is a grim and deadly
impunity for all this granted
to Israel by the western world.
No demand for a ceasefire
by them other than a weak
whimpering cry for restraint.
Millions of people around
the world are calling for an
immediate ceasefire but they
are ignored while Israel con-
tinues bombing.

One compelling explana-
tion of the massive western
support for Israel to continue
to occupy Palestine and even
take total control of the lands
and sea is of course the mas-
sive deposits of oil and gas
that lie beneath Palestinian
land and waters off the coast
of Gaza.

90 The

Palestinians
have no share so
long as they are
divided and not
recognised as a
sovereign state”

A UN Trade Development
Report says “geologists and
resources economists have
confirmed that the occupied
Palestinian territory (oPt) lies
above sizeable reservoirs of
oil and natural gas wealth, in
Area C of the West Bank and
the Mediterranean coast off
the Gaza Strip”.

The new discoveries of oil
and natural gas in the Levant
Basin, amount to 122 trillion
cubic feet of natural gas at a
net value of $453 billion (in
2017 prices) and 1.7 billion
barrels of recoverable oil at a
net value of about $71 billion.

This offers an opportunity
to distribute and share about
US$524 billion among the
different parties in the region
and promote peace and coop-
eration among old belliger-
ents, the study notes.

Israel is presently tapping
into those resources with a
huge oil rig in the Mediter-
ranean. These resources are
partially owned by the Pales-
tinians and denied to them.

The Palestinians have
no share so long as they are
divided and not recognised
as a sovereign state. Is that
what is behind the veto by
the United States?

If there was an independ-
ent Palestine state, it would
have total control over its
own natural resources and
reap the benefits for the well-
being and recovery of its own
people.
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Franciscans file petition to stop
cable cars from passing over

Holy Land Catholic cemetery

@ This past February, the Custody of the Holy Land filed a
petition in the Jerusalem District Court against the confiscation
of a piece of land inside the Catholic cemetery, which is located
on the southern hillside of Mount Zion and serves as a parish

cemetery.

The affair is part of a project to build a cable car running
from First Station (the shopping and entertainment area in West
Jerusalem) to the Old City’s Dung Gate (the main access to the
Western Wall and close to the City of David archaeological site),
passing over the Hinnom Valley (or Geenna). The cable cars
would be strung over some 15 pylons, from about 30 to 85 feet
high, and would ferry up to 3,000 people per hour in up to 72 cars

that can each hold 10 people.

US birth and fertility
rates drop to record lows,
according to report

® Provisional data published
by the Centres for Disease
Control and Prevention
(CDC) last week showed that
the fertility rate in the United
States hit a record low and
the total number of births in
the country was the lowest
it’s been in decades.
According to the report,
slightly fewer than 3.6 million
babies were born in 2023,
or 54.4 births per 1,000
women aged 15 through 44.
This was a 2% decline in
total births and a 3% decline

in births per 1,000 women
when compared with the
previous year.

The total fertility rate,
which estimates how many
children an average woman
would have over the course
of her life based on the yearly
data, was just over 1.6 births
per woman, which was a 2%
decline from the previous
year. This is well below the
replacement rate needed to
sustain a population, which is
about 2.1 births per woman
over her life.

Most priests in African
country are sons of
Muslims, bishop says

@ Bishop Natale Paganelli, 66, arrived as a Xaverian missionary
in 2005 in Sierra Leone. In an interview with the Catholic
magazine Omnes, he noted that the majority of Catholic priests
in that African country are sons of Muslims.

“Most priests are sons of Muslims. Why? Because of the
schools,” explained the prelate of Italian origin, who also spent
22 years in Mexico and who was apostolic administrator of the
Diocese of Makeni in Sierra Leone from 2012-2023.

“When the Xaverians arrived they used a very interesting
strategy. Since there were almost no schools in the country’s
north, they began to establish them, first primary schools, then
secondary schools. Evangelisation came through the schools,”

he continued.

Pro-life group celebrates
over 22,000 lives saved

from abortion

® A US national organisation that organises sidewalk counselling
- the practice of giving women information outside abortion clinics
about their other options - is celebrating more than 22,000 lives
saved this month on its 10th anniversary. Sidewalk Advocates for
Life (SAFL) president Lauren Muzyka said that even in a post-
Roe America, their work is very much needed.

The latest numbers from Planned Parenthood reported more
than 374,000 abortions, its highest-ever number, the year after
Roe v. Wade was overturned. Abortion pill access is on the
rise, with the pro-choice Guttmacher Institute reporting that this
accounts for more than 60% of abortions in 2023.

Meanwhile, the US Supreme Court is currently hearing
arguments about the safety of the abortion drug mifepristone.

But Ms Muzyka is able to offer a perspective from “out on the
sidewalk”, where Sidewalk Advocates encounter women seeking
abortions every day.

Islamists burn down homes of
Egypt’s long-suffering Christians

Muslim extremists set on
fire several homes of Chris-
tians in Minya, a province
in southern Egypt, in a con-
tinuation of anti-Christian
violence less than two weeks
before Orthodox Christians
celebrate Easter.

According to The New
Arab, when anti-Christian
fanatics failed to dispossess
Christians of their homes in
retribution for attempting to
build a church in Al-Fawakher
village, they proceeded to
burn down the houses on the
evening of April 23.

On his official Twitter
account, Coptic Orthodox
Bishop Anba Macarius wrote
on April 24 that Egyptian
security forces “brought
the situation under con-
trol, arresting the instigators
and perpetrators”, and
that the government “will
compensate those affected
and hold the perpetrators
accountable”.

After noting that calm
now reigns in Al-Fawakher,
Macarius added: “May God
protect our dear country,
Egypt, from all harm”.

CNA reached out to
authorities of the Coptic
Orthodox Church but did not
receive a response by the
time of publication. Video
of the burning homes was
shared on social media that
featured celebratory music
and Arabic lyrics.

Christianity in Egypt dates
to the very beginnings of the
faith and nearly 10% of the
country’s population of 111
million are Christian. Most

A crucifix is pictured in a file photo as Coptic Christians pray in Cairo. (OSV News photo/
stringer via Reuters)

Egyptian Christians belong
to the Coptic Orthodox
Church, while about 2.5%
belong to the Coptic Catholic
Church and other particular
churches.

Christians constitute the
largest minority in Egypt,
and Macarius leads the Cop-
tic Christians of Minya Prov-
ince, where approximately
one-third of the country’s
Christians live. He narrowly
survived an assassination
attempt more than 10 years
ago.

The Open Doors organi-
sation, which monitors

persecution against follow-
ers of Christ, ranks Egypt
as the 38th most danger-
ous country in the world
to be a Christian. In 2018,
seven Christians were killed
by Muslim terrorists who
attacked a bus carrying
pilgrims.

In 2017, Islamic State ter-
rorists bombed two Cop-
tic Orthodox churches,
killing over 40 people. And
in December 2016, a terror-
ist detonated a bomb Kkilling
himself and 189 worshippers
at Sts Peter and Paul Church,
injuring more than 400 oth-

ers.

On his 2017 visit to
Egypt, Pope Francis cele-
brated a Mass for the small
Catholic community and
called on Christians to forgive
the atrocities. Relations
between the Vatican and
the Coptic Orthodox Church,
the leader of which is Pope
Tawadros II, have improved
in recent years.

Earlier this year, Pope
Francis recognized the
Coptic Orthodox Church’s
canonisation of 21 Coptic
Orthodox Martyrs of Libya.

Prosecutor in Congo investigates Cardinal Ambongo

The Archbishop of Kinshasa, Cardinal
Fridolin Ambongo, a consistent critic of
the Congolese government and adviser
to the Pope, has evoked the wrath of
the Public Prosecutor General’s Office
in the country as a consequence of sev-
eral statements in sermons about the

running of the country.

The cardinal, who does not hold
back with his criticism of the Pope on

Radio France Internationale reported.
According to the report, Attorney
General Firmin M'Vonde had already

occasion either, was informed that the
Public Prosecutor General’s Office of
the Democratic Republic of the Congo
launched an investigation at the week-
end because of several statements in
sermons and the media about the
country’s security and government,

formally summoned the archbishop,
who is close to Pope Francis, April 22,
but the cardinal “declined the invita-
tion”. According to RFI, the archdiocese
of Kinshasa stated that the summons
had not reached either the diocese or
the cardinal. A new summons and pos-
sibly the opening of criminal proceed-
ings are now likely to follow.

Pope’s top deputy calls EU abortion vote a ‘radical attack’ on life

In a wide-ranging interview,
Pope Francis’s top diplomat
said a recent vote by the
European Parliament to style
abortion as a fundamental
right constitutes a “radical
attack” on human life.
“When life is attacked
in such a radical way, you
truly have to ask what kind

of future we want to build,”
said Italian Cardinal Pietro
Parolin, the Vatican’s Sec-
retary of State, adding that
the situation has produced
“great sadness in the depths
of my heart”. The comments
came ahead of June elections
for the European Parliament,
when abortion rights are

expected to be among the
voting issues.

“When life is attacked
in such a radical way, you
truly have to ask what kind
of future we want to build.
I feel a great sadness in the
depths of my heart, and I
don’t even have the words
to express it adequately,” he

said.

“I repeat, I feel extremely
sad facing this way of
approaching the situation.
How can we think that abor-
tion is a right? That it can
assure a future to our soci-
ety?” Cardinal Parolin asked.
“Idon’t understand,” he said.
“I truly don’t understand.”
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Pope Francis gestures as he rides the popemobile around St Peter’s Square before a meeting with members of the Italian

L
¥

Edited by Brandon Scott
brandon@irishcatholic.ie

Catholic Action lay association at the Vatican April 25. The Vatican said some 60,000 people were present in and around
the square. Photo: CNS/Lola Gomez

Catholic school parent stabbed outside Mass
celebrated by US archbishop

San Francisco police arrested
a homeless man last Sunday
for allegedly stabbing a par-
ent from a nearby Catholic
school after an altercation
involving the two outside a
historic Catholic church in
the city.

Twenty-five-year-old
Marko Asaulyuk of San
Francisco was charged with
attempted murder and eight
counts of assault with a
deadly weapon.

The Catholic school father,
who was released from the
hospital Sunday, only suf-

fered a minor injury to his
leg, Fr Tho Bui, pastor of Sts
Peter and Paul Church, told
CNA News in an email.

San Francisco Archbishop
Salvatore Cordileone was
conferring the sacrament of
confirmation on the parish
school’s students and stu-
dents from a nearby parish
during a noon Mass when a
“disruptive man” entered the
church, as Fr Bui described
him.

The man was walking up
and down the main aisle of
the church holding a bottle of

wine, ABC7 reported. Fr Bui
said a group of parishioners
and parents told the disrup-
tive man to leave the church
and escorted him out.

ABC7 reported that the
man was speaking with
someone outside the church
and said “Jesus is not real”. A
“scuffle” then occurred on the
sidewalk and that’s when the
man stabbed the parentin the
leg, according to the priest.

The suspect, who
was reported to be homeless,
was arrested the same day,
Fr Bui said. Police said when

they arrived at the scene, aid
was given to the victim, who
was brought to the hospital
with “non-life-threatening
injuries”. Witnesses helped
the police locate the suspect,
police said.

Fr Bui called the incident
“sad” and “extremely disturb-
ing” but noted “the good news
is that the criminal is behind
bars, charged with attempted
murder, assault with a deadly
weapon, and is being held
without bail”.

Scottish bishops say assisted suicide
bill ‘takes us down a dangerous spiral’

In a pastoral letter addressed to all Scot-
tish Catholics, the bishops of Scotland
have called for people to urge the coun-
try’s parliament to reject proposed leg-
islation legalising assisted suicide. The
Scottish Parliament saw the “Assisted
Dying for Terminally 111 Adults (Scot-

land) Bill” introduced on March 27 by
parliamentary member Liam McArthur.
If passed, the bill would make Scotland
the first country in the UK to permit
assisted dying to its residents.

“Assisted suicide, which allows us to
kill our brothers and sisters, takes us

down a dangerous spiral that always puts
at risk the most vulnerable members of
our society, including the elderly, the
disabled, and those who struggle with
mental health. All those in fact who can-
not stand up for themselves,” the bishops
say in their statement.

= .t - R b e
Pope Francis may visit the US this year
® Pope Francis is reportedly considering returning to the
United States in September to speak before the United
Nations General Assembly.

The news was initially reported by the French Catholic
newspaper La Croix and has not yet been officially confirmed
by the Vatican. A source from the Vatican Secretariat of State,
meanwhile, told CNA that “a formal invitation has arrived
from Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, and Pope Francis
seems inclined to respond positively”.

If the New York trip occurs, the Pope would visit the
United Nations during its “Summit of the Future”, which the
international body will convene from September 22—-23.

Pope to celebrate Mass in
‘floating city’

@ This weekend, on Sunday, April 28, Pope Francis will
celebrate Mass in St Mark’s Square during a one-day
trip to Venice, Italy. Afterward, he will privately venerate
the relics of St Mark the Evangelist inside the basilica.

This papal visit to the iconic basilica puts a spotlight
on the famous church dedicated to St. Mark and on its
significance to the famous “floating city.”

St. Mark’s Basilica, also known as the “Church of
Gold”, is a Byzantine cathedral in St Mark’s Square.
Founded in 828 AD after the remains of St Mark were
transported from Alexandria, Egypt, the basilica has
undergone several transformations.

6,000 grandparents gather in the Vatican

® “A Caress and a Smile” is the name of the event
that will took place Saturday, April 27, in the Vatican’s
Paul VI Hall where elderly people, grandparents, and
grandchildren from Italy will meet Pope Francis.

A total of 6,000 grandparents and their
grandchildren will arrive this week at the Vatican for
a special gathering with the Holy Father, an initiative
presented by the Holy See’s Press Office today.

Archbishop Vincenzo Paglia, the president of the
Pontifical Academy for Life, noted that Italy has the
second-highest number of elderly people in the world
and that for the first time in history, four generations
are living together, which “had never happened before”.

Top CEO signs Vatican’s Al ethics pledge

® The CEO of Cisco Systems signed the Vatican’s
artificial intelligence ethics pledge last week, becoming
the latest technology giant to join the Church’s call for
ethical and responsible use of Al.

Chuck Robbins, the chief executive of the
multinational digital communications conglomerate,
met privately with Pope Francis on April 24 before
signing the Rome Call for Al Ethics, a document by the
Pontifical Academy for Life.

The document, first published by the pontifical
academy in February 2020, has previously been signed
by Microsoft President Brad Smith and IBM Executive
John Kelly IlI.

Vatican belatedly weighs in on Italian

abortion row

@ After appearing to largely avoid a burgeoning Italian debate
over abortion policy, the Vatican has belatedly entered the fray
in a way perceived as at least indirectly supportive of a proposal
from the country’s centre-right government. Abortion has been
legal in Italy since 1978.

Recently, the conservative coalition under Prime Minister
Giorgia Meloni proposed allowing pro-life groups to be included
among the consulters to publicly funded family planning clinics,
where women seeking an abortion are required to obtain a
certificate attesting to the state of their pregnancy.

Asked for a comment on the government’s proposal,
Cardinal Pietro Parolin said he didn’t want to enter into the
“technical details” of the proposal. Nevertheless, he did
comment on its substance. “We’re in favour of life, and also of
all those instruments which can help to affirm the right to life,
above all for women who find themselves in difficulty,” Parolin

said.
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Elise Ann Allen

urope’s bishops have voiced

support for the European

Union’s future enlargement

plans, saying it provides
a unique opportunity to showcase
the value of fraternity, but they also
cautioned against the imposition of
ideology and the pursuit of particu-
lar interests.

In a statement issued during their
April 17-19 spring plenary assembly
in Lomza, Poland, the Commission
of Bishops’ Conferences of the Euro-
pean Union (COMECE) praised Euro-
pean integration as a process aimed
at guaranteeing “peace, freedom,
democracy, the rule of law, respect
for human rights and prosperity”.

It is also a process, they said, that
is “based also on Christian values,
like the recognition of the dignity of
the human person, subsidiarity, soli-
darity and the pursuit of the com-
mon good”. The bishops recalled the
EU’s significant enlargement process
in May 2004, when it added 10 new
member states, marking what the
bishops said “was the realisation of
a united Europe that could ‘breathe
with its two lungs’™, bringing Eastern
and Western Europe together into
one community of different peoples,
but sharing a common history.

This step, they said, made Europe
“closer to what it is called to be, and
a powerful witness to our times of
how fraternal cooperation, in pur-
suit of peace and rooted in shared
values, can prevail over conflicts and
divisions”.

Challenges

According to COMECE, a larger union
has also brought new challenges
with it, with a political and eco-
nomic integration accompanied by
what can often be a “questionable”
dialogue among various nationali-
ties, cultures and historical experi-
ences.

“As long as a true European spirit
that includes a sense of belong-
ing to the same community and of
a shared responsibility for it, is not
fully developed, trust within the
European Union may be under-
mined and the forging of unity may
be confronted with attempts to put
particular interests and narrow
visions above the common good,”
the bishops said.

They noted that while various
crises in past years have brought an
“enlargement fatigue”, recent devel-
opments such as the war in Ukraine
have created a new drive for access
to the EU, especially for the Balkans.

“Beyond being a geopolitical
necessity for stability on our con-
tinent, we regard the prospect of a
future EU membership as a strong
message of hope for the citizens of
the candidate countries and as an
answer to their desire for living in
peace and justice,” the bishops said.

66 Expansion of the
EU is an opportunity
“to update the idea of a
united Europe rooted in
practical solidarity”

However, they said accession to
the EU is “a two-way process”, and
that countries desiring EU member-
ship must continue making struc-
tural reforms in crucial areas such
as “the rule of law, strengthening
of democratic institutions, funda-
mental rights, including religious
freedom and freedom of the media,
as well as fight against corruption,
tackling organised crime.”

A fair and citizen-centred
enlargement process must also
encourage and respond adequately
to these efforts, while avoiding any
“double-standards in the treatment
of the candidate countries”, the
bishops said.

Enlargement efforts also require
the EU to be ready to welcome new

European Union flags flutter outside the EU headquarters in Brussels. Photo: CNS/Yves Herman, Reuters

members, they said, saying expan-
sion of the EU is an opportunity “to
update the idea of a united Europe
rooted in practical solidarity” and to
recover the great ideals that inspired
its foundation.

“An enlarged Union will also
have to re-think its ways of gov-
ernance, in order to allow its
members and institutions to act
in a timely and effective manner,”
COMECE said, saying any adjust-
ments to EU budgetary frame-
works, policies or other areas of
cooperation, should weigh the
potential impact on people, espe-
cially the most vulnerable popu-
lations of current and potential
future member states.

Reflection

The bishops called for a deeper
reflection on the “common value
basis and the special bonds that
unite us as a European family”,
saying, “Europe has a future if it
is truly a union, cherishing unity
in diversity”.

“The principles of subsidiarity, of
respect for the different traditions
and cultures that all together form
Europe, and of following the path of
practical solidarity against the one
of ideological imposition, are para-
mount,” they said.

Bishop Mariano Crociata of Noto

opened COMECE’s spring plenary
by pointing to the importance of
upcoming EU parliamentary elec-
tions, scheduled for June, saying
they are a unique and critical way
to strengthen the EU.

GG In a multipolar
world that sees the rise
of new leading powers, a
European Union divided
by internal quarrels,
unable to speak with one
voice, can only prepare
itself to pay the high
price of marginalisation”

“It’s vital to help our countries,
starting with our faithful, to take
the elections seriously, valuing par-
ticipation and responsibility, pos-
sibly in line with mature Christian
awareness,” he said, repeating pleas
from COMECE leaders for Europe to
remember its Christian roots as the
elections approach.

On the EU’s role in the world,
Crociata also stressed the impor-
tance of unity, saying, “in a multipo-
lar world that sees the rise of new
leading powers, a European Union
divided by internal quarrels, unable
to speak with one voice, can only

prepare itself to pay the high price
of marginalisation”.

Anniversary

During their assembly, COMECE mem-
bers reflected on the 20th anniversary
of the big 2004 EU enlargement and
they engaged with various political
and religious figures in evaluating the
successes and failures of that step.

Among those with whom the
assembly met were Jan Figel, a
member of the Board of the Euro-
pean Institute of Innovation and
Technology, former Special Envoy
for the promotion of Freedom of
Religion and Belief outside the EU,
and Chief Negotiator in Slovakia’s EU
accession process.

They also met with Alojz Peterle,
former Prime Minister of Slovenia
and former Member of the Euro-
pean Parliament, and Professor
Tomas Halik of Charles University
and President of the Czech Christian
Academy.

Currently the EU is considering
several new accession requests,
including that of Ukraine and Mol-
dova, and after having granted offi-
cial candidate status to Georgia.
COMECE’s next assembly is sched-
uled to take place this fall in Brus-
sels, from November 27-29, 2024.
O Elise Ann Allen is a journalist for
Crux.
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Letter of the week

Formation is important

Selflessly ministering in dangerous situations

Dear Editor,

I am writing to commend the cou-
rageous work of priests like Fr Ademir
Marques OFM Cap., who selflessly minis-
ter to individuals experiencing homeless-
ness and poverty, often facing dangerous
situations in the process.

The recent incident at the Capuchin
Day Centre in Dublin, where Fr Marques
was attacked - thankfully not badly
injured — while volunteering, highlights
the inherent risks involved in serving vul-
nerable populations. Despite the dangers,
Fr Marques and countless other priests
continue to dedicate themselves to this
noble cause, embodying the spirit of com-

passion and service.

Their commitment to providing assis-
tance and support to those in need is truly
inspiring. Fr Marques's swift recovery and
subsequent determination to return to his
ministry demonstrate his unwavering
dedication to his calling.

Itis essential to recognise the vital role
that priests play in our communities, par-
ticularly in addressing the complex issues
of homelessness and poverty. Their pres-
ence offers comfort, hope, and a sense of
dignity to individuals who often feel mar-
ginalised and forgotten by society.

In the face of adversity, priests like
Fr Marques exemplify the values of

empathy, solidarity, and resilience. Their
actions serve as a reminder of the trans-
formative power of love and kindness in
the midst of adversity.

As members of the Catholic commu-
nity, we owe a debt of gratitude to these
courageous individuals who tirelessly
serve others, often at great personal risk.
Let us continue to offer our prayers and
support to Fr Marques, his fellow priests,
and all those who work tirelessly to alle-
viate the suffering of the most vulnerable
among us.

Yours etc.,
Deirdre Higgins
Ballybough, Dublin 3

Our design is
for complete
dependency on God

Dear Editor,

I saw a comic book sketch of a boy
kneeling by his bedside saying his
evening prayers as his dad walked by
the open door of the bedroom. The
boy looked up and said, “Hi Dad; just
saying my prayers; do you need any-
thing while I'm here?” His dad looked
like he’'d had a long day.

At first it made me laugh; but as [
pondered it I realised something. Our
design is for complete dependency on
God and Intimacy with Him. We are
not meant to figure out life on our
own. Prayer is in fact the only way to
make life work.

In our day, as the pace of life
quickens, the pressure mounts, and
demands are placed upon people that

our ancestors would never compre-
hend; perhaps everyone in the mod-
ern world could embrace the Navy
Seals saying “The only easy day was
yesterday”. We are even harassed by
our own telephones!

Often at best people try to shoe-

Jesus needed to. To commune with the Father,
the only one who truly knew him (and the
only one who knows and understands us).
Prayer is the oxygen for the soul, without
it we will shrivel up and die. The human heart
is the meeting place for God and man, he is
already there waiting for us to enter, share our

to accomplish she would pray for an hour first
and if she knew she had a great deal to do
that day then she would pray for two hours
first. That's how it works, the economics of
the Kingdom of God. And in doing so we also
receive peace in our hearts; instead of agita-
tion.

horn God in on Sunday morning and
a quick prayer as they run out of the
house. But we need a lot more than
that to survive let alone thrive. Jesus
spent whole nights in prayer. Even

troubles with him so he can immediately get
to work on them.

Once we realise the importance of prayer,
we will see the difference it makes. Mother
Teresa commented once that if she had a lot

Try it and see!
Yours etc.,
Stephen Clark
Manila, Philippines

Best catechism produced in 2,000 years

Dear Editor,

I never quite agree with the regular
voices that highlight the shortage of cate-
chetical formation - like The Irish Catholic
article ‘Laity ‘crying out’ for good faith for-
mation’ [The Irish Catholic — April 4, 2024].

I don’t know of a more accessible and
better faith formation than reading YOU-
CAT, short for Youth Catechism. It is easily
accessible online at Amazon and I believe
it to be the best catechism that we've ever

Letters to the Editor

All letters should include the writer’s full name, postal
address and telephone numbers (day and evening). Letter
writers may receive a subsequent telephone call from The
Irish Catholic as part of our authentication process which
does not amount to a commitment to publish.

We regret that we cannot give prior notice of a letter’s

produced in 2,000 years.

To quote from the back cover: “YOUCAT
is an accessible, contemporary expres-
sion of the Catholic Faith... [and] includes
questions-and-answers, highly readable
commentary, summary definitions of key
terms, Bible citations and inspiring and
thought-provoking quotes from the saints...
It explains: What Catholics believe and
why (doctrine); How Catholics celebrate
the mysteries of the faith (sacraments);

How Catholics are to live (moral life); How
Catholics should pray (prayer and spiritu-
ality).”

For those who can use the internet there
are 50 excellent catechetical talks by Ven
Archbishop Fulton ] Sheen ‘You shall know
the Truth’ at www.tiny.cc/AFJSTALKS.

Yours etc.,
Fr Morty O’Shea SOLT
Inver, Co. Donegal.

publication date, acknowledge unpublished letters or discuss
the merits of letters. We do not publish pseudonyms or other

formulae to conceal the writer’s identity, such as “name and
address with editor”. We do not print letters addressed to
someone else, open letters, or verse. Letters to the Editor
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but not everything

he latest round

of Irish diocesan

submissions to

the global Syn-
odal Pathway renewed an
urgent call for formation
- adult formation, youth
formation, seminary for-
mation, formation across
the board!

Without formation it
will be practically impos-
sible to embed synodal-
ity or co-responsibility
in the Church in Ireland,
because nobody knows
what exactly they mean,
dioceses told the Irish
synod’s steering commit-
tee in reports seen by this
paper. These will be syn-
thesised into a national
summary which will be
sent to Rome ahead of
the October listening ses-
sions.

Dioceses are already
pushing ahead with a
variety of courses at local
level and linking up with
education institutes to
form future lay leaders.

This is all very wel-
come - the absence or
poor quality of faith for-
mation in Ireland has a
damaging impact on the
Church, with past synodal
conversations revealing
that many want to share
the Faith, but feel they are
ill equipped to do so.

There is a lot of catch-
ing up to do, but it is
encouraging to see an
increasing focus on and
interest in forming a laity
with a firm grounding in
the Faith.

However, formation
cannot be everything or
else the synod, co-respon-
sible leadership and the
works of the Church more
broadly risk becoming
elitist and unattainable
for the average lay person.

If participating effec-
tively in the synod
requires undertaking a
weekly course or if cat-
echising means heading
off to college, the Church
will be forced to rely on
those who are retired or
who have flexible jobs.

Busy parents, young
people starting out in
careers, the hard-worker
with a taxing schedule -
all of them will be locked
out of the synod and our
co-responsible future.

Similarly, stressing aca-
demic qualifications and
formation programmes
will exclude many who
struggle with studying,

even if the spirit is very
willing.

We need concrete sys-
tems to embed the life of
the Church in the average
person’s daily life - what
one diocese describes
as ‘seeable’ examples of
synodality and co-respon-
sibility in action.

Though they seem to
have been forgotten by
the synod so far, Ireland is
blessed with a wealth of
such examples.

The likes of St Vincent
de Paul, the Legion of
Mary, Knights of Colum-
banus, Net Ministries,
Youth 2000 and more are
all well-established exam-
ples of co-responsibility
and synodality in action.

Think of the hundreds
- if not thousands - of SVP
or Legion volunteers who
visit homes and work with
deaf vulnerable, preaching
and witnessing to Christ
cruificied every week. Or
of the young people in Net
Ministries and Youth 2000
who go out into parishes
and light them on fire
with the love of Christ.

These volunteers come
from all walks of life -
bankers, retail workers,
students, and so-called
‘unskilled labour’.

Together they discern
the needs of their local
communities, working
closely with priests, and
respond with practical
solutions fitted to the
needs of every person
they meet.

Their models of ‘master
and apprentice’ systems
means they are open to all
to learn, without needing
any extra courses or quali-
fications. They treat their
work as a craft or a trade,
more than an intellectual
exercise.

Dioceses want ‘see-
able’ examples and they
have them at their finger-
tips. If they want forma-
tion that is embedded in
the practice of synodality,
rather than treating it as
an abstract exercise, they
should encourage and
nourish such lay organi-
sations. Many already
encourage them, without
recognising that they are
prime examples of syno-
dality at work.

The push for better and
more widespread forma-
tion is vital and welcome,
but it must be open to
more than those with the
time and means to study.
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This week, an Al
‘priest’ sparked
consternation
among many
Catholics, but it

is just the latest
in a long line of
attempts to merge
theology with
technology. Ian
Dunn explores
why the idea of a
robot priest won't
g0 away.

s laicisations go, it

was quick. Barely a

day after American

Catholic apologet-
ics website Catholic Answers
released an Al-generated
priest named Fr Justin,
who engaged in conversa-
tions with users to provide
answers to questions about
Catholicism, it demoted him
to plain old Justin.

Fr Justin — a bearded
priest whose digital avatar
sat before the Basilica of St
Francis of Assisi in Italy’s
Perugia province — was
named for St Justin Martyr,
a second-century convert
and apologist, said Catholic
Answers in its release.

Concerns

Catholic Answers IT direc-
tor Chris Costello stated
that the app’s priest charac-
ter was intended to “honour
real-life priests and the role
they play in people’s lives,”
conveying an “authoritative
yet approachable” demean-
our that befits “the spirit
and nature of the responses

06 Catholicism, after all, is

deeply concerned with the real
presence. So anything that
seems to compromise the real
can set off alarms”

users can expect.”

©0 Artificial
Intelligence
priests? Buddy, I've
barely got natural
intelligence!”

However, following fierce
criticism on social media
regarding some of the
answers given by the app’s
character, Catholic Answers
President Christopher Check
announced that Fr Justin had
been renamed as just “Jus-
tin.” Check noted that “many
people have voiced con-
cerns” about the decision to
create a priest character for
the app.

“We hear these concerns,
and we do not want the
character to distract from
the important purpose of
the application, which is to
provide sound answers to
questions about the Catho-
lic faith in an innovative way
that makes good use of the
benefits of artificial intel-
ligence,” Check continued.
“We have therefore decided
to create, with all due speed,
a new lay character for the
app. We hope to have this Al
apologist up within a week
or so.”

As one “real” clerical wag
quipped, “Artificial Intel-
ligence priests? Buddy, I've
barely got natural intelli-
gence!”

But there was something

about the idea of an Al priest
that made Catholics of all
types recoil. Catholicism,
after all, is deeply concerned
with the real presence. So
anything that seems to com-
promise the real can set off
alarms.

Successors

Certainly, a similar attempt
to create a Catholic 'artificial
intelligence' Magisterium Al
attracted much less hostility
when it launched last year.
Although it seems in execu-
tion very similar to the late
Fr Justin, Magisterium AI’s
creators say it can answer
“any questions” on Church
teaching, practices, or other

Robot priests and
other heresies

topics, helping to “explain
complex theological, philo-
sophical, and historical
concepts in simple, under-
standable language.”

66 SanTO is

powered by artificial
intelligence, filled
with information
about the Church,
and can respond

to questions from
worshippers”

So it seems it's less Al
involvement than the con-
cept of a priest separated

©6 We do not want the character
to distract from the important
purpose of the application, which
is to provide sound answers to
questions about the Catholic
faith in an innovative way”
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from flesh and blood that
makes us uncomfortable.
Despite this, it's an idea that
won't go away.

Last year saw the launch
of SanTO: the world’s first-
ever Catholic robot, accord-
ing to its creator Gabriele
Trovato. The robot stands at
about 17 inches tall and has
the appearance of a statue
of a saint. A light-up halo
encircles its head, glowing
as its deep, digital voice ech-
oes from a speaker.

Inside SanTO (Sanctified
Theomorphic Operator) is
a computer, microphone,
sensors, and a facial recog-
nition-enabled camera that
allow it to interact with the
faithful.

SanTO is powered by
artificial intelligence, filled
with information about the
Church, and can respond to
questions from worshippers
— a bit like Catholic Alexa,
its creator said.

Users of the SanTO robot
in its native Poland have
been surprisingly receptive,
and an upgraded version

(49 Technology can and has

fixed so many of the practical
problems humans face that there
will inevitably be attempts to use
it to fix spiritual problems”

of SanTO has a permanent
exhibition at the Copernicus
Science Centre in Warsaw.

Expansion

Other religions have gone
further. A 400-year-old
Buddhist Japanese temple
brought in a robot named
Mindar to preach sermons
in 2019. It’s now a staple.

The adult-sized android,
modelled after Kannon
Bodhisattva, the Bud-
dhist Goddess of Mercy, is
programmed to deliver a
25-minute sermon on the
Heart Sutra, a Buddhist
scripture, while moving its
torso, arms, and head.

A Lutheran Church in
Germany also created the
BlessU-2, a robot priest that

delivers blessings in five
languages as it raises its
arms and beams light from
its hands.

66 Catholicism
should “reimagine”
the priesthood and
consider robots
instead of, or
alongside, men”

The robot's head fea-
tures moving eyebrows and
a digital mouth that can
alternate between serious
and smiling. Users press
the touchscreen chest to
choose the type of prayer
they'd like (encourage-
ment or renewal), as well as

their preference for a male
or female voice. BlessU-2
speaks in German, English,
French, Spanish, and Polish
and even prints out its invo-
cations.

One notable Catholic
theologian, Franciscan Sis-
ter Ilia Delio, who holds
the Josephine C. Connelly
Endowed Chair of Theology
at Villanova University, has
said that Catholicism should
"reimagine" the priesthood
and consider robots instead
of, or alongside, men.

Advantages

“The Catholic notion would
say the priest is ontologi-
cally changed upon ordina-
tion. Is that really true?” she
said. “We have these fixed
philosophical ideas and Al

challenges those ideas — it
challenges Catholicism to
move toward a post-human
priesthood.”

66 For Al, robots,
and all points in
between are tools,
as useful and
corruptible as the
humans that use
them”

She said robotic priests
would have certain advan-
tages, including being inca-
pable of committing sexual
abuse.

All of which goes to show

that while the idea of a robot
priest may seem far-fetched,

it is persistent.

Technology can and has
fixed so many of the practi-
cal problems humans face
that there will inevitably be
attempts to use it to fix spir-
itual problems.

Surely if new and glit-
tering advances can help
the lame walk and the deaf
speak, they can move us
closer to spiritual enlight-
enment?

Alas, it seems unlikely.
For Al, robots, and all points
in between are tools, as
useful and corruptible as
the humans that use them.
They cannot give us the love
of a mother or the light of
the Lord. And the attempt to
try may ultimately distract
us from what we truly need
and what is truly real.

©6 We have these fixed philosophical
ideas and Al challenges those ideas—it
challenges Catholicism to move toward a
post-human priesthood”
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hat could be more
essential to life than
breathing - or forgiv-
ing?

Breathing and forgiving: One
follows the other. Forgiveness, as
Jesus makes clear throughout his
earthly ministry, is part of the deal
for all who call themselves his dis-
ciples.

Such as in the Gospel reading for
Pentecost Sunday, when Jesus
breathed on his disciples and said,
“Receive the Holy Spirit. Whose
sins you forgive are forgiven them,
and whose sins you retain are
retained” (Jn 20:22-23).

“All Jesus does is breathe for-
giveness,” says Franciscan Fr Rich-
ard Rohr in his book, The Wisdom
Pattern: Order, Disorder, Reorder.

“It’s interesting,” Fr Rohr con-
tinues, “that Jesus identifies for-
giveness with breathing, the one

friend of Jesus
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thing that we have done con-
stantly since we were born and
will do until we die.

“He says God'’s forgiveness is
like breathing. Forgiveness is not
apparently something God does;
it is who God is. God can do no
other.”

Forgiveness is something we
seek and offer, as is clear at each
Sunday Mass.

In the penitential rite, we
confess our sins, we beseech the
prayers of Mary and we hear the
presider ask, “May almighty God
have mercy on us, forgive us our
sins and bring us to everlasting
life”.

In our profession of faith, we
proclaim our belief “in the Holy
Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life”.

And when we pray the Our
Father, we ask the Lord “to forgive
us our trespasses, as we forgive
those who have trespass against

”

us-.

Forgiveness has
to work both ways or
it doesn’t work at all”

Many years ago, | heard a priest
use a good share of his homily to
address this last phrase - “as we
forgive those who have trespass
against us”.

He suggested that if we didn't

feel the need to forgive someone
for however he or she may have
offended us, we didn’t have to,
because we have God-given free
will, right?

“But,” the priest added, rais-
ing and shaking his finger, “don’t
expect forgiveness for what you
have done if you're not going to
forgive someone for what they
have done to you.

“Forgiveness has to work both
ways or it doesn’t work at all.”

If we hold on to the hate, the bit-
terness, the anger attached to an
offense committed against us -
real or perceived — who does that
hurt? Hint: not the offender.

And even if we feel ready to
forgive, we often aren’t sure that
the offender wants or is even
aware of the need for forgiveness.

What I have learned - slowly,
I admit - is that if I want to move
forward in my life, I need to let go
of the negative feelings that come
with being offended. I need to
make peace with my offender.

I need to acknowledge that this
person, no matter how serious
and hurtful the offense, is a crea-
tion and child of God like myself,
and for that reason alone deserves
to be treated with the respect and
dignity that all of God’s creation
deserves. That includes offering

Live as a

Jem Sullivan

forgiveness.

Which isn't to say that forgive-
ness means we tell our offender,
“Hey, whatever, no problem”, any
more than we should expect the
same response from those whose
forgiveness we seek.

We would hope that the action
of forgiving is accompanied by
a sincere resolve and effort to
change for the better.

Lord, send out
your Spirit and renew
the face of the earth”

No, we can’t control how oth-
ers respond. But we can choose
to move forward and not “retain”,
as Jesus said, the anger, bitterness
and hurt.

Think of the responsorial psalm
for Pentecost Sunday: “Lord, send
out your Spirit and renew the face
of the earth.”

Exactly how does the Spirit
renew the face of the earth?

Through us, it would seem.
Pentecost Sunday’s first reading
reminds us that the descent of
the “tongues of fire” upon the dis-
ciples of Jesus so filled them with
the Holy Spirit that they began
chattering in different languages
“of the mighty acts of God”.

Soon those disciples “moved
forward” to spread the good news

- to breathe new life into a world
that needed renewal. Sound famil-
iar?

Indeed, in these times when
so much vitriol and vilification is
in our midst, what could happen
if each of us took time to really
reflect upon the hurts we’ve been
dealt and made a serious effort to
“breathe some forgiveness” into
this world?

I know one thing: When I am
able to forgive or when I am for-
given something very powerful
and wonderful takes place inside
me. [ feel like I can breathe, as if
a great weight has been lifted off
my chest.

Letting go of anger and bitter-
ness and hurt is an amazing gift
to myself. When I forgive, I have
let God into my life in a way that
heals and renews.

The Pentecost
phrases it nicely:

“You, of comforters the best;
You, the soul’s most welcome
guest; sweet refreshment here
below; in our labour, rest most
sweet; grateful coolness in the
heat; solace in the midst of woe.”

Yes, come, Holy Spirit, come!

sequence

Mike Nelson writes from
Southern California.
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Praying through the headlines
in the year of prayer

Members of the clergy pray during Holy Thursday Mass of the Lord’s Supper in the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem’s Old City, March 28. Photo: OSV News

n discussing the

removal or transfer of

a pastor, Canon 1752

reads, “... prae oculis
habita salute animarum,
quae in Ecclesia suprema
semper lex esse debet”, in
English, “... keeping in mind
the salvation of souls, which
must always be the supreme
law of the Church”.

The phrase resonates so
deeply with me that I lately
bring it to every matter of
the Church and faith I spend
time thinking about.

I consider the reminder so
fundamental to everything
that touches the practice of
Catholicism that part of me
wishes the line concluded
every pronouncement in the
code.

For instance, pondering the
ongoing priesthood of Fr
Marko Rupnik amid scores
of claims of sexual and
spiritual abuse, the weird,
foot-draggingly slow inves-

tigation surrounding said
abuse, and the continued
use of the priest’s artwork
in prominent places and
publications, I read Canon
1401, on ‘Processes’ and ‘Tri-
als in General,’ which states
that the Church “has its own
and exclusive right to judge”
cases that “refer to matters
which are spiritual or linked
with the spiritual” and “the
violation of ecclesiastical
laws and whatever contains
an element of sin, to deter-
mine guilt and impose eccle-
siastical penalties”.

Keeping in
mind the salvation
of souls, which
must always be the
supreme law in the
Church”

My own broken instincts
to despise Fr Rupnik became
tempered a bit when I
applied “... keeping in mind
the salvation of souls, which
must always be the supreme
law in the Church”, to both
the code and the whole frus-

trating story.

On one hand, the words are
an excellent reminder to
Church leadership to finally
move on the case and either
laicise Rupnik or produce the
findings that might absolve
him of all of those cred-
ible accusations - ‘for the
salvation of souls’ who are
increasingly fed up, distrust-
ful and wary.

On the other hand, they
are an excellent reminder
to me, too - that despite
my own impatience and
endless judgment, and ‘for
the sake of the salvation of
souls’ (including my own), I
must permit the tradition-
ally slow-moving processes
of the Church to in fact
proceed slowly - if only for
the sake of thoroughness,
so that when the denoue-
ment of this dreadful drama
descends and the headlines
blare, there may be no room
for doubt, no sense that
justice has not been rightly
applied or that other con-
siderations have superseded
what is just.

Doubt eats away at belief, and ‘the
salvation of souls must always be the
supreme law of the Church,’ the integrity of
the Rupnik process must be above reproach.
If that needs a bit more time, so be it”

I also turned to Jesus Christ,
offering to him the increasingly
disordered, chaotic and dark world and
begging that we might grow in wisdom

and creativity”

Because doubt eats away
at belief, and ‘the salvation
of souls must always be the
supreme law of the Church,
the integrity of the Rup-
nik process must be above
reproach. If that needs a bit
more time, so be it.

Headlines are often sen-
sationalistic and even when
not, they are still jarring;
they can quickly move us to
gasping fury or fearful won-
dering.

In our current Year of
Prayer, perhaps they should
also be moving us to engage
with heaven as we read.

Itis an important and, yes,
powerful thing to invite our
guardian angels to guide
us, as we peruse the news,
toward stories most worthy
of our attention; to guard us
against rash judgment or bit-
ter cynicism.

It is good to ask our
sainted friends to intercede
for the people we read about
- for instance to beg St Basil
and Gregory Nazianzen to
intercede on behalf of an
Orthodox bishop who was
attacked and stabbed during
a liturgy in Australia.

It is good, also, to pray for
his assailant, a 15-year-old
boy who might yet benefit
from the intercession of the
recently beatified and simi-
larly aged Carlo Acutis or the
gentle Solanus Casey.

We may
imagine and
explore new
solutions - policies
and programmes
that can produce
real healing by
wedding justice to
mercy”

Here in New York, an
Orthodox woman climb-
ing the stairs of her church
was shoved back down to
the cement sidewalk and
severely injured, her pockets
rifled through and car stolen
by a 16-year-old who had
already been arrested five
times for robbery.

In my prayers I asked our
Blessed Mother, the Theo-
tokos, to pray for the woman

- and for the young man, too,
who is clearly in trouble and
needs real help, which prison
is quite unlikely to provide.

Into those 