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A2012 reportmade claims the group
promoted ‘radical feminist themes
incompatiblewithCatholic faith’

By Abby Ohlheiser
The Washington Post

The Vatican’s doctrine-enforcing arm and
the largest organization of Catholic nuns
in the United States announced last week
a years-long probe into the Leadership
Conference ofWomen Religious has ended.
Overall, the new report on the LCWR

reforms strikes a positive tone similar
to that of a separate report issued by the
Vatican in December examining the lives of
American nuns. But it also contains echoes
of the polarizing topics that characterized
the Vatican’s interest in the LCWR to begin
with— and it hints the Vatican intends to
keep a closer eye on the organization than it
had in the past.
The reform process was prompted by an

April 2012 assessment from the Holy See’s
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith,
which accused the umbrella group repre-
senting about 80 percent of America’s nuns
of straying from Catholic orthodoxy, particu-

larly on social issues, such as same-sexmar-
riage, the ordination of women and abortion.
That process involved “long and chal-

lenging exchanges of our understandings
of and perspectives on critical matters
of Religious Life and its practice,” Sister
Sharon Holland, president of LCWR, said
in a statement. “Through these exchanges,
conducted always in a spirit of prayer and
mutual respect, we were brought to deeper
understandings of one another’s experi-
ences, roles, responsibilities and hopes for
the Church and the people it serves.”
Several members of the LCWR’s leader-

ship met with Pope Francis.
“Our conversation allowed us to person-

ally thank Pope Francis for providing lead-
ership and a vision that has captivated our
hearts and emboldened us as in our own
mission and service to the church,” the orga-
nization said in a statement following that
meeting.
In 2012, the Vatican’s doctrinal group

appointed an American, Archbishop J. Peter
Sartain, of Seattle, to reform the LCWR’s
statutes, speaker selection process and pub-
lications. That process could have taken as
long as five years to complete, according to
the original plan.

“Our work together was undertaken in an
atmosphere of love for the Church and pro-
found respect for the critical place of reli-
gious life in the United States, and the very
fact of such substantive dialogue between
bishops and religious women has been
mutually beneficial and a blessing from the
Lord,” Sartain said in a statement marking
the conclusion of his oversight of the group.
The report addresses the major areas of

reform sought by the Vatican at the begin-
ning of the process. The Vatican said at the
time it believed the group promoted “radi-
cal feminist themes incompatible with the
Catholic faith.”
The LCWR and the Vatican have, for

instance, agreed to revised statutes for the
group, it said. The report does not go into
specifics on the extent of those revisions—
or indicate anymajor changes were made
— but notes those changes were undertaken
with the “mandate’s request for greater clar-
ity in expressing the mission and responsi-
bilities of the LCWR” inmind.
The report also said “measures are being

taken” to make sure LCWR publications
“avoid statements that are ambiguous with
regard to Church doctrine or could be read
as contrary to it.”

Pope Francis, second right, talks with a delegation of The Leadership Conference of Women Religious during an audience in the pontiff’s
studio at the Vatican last week. The Vatican has announced the unexpected conclusion of a controversial overhaul of the main umbrella group
of U.S. nuns in a shift in tone and treatment of American nuns under the social justice-minded Pope Francis. (L’Osservatore Romano/Pool Photo via AP)

TheVaticanends reform
mandate forU.S. nuns

By Katie Gordon
Program Manager,
Kaufman Interfaith Institute

We live in a world full of
conflict. From religion to
politics, we see people’s

differing positions become pre-
texts for argument, division and
sometimes, violence.
Even in news coverage, we

often hear “what bleeds, leads”;
the media and general public
seemingly are more interested
in stories of drama and disagree-
ment rather than those of peace.
But, as I suggested in my

Insight two weeks ago, interfaith
work is all about providing a
counter-narrative to the role we
usually see religion play in con-
flict. The interfaith movement
proves how religion can bring
people together in unity without
uniformity, and understanding
without total agreement.
While those of us at the

Kaufman Interfaith Institute are

doing this on the local, grass-
roots level, we are a part of a
movement where our colleagues

are promoting
this peace and
understanding
on the global
scale— combat-
ing the misuse
of religious
extremism and
violence through
interfaith dia-

logue, conflict transformation
and reconciliation.
Last month, we welcomed

two guests to Grand Rapids who
are leading such efforts: Sarah
Snyder, of the Cambridge Inter-
faith Programme, and Bishop
James Newcome, of Carlisle,
England. Inspired by their indi-
vidual projects in promoting
understanding, they are embark-
ing collaboratively on an exciting
new project for reconciliation.
Rose Castle, the residence

traditionally given to the Bishop
of Carlisle, who currently is the
Rt. Rev. James Newcome, will
become an international cen-
ter for reconciliation between
conflicting groups, using faith
as a bridge rather than a bar-
rier. Located on the border of
England and Scotland, Rose
Castle has been a place where
difference led to violence and
conflict for over 800 years. It
is for that reason Snyder and
Bishop Newcome are changing
the narrative; in Snyder’s words:
“It was a place built to resist the
stranger, so we decided to re-
open it as a place that welcomes
the stranger.”
Rose Castle’s mission is

grounded in a value found in all
religious and non-religious tradi-
tions: hospitality. For Snyder and
Newcome, this ethos is exempli-
fied by Abrahamwelcoming
three visitors to his desert abode.
They will live this out by honor-

ing the dignity and distinctness
of all human beings. They also
recognize, though, that hospital-
ity is a two-way street: It means
one is willing to host, as well as
be a guest of those of different
religious or secular traditions.
Rooted in hospitality, their

goal is to transcendmere accom-
modation to facilitate reconcilia-
tion between groups in conflict.
Through dialogues that

emphasize story-telling and
active listening, Snyder and
Newcome have seen firsthand
that conflict and disagreement
become understanding and
respect.
This is what Snyder calls

conflict transformation; it goes
beyond reconciling differences,
to transformation of how the
“other” is viewed. Emphasizing
the process of listening and rela-
tionship-building, the individual
or party who is often viewed
as an “enemy” is humanized—

beginning the journey of recon-
ciling conflict and transforming
attitudes.
Within this process, reconcili-

ation is both personal and com-
munal; healing happens to the
individual and the group when
those in conflict bring together
what has been broken.
As Desmond Tutu once said,

“Differences are not intended to
separate, to alienate. We are dif-
ferent precisely in order to real-
ize our need of one another.”
While youmay not hear about

it in the news, there are efforts
to help us humanize and realize
our need of one another happen-
ing here at home and all over the
world.
To be a part of the story, visit

interfaithunderstanding.org for
more information on what’s hap-
pening inWest Michigan and
rosecastle.org for more on the
international initiative.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu

Using interfaith dialogue in conflict reconciliation
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VATICAN CITY

By Nicole Winfield
The Associated Press

Retired Pope Benedict XVI
celebrated his 88th birthday
last week with a party and a
pint of beer.
Photos released by the

Vatican newspaper showed the
German pope toasting a group
of Bavarians in the Vatican gar-
dens accompanied by his older
brother, Monsignor Georg
Ratzinger, and his longtime
private secretary.
Pope Francis celebrated

Mass in Benedict’s honor
Thursdaymorning, saying
he hopes God “supports him
and gives himmuch joy and
happiness.” In recent inter-
views, Benedict’s secretary,
Monsignor Georg Gaenswein,
said the retired pope feels his
age and thinks about his own
mortality.
“The emeritus pope thinks

about death and is preparing
for his death,” Gaenswein said
in an interviewwithMediaset
television this week. “It’s a
Christian art, because prepar-
ing for one’s death means pre-
paring to meet God.”
Ratzinger became the first

pope in 600 years to step
down, saying he didn’t have
the strength of body or spirit
to carry on. Gaenswein told
La Repubblica newspaper he
tried to persuade him to stay,
but Benedict was firm and
serene in his decision.
These days, Benedict spends

his time reading and keeping
up with his correspondences,
receiving guests and occasion-
ally playing the piano. He is
not writing other books.
“He told me ‘Jesus of

Nazareth’ is my last book,’”
Gaenswein said, referring to
Benedict’s three-volume work
on Christ’s life, released in the
final years of his pontificate.

Gordon

Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI,
center, toasts for his birthday
with his brother Georg Ratz-
inger, right, Monsignor Georg
Gaenswein, back. (AP)
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