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20 December 2021
Brothers,
One thing we are learning through The Secularization Project is that secularization
touches every aspect of our lives, often sparking intense feelings. Sometimes, it is something we
lament as it changes our lives. Other times, it is viewed as an opponent or enemy urging us to
point fingers and blame others. The position of the Project’s steering committee has been to
simply accept secularization as a fact, exploring how it affects us and raising possibilities for
how to give a Gospel and Franciscan witness in its midst.
Still, we cannot ignore the more contentious debates swirling around the topic of
secularization. A case in point was the video presentation of Archbishop José H. Gomez of Los
Angeles to the Congress of Catholics and Public Life in Madrid on November 4, 2021, entitled,
“Reflections on the Church and America’s New Religions.” Gomez also blogged the text of his
presentation, placing it in the public domain. Several commentators reacted to the presentation in
the following weeks. Rev. Bryan Massingale, who is known in our province, was widely quoted
in the Catholic Press. Rev. Thomas Reese, S.J., published a representative response in the
National Catholic Reporter, for which we have received permission to reproduce for members of
our province.
Several friars encouraged us to post Gomez’ piece. Others opposed doing so, reflecting
the emotion that can be part of a discussion on secularization. In the end, the steering committee
decided to distribute both pieces in the spirit of transparency. Both documents have been
published. Both received criticism and support. Both point fingers. Both strive to better
understand the what, whence and futurity of secularization. We cannot pretend these and other
documents like them have not been published.
However, these publishing events can also lead us to consider what we want to do in the
face of secularization. The Secularization Project has taken the position from the start that we do
not strive to fight or oppose secularization. The steering committee believes that would be futile.
Rather, our focus has been on understanding how secularization is affection us, leading to
possible choices for witnessing in its midst. The approaching final phase of The Secularization
Project will ask that very question of us all.
Scroll down to read the documents by Archbishop Gomez and Rev. Reese.
Michael Joseph Groark
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Gary Wegner
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Most Reverend Jose H. Gomez
Archbishop of Los Angeles
Address delivered by video to
Congress of Catholics and Public Life
Madrid, Spain
November 4, 2021
My friends,
I am sorry that I cannot be with you in person. But I am honored by your invitation to
address this distinguished Congress.
You have asked me to address a serious, sensitive, and complicated topic - the rise
of new secular ideologies and movements for social change in the United States and
the implications for the Church.
And of course, I think we all understand that what the Church is facing in the United
States is also happening in your country and in the countries throughout Europe, in
different degrees and in different ways.
With that understanding, I want to offer my reflections today in three parts.
First, I want to talk about the wider context of the global movement of secularization
and de-Christianization and the impact of the pandemic.

Second, I want to offer a "spiritual interpretation" of the new social justice and political
identity movements in America.
Finally, I want to suggest some evangelical priorities for the Church as we confront the
realities of the present moment.
So, let's begin.
1.

Secularization and De-Christianization

I think we all know that while there are unique conditions in the United States, similar
broad patterns of aggressive secularization have long been at work in Spain and
elsewhere in Europe.
An elite leadership class has risen in our countries that has little interest in religion and
no real attachments to the nations they live in or to local traditions or cultures. This
group, which is in charge in corporations, governments, universities, the media, and in
the cultural and professional establishments, wants to establish what we might call a
global civilization, built on a consumer economy and guided by science, technology,
humanitarian values, and technocratic ideas about organizing society.
In this elite worldview, there is no need for old-fashioned belief systems and religions.
In fact, as they see it, religion, especially Christianity, only gets in the way of the society
they hope to build.
That is important to remember. In practice, as our Popes have pointed out,
secularization means "de-Christianization." For years now, there has been a deliberate
effort in Europe and America to erase the Christian roots of society and to suppress
any remaining Christian influences.
In your program for this Congress, you allude to "cancel culture" and "political
correctness." And we recognize that often what is being canceled and corrected are
perspectives rooted in Christian beliefs - about human life and the human person,
about marriage, the family, and more.
In your society and mine, the "space" that the Church and believing Christians are
permitted to occupy is shrinking. Church institutions and Christian-owned businesses
are increasingly challenged and harassed. The same is true for Christians working in
education, health care, government, and other sectors. Holding certain Christian beliefs
is said to be a threat to the freedoms, and even to the safety, of other groups in our
societies.
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Thomas Reese
Jesuit Fr. Thomas Reese's column for Religion News Service, "Signs of the Times," appears regularly at
National Catholic Reporter.

by Thomas Reese by Religion News Service
In a video speech to an international conference in Spain on Nov. 4, Archbishop José Gomez, president of
the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, attacked social justice movements, identity politics and
intersectionality, as well as "wokeness" and "successor ideology," as "pseudo-religions."
"They provide people with an explanation for events and conditions in the world," the archbishop told the
Congress of Catholics and Public Life, meeting in Madrid. "They offer a sense of meaning, a purpose for
living, and the feeling of belonging to a community."
Abandoning the term "social justice" to those he considers enemies of religion is surprising, considering

the long history of the church's social teaching.
It should be equally surprising that Gomez
didn't have anything negative to say about
libertarian capitalism or rugged individualism,
quintessential American heresies that have been
critiqued by Catholic social teaching.
Gomez, on the other hand, believes "the best
way for the Church to understand the new
social justice movements is to understand them
as pseudo-religions, and even replacements and
rivals to traditional Christian beliefs."

In this image taken from video, Archbishop José
Gomez of Los Angeles, president of the U.S.
Conference of Catholic Bishops, addresses the body's
virtual assembly on June 16. (AP/United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops)

These pseudo-religions tell a story of
humanity, Gomez said, in which "We cannot
know where we came from, but we are aware
that we have interests in common with those who share our skin color or our position in society."

He criticizes the adherents to these movements for thinking "We are also painfully aware that our group is
suffering and alienated, through no fault of our own. The cause of our unhappiness is that we are victims
of oppression by other groups in society. We are liberated and find redemption through our constant
struggle against our oppressors, by waging a battle for political and cultural power in the name of creating
a society of equity."
Although he makes a brief mention of George Floyd and racial and economic inequality, he quickly
moves on to his critique of these new movements without saying anything positive about Black Live
Matter. Black Catholic leaders, such as the Fr. Bryan Massingale, a Fordham University theologian,
expressed " dismay and disbelief " at the speech.
Likewise, Tobias Winright of St. Louis University thought Gomez's remarks seemed at odds with the U.S.
bishops' 2018 pastoral letter, " Open Wide Our Hearts," which encouraged openness and dialogue with
others working against racism. That document said:
To work at ending racism, we need to engage the world and encounter others — to see,
maybe for the first time, those who are on the peripheries of our own limited view. We
must invite into dialogue those we ordinarily would not seek out. We must work to form
relationships with those we might regularly try to avoid. This demands that we go beyond
ourselves, opening our minds and hearts to value and respect the experiences of those who
have been harmed by the evil of racism. Love also requires us to invite a change of heart
in those who may be dismissive of other's experiences.
What we get from Gomez, however, is condemnation, not dialogue.
"Rather than picking fights with potential dialogue partners and allies for social justice," said Winright,
"the truly serious threat posed by violent white nationalism should be addressed with more emphasis."
"Bishop Gomez's remarks," Winright worries, "lift rather than lower the bridge over the moat dividing
U.S. Catholics and recent movements in the U.S. seeking to build 'a more perfect union' with true liberty

and social justice for all."
Creighton University professor Daniel DiLeo, whose research showed that American bishops have not
supported the pope's teaching on climate change, sees this speech as a sign of the wide gap separating the
American bishops from the social teaching of Francis and earlier popes.
"This statement is a direct repudiation of the World Meeting of Popular Movements, which Pope Francis
founded to encourage collaborative work for social justice between Catholic and secular organizations,"
said DiLeo. "These sentiments are inconsistent with so many magisterial documents that celebrate 'people
of goodwill' who work alongside Catholics for social justice."
Lisa Fullam, professor of moral theology at the Jesuit School of Theology of Santa Clara University, sees
a fundamental theological error at the core of the speech.
While the archbishop believes that these social movements "deny the soul, the spiritual, transcendent
dimension of human nature," Fullam said, Gomez seems to forget that "In Catholic tradition, the human
person is a body-soul composite, an inextricable union of body and soul."
"But bodies are inevitably particular," she noted. "We are gendered, raced, affected by our environments,
etc., in ways that inflect our souls and our spirituality as well as our bodies. To describe social justice
movements that serve us in our particular incarnate reality as somehow contrary to the Gospel is simply
benighted."
Gomez began his speech by blaming the secularization and de-Christianization of Europe and America on
the elites "in charge in corporations, governments, universities, the media, and in the cultural and
professional establishments."
While there is no doubt that some of these leaders are antagonistic toward Christianity, this conspiracy
view of history leaves no room for the mistakes or sins of the church, which frequently were the cause of
antagonism toward the church.
Thus, Gomez is guilty of the very attitude he puts in the mouths of others: "We are also painfully aware
that our group is suffering and alienated, through no fault of our own. The cause of our unhappiness is
that we are victims of oppression by other groups in society."
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