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In Review: Tolton Convocation

ecumenical collaboration. Indeed, in polariz-
ing times, research into the enduring faith and 
creative spirituality of Black Catholics could 
benefit the Catholic Church and others. If 
nothing else, it could reveal the hand of God at 
work in the lives of holy men and women, both 
known and unknown, as they steadfastly bear 
witness to the Gospel of love even in the midst 
of scandal. 

Meanwhile, the four tasks of Tolton 
Ambassadors can serve as inspiration to all. The 
most urgent task is to pray the special prayer for 
his canonization that also requests his prayerful 
intercession to God for a healing or other special 
intention. Also, the Tolton Spirituality Center at 
the Archdiocese of Chicago can provide prayer 
cards, book pilgrimages to Tolton historic sites 
in Illinois, or book viewings of the new biopic 
Tolton Speaks. 

Telling Tolton’s story can help serve as a 
remedy for today’s disturbing times by teaching 
how to bear witness to love in the presence of 
racism, poverty, and oppression. Multiple Tolton 
biographies are available, written by Caroline 

Hemesath, Deacon Harold Burke-Sivers, and 
Joyce Duriga. Saint Luke Productions has an 
inspiring one-man traveling play about Father 
Tolton. Anyone can learn and share the story of 
Tolton with a local parish, school, or one’s own 
children and grandchildren. 

Finally, Tolton’s story is an invitation to 
learn about all seven Black Catholic candi-
dates for sainthood: Venerable Pierre Toussaint, 
Venerable Henriette Delille, Venerable Father 
Augustus Tolton, Servant of God Mother Mary 
Lange, Servant of God Julia Greeley, Servant of 
God Sister Thea Bowman, and Servant of God 
Martin de Porres Maria Ward, O.F.M. Conv. A 
good resource is Black Catholics on the Road to 
Sainthood, edited by Michael R. Heinlein. 

For more information on how to become an 
official Tolton Ambassador or to donate to the 
Father Tolton Guild, the official organization 
for the promotion of the cause of canonization 
of Father Augustus Tolton, please go to the 
Archdiocese of Chicago’s official Tolton canon-
ization website: tolton.archchicago.org. ■

Tolton Ambassadors with Bishop Joseph Perry after Mass at the Basilica of the Sacred Heart on July 8.
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In April at the Cushwa Center 50th anniversary conference, Catholic Modernity 
in the Americas, José Casanova delivered a keynote address on the three phases of 
the globalization of Catholicism. In the first phase, Jesuit missions created net-

works that spanned the globe and, Casanova argued, transformed the Church. For 
example, the Jesuit governing structure created pockets of Catholicism relatively free 
of royal influence, a condition necessary for the emergence from within the Church 
of an awareness of global humanity and a related critique of colonial domination. 
“No other group, and you can correct me . . . no other group contributed as much 
as they did to global connectivity between peoples and cultures of the world, north 
and south, east and west, and to global consciousness.” The second and third phases, 
treated more briefly, saw the creation of the independent state churches in relative 
isolation from Rome (in the 19th century) and the development of new theologies, 
based on what Casanova called the “globalization of fraternity,” as they became aware 
of themselves as members of a global church (in the 20th century).

Casanova’s keynote was generative for me, especially his provocative call to find 
another group so globalizing as the Jesuits. For Casanova, the globalization of the 
Church was defined as the geographic spread of people and the faith, and the trans-
formations in structure and thought within the Church that followed. His choice to 
lecture on globalization rather than on modernity, the conference theme, was inten-
tional. For him, the framework of globalization avoided the Western-centric values 
implicit in the study of modernity. Moreover, he argued, globalization is simply a 
more Catholic category than modernity, as the process of spreading across the globe 
is exactly the Church’s great commission.

Maria Cecilia Ulrickson is assistant professor of American Church history at the Catholic University of 
America. She studies slavery, emancipation, and Black Catholicism in Haiti/the Dominican Republic and 
the wider Atlantic world. Her working manuscript, “Freed Four Times in Santo Domingo,” examines the four 
emancipations brought by revolutionary Haiti to the Dominican Republic.
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I would like to propose an alternative to Casanova’s vision of the globalizing and 
global Church. If we wish to study the Church’s mission to be the “instrument of 
salvation to the ends of the earth,” shouldn’t we begin outside the periphery?1 Rather 
than studying the missionaries, I will study the missionized who themselves became 
the salt of the earth: the African Catholics of the colonial era. Thousands of Africans 
who bore the name of Christ crossed the Atlantic Ocean; millions of African and 
African-descent Christians lived and died in the Americas. I will add to Casanova’s 
geographic definition of the globalization of the Church.2 

Atlantic slavery stimulated commercial production and trade on an unprece-
dented global scale and scope; it institutionalized human horrors; and it also served 
as an instrument for the spreading of Catholic people and the faith. The Church’s 
globalization is its transformation by this global economy. I will consider the theo-
logical fruit of the African globalization of the Church. Christ in the gospels gave 
his apostles an image for the Christian life, the grafting on of humanity to the vine 
of Christ. A graft draws its life from the rootstock. A graft also transforms the entire 
plant, which now bears the graft’s fruit on that particular branch. I will show that the 
spread of Christianity by and to African Christians in the Atlantic and Pacific worlds 
embedded the Church more deeply in its own traditions. African Catholicism also 
bore new fruit for the Church, in the communion and brotherhood of African 
Catholics, in their pious works, and especially in their theological reflections about 
themselves.

The story of the evangelization and diaspora of African Catholics is wrapped up 
in the story of the Catholic Atlantic slave trade, so we must begin there.

The Catholic Atlantic Slave Trade and African Catholics
The institution of the Atlantic slave trade was created and expanded out of 

Portuguese diplomatic accords with African kings, who provided slaves, always 
originally foreigners or non-subject people, to the Portuguese. Looming in the 
background was a papal bull that granted the Portuguese the rights of trade and 
“patronage” (stewardship of the church) in Africa and the right to subdue to perpet-
ual slavery any “Saracens and all other infidels” they encountered.3 The papal bull 
and its internal logic were less important to the Portuguese than the stipulations of 

An alternative vision of the global Church 
emerges if we begin outside the periphery and 

study not the missionaries but the missionized, 
who themselves became the salt of the earth.
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their many agreements with African monarchs, and so the Portuguese traded many 
people who were in fact members of their same faith.4 Between 1514 and 1866, 
slave traders trafficked thousands of enslaved Catholics out of Africa and into the 
Americas and Europe. Baptized African Catholics were enslaved and traded despite 
formal prohibitions against traffic of Catholics by papal fiat, the express wishes of 
African Catholic rulers, and Portuguese law.

The majority of Catholic Africans had become Catholic not by way of clerical 
missionary activity but by state-building and the extraordinary activity of lay cate-
chists. Portuguese merchant and missionary activity spread kernels of the faith to 
Africa’s Atlantic islands and across the Atlantic coast of Africa. This was the first 
time on the continent that Catholicism had spread beyond the early Christian expe-
rience in North Africa.5 The most extraordinary spread of the faith occurred in the 
kingdom of Kongo (spread across today’s Angola and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo). Between 1491 and 1519, Kongo consolidated itself as the first self-pro-
claimed Catholic kingdom in sub-Saharan Africa. Here, the Kongolese nobility 
invested in Catholic intellectual education and a native church led by Kongolese 
priests.6 In the virtual absence of European missionaries, lay Kongolese Catholics 
sustained the faith by their feast day traditions, membership in lay confraternities, 
rigorous catechesis, and even their clothing choices.7 According to the SlaveVoyages 

Kongo brass crucifix (left) and Virgin Mary pendant (right), 16th–17th century. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gifts of Ernst Anspach, 1999. Public domain.
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database, approximately 3 million enslaved people were trafficked out of the most 
heavily Catholicized region of Africa (the ports of West Central Africa, through 
which passed Catholic subjects of the kingdom of Kongo and the neighboring king-
doms of Ndongo and Portuguese Angola).8 

African Catholics and the Institutional Church
Despite the pretensions of Catholic monarchs and Catholic investors in slavery, 

most enslaved people in the Catholic Americas (Spanish, Portuguese, and French 
dominions) received only the minimum of the Church’s pastoral care, its sacraments, 
or its life as the Bride of Christ. Whether enslaved people had access to Catholic 
images and catechesis, the practice of Sunday rest, or the protections for the vulner-
able embedded in the Catholic tradition depended on many factors: the Church’s 
own institutional strength, the moral education of slave owners, the urban setting or 
the possibility of communication with the city, the kind of labor demanded of the 
enslaved, the presence of sympathetic missionaries, and of course, enslaved people’s 
prior exposure to and interest in these features of Catholic life. In my own research 
on late-18th-century Santo Domingo (a Spanish and Catholic colony and today, the 
Dominican Republic), many slave owners failed to provision the people they owned 
with food and clothing. Some households lacked a crucifix, and in others, enslaved 
people were not permitted to assist at Mass or receive Christian instruction.9 In 
the backlands hours or days away from any baptismal font, enslaved midwives bap-
tized newborn children in distress.10 In woods and mountains, fugitive enslaved 
people, both African and criollo (American-born), established free communities 
and freedom zones where Catholics preserved Catholicism alongside other beliefs. 
For example, in the palenque (fugitive community) of Limón in the province of 
Cartagena (today, Colombia) in the 17th century, self-freed Catholics buried their 
fellow Africans in graves marked with the cross. At the hour of death, they prayed 
Christian prayers.11 African and African-descent people also celebrated the Lord’s 
Supper in palenques. During the Haitian revolution, the rebel camp of Trou Coffy 
outside of Léogâne, Haiti, secured a priest and articles for saying the Mass under the 
direction of their leader, the visionary Romaine-la-Prophétesse. Other rebel encamp-
ments also patronized priests or celebrated Mass without one.12

The institutional Church was far more visibly present to enslaved people in the 
urban spheres of the Americas. Convents and churches where enslaved people were 
held by individuals or communities dominated the landscape.13 Cities like Lima and 
Havana were the seedbed of enslaved resistance to slavery from within the Church 
and other institutions of colonial rule. Ecclesiastical courts heard cases presented by 
enslaved people over matters of abuse, separation from spouses, and in defense of the 
rare cases of freedom granted to infants at the baptismal font.14 Their own litigation, 
where they drew on precedent legal cases and the legal experiences of their fellow 
enslaved, established legal rights for the enslaved.15

Enslaved Catholics built their own institutions where the Church had failed 
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them. This thesis was made by the late Cyprian Davis, O.S.B., in his study of Black 
Catholics in the United States, but it holds true across the Americas.16 Out of the 
experience of enslavement, abjectness, and racism, African and African-descent 
Catholics created communities that made the Church into a site of Christian charity. 
The most significant Afro-Catholic institution was the confraternity (cofradía, her-
mandad, mayordomía, or irmandade), a lay organization dedicated to a saint or the 
Blessed Virgin.17 In Africa, Catholic confraternities flourished firstly because these 
medieval institutions were the way by which the Portuguese missionaries understood 
and planted Catholicism, and secondly because of a correspondence with African 
structures of self-governing and cults of the dead. In Portugal and Spain and the 
Portuguese and Spanish Americas, these institutions also became sites for collective 
activity against a dehumanizing culture, the destruction of the family and commu-
nity by slave traffic and enslavement, and individual acts of unspeakable violence. 
From within confraternities, enslaved people buried their dead, nursed the infirm, 
fed the destitute, and practiced other works of mercy. Confraternities also pro-
vided loans for individual enslaved people’s manumission, and gave Africans a body 
through which they could represent themselves to cities, ecclesiastical authorities, the 
crowns and their agents. The festive culture that was another part of the charism and 
holy work of confraternities permitted Africans and African-descent people to elect 

Johann Moritz Rugendas, Feast of Saint Rosaly, Patroness of the Blacks, lithograph depicting an Afro-
Christian confraternity’s king and queen festival in Brazil, c. 1830. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.
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their own kings and queens and to stage African and Afro-Atlantic performances, 
music, and dance. Given that many confraternities were organized by language or 
ethnic marker, these collective, holy bodies preserved African nations, languages, and 
traditions while also forging new collective identities and kinship bonds that made 
enslaved life more bearable.18 The confraternity also contains traces of an African 
Catholic intellectual community. The confraternity that I study in Santo Domingo, 
Nuestra Señora del Carmen, attempted to use to their advantage the elite associa-
tions enjoyed by another confraternity under the same name/patronage in Caracas.19 
Enslaved and free Africans drew on trans-Caribbean and trans-American circuits of 
knowledge in order to enrich and defend their own devotions.20

An African Theology of the People
Very rarely, the clergy collaborated with African Catholics. The edifying min-

istry of Alonso de Sandoval, S.J., and St. Pedro Claver, S.J., to the newly arrived 
enslaved in 17th-century Cartagena depended on translations and theological prepa-
ration by enslaved and free African catechists, women and men.21 Claver did not 
wish to abolish slavery; he worked for the salvation of souls and the alleviation of 
bodily suffering of recently arrived captives. Indeed, as he gave comfort to the ter-
rified, sick, and dying, he explained slavery to them with egregious omissions and 
recommendations for their docility in the face of enslavement. “The whites brought 
them here . . . so that they would serve them, and if they did so with diligence, they 
would receive many gifts and would be clothed very well.”22 However, Claver’s minis-
try also subverted the racial assumptions that justified slavery and included catechists 
in this process. In the inquiry after Claver’s death, the enslaved, African-born cate-
chist Ignacio Soso recalled that the tired Claver would sit on a small bench or some 
empty wineskin and cede the chairs to his catechists “because he would always say 
that in this ministry the negros interpretes were more important and necessary than 
he was.”23

The African catechists working with Pedro Claver developed Afro-Catholic-
inflected interpretations of the sacrament of baptism. Larissa Brewer-García in her 
2020 monograph Beyond Babel notes that the process of catechesis, penance, and 
baptism developed by Claver and his catechists framed African catechumens as 
members of a collective mankind for whom Christ died. The African catechists’ 
testimonies also contained a startling theology of baptism as an act that transformed 
the “ugly” into the “very beautiful,” that made the soul like the sun in its “splendor 
and purity.” Their testimonies did not use the image of whiteness, which had been 
present in the Christian tradition since the second century and which in the 17th 
century was used by Europeans to describe Black conversion specifically.24

We can elaborate upon Brewer-García’s observations. The theology of baptism 
of the Cartagena African catechists drew on the Christian tradition for the notion of 
baptism as a transformation of the body and soul of the Christian. Paul’s explanation 
of baptism to the Colossians as a sharing in Christ’s burial and resurrection contains 

The African Globalization of the Catholic Church  ·  Ulrickson
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imagery of the baptized as a new creation.25 Elsewhere in the epistles, baptism is 
understood to set apart the body by a mark; it is the “seal for the day of redemp-
tion” in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians.26 The African idea of baptismal splendor 
also contained the early Christian understanding of “light,” which in the epistles is 
Christ, and also the life of His redemption, and also the Christian share in these by 
baptism.27 “Awake, O sleeper, and arise from the dead, and Christ will give you light,” 
sang the early Christians in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians.28 

The Cartagena African catechists must have also been influenced by the liturgies 
they witnessed, enabled, and assisted. The canons of Trent used the words of Christ 
to define the sacrament, “born again of water and the Holy Spirit.” The catechist 
Francisco Yolofo recalled one memorable baptism of a dying man, Juan Mandinga. 
Yolofo and Claver entered Mandinga’s room under a wave of heat and a “repugnant” 
smell. After Francisco Yolofo instructed Mandinga in the faith, Claver baptized him. 
During the rite, Yolofo probably held and opened two small vessels for Claver, the 
pure oil of catechumens and the spicy oil of chrism. Within minutes or hours of the 
baptism, Mandinga began to gasp for breath. Yolofo left his bedside to find Claver, 
and it seems that Mandinga had time to receive the sacrament of extreme unction as 
well. The air would have cleared again with the clean, sharp smell of oil. The entire 
household was now present. Although Yolofo did not comment again on the stuffy 
air, now it held the sacramental meaning that Yolofo had just taught the dying man: 
Baptism purifies.29 The African Catholic interpretation of the “splendor and purity” 
of baptism placed the Church’s sacrament within its ancient and recent traditions, 
but also made it entirely suitable for African Catholics, and thus more fertile.

African Catholic Abolitionism
African Catholics also offered the Church a critique of Atlantic slavery rooted 

in the Catholic tradition and their own horrific experiences of the economic system 
of slavery. In 1684, a Kongolese prince named Lourenço da Silva Mendonça pre-
sented a case before the Propaganda Fide arguing for the abolition of the slave trade 
and Atlantic slavery. He attacked the illegal and inhuman Portuguese practice of 
creating slaves and trading in enslaved people, the system of chattel (perpetual and 
inheritable) slavery, and the global practice of inhuman treatment of enslaved people. 
Mendonça’s path to the Vatican was the result of collaboration among African-
descent Catholics, enslaved and free, from Brazil, Portugal, and Spain, who had 
commissioned Mendonça to represent their Catholic brotherhoods and submit-
ted their own testimonies of the horrors of slavery. His suit was global not merely 
in its geographic scope but also in its theological reasoning. Mendonça demanded 
moral coherence from the Church, which had blessed and justified the Portuguese 
creation of Atlantic slavery. Just as the papacy had condemned the enslavement of 
the Indians in the 16th century, so it must now defend the African. All people are 
equal, “their souls charged with God’s breath,” he explained in his brief.30 Mendonça 
undergirded his suit with an unspoken charge against the Church. The words morir 
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es lo mas cierto, death is the only certain thing, were written around a hand-drawn 
seal of the Propaganda Fide on a document Mendonça submitted in his case. Thus 
Mendonça suggested that Church was responsible for the eternal death of Catholics 
across the Atlantic world, who were despairing, dying, and committing suicide under 
enslavement.

In response to Mendonça’s suit, the papacy and the Portuguese Crown issued 
respective condemnations of Atlantic slavery, which fell on the deaf ears of the 
Catholics of the Americas.31 Mendonça litigated within a wave of Black abolitionism 
that was accelerated by the possibility of African self-representation in the Spanish 
and Portuguese Americas (within the cofradía, the militia, or the palenque) and the 
expansion of legal and theological literacy within African communities.32 Although 
the Church did not dismantle slavery in the 17th century, and many Catholic 
faithful became even more embedded in the institution after this date, the Church 
archived and preserved anti-slavery Catholic reasoning, not only within its libraries 
but also in the Catholic life of its members.

Modern African Catholicism
We find here one of the earliest formulations of the principle of human equality 

by African and African American Catholics. At the Cushwa conference in April, 
José Casanova in his opening statements proposed to analyze “globalization” in 
order to avoid the Western-centrism contained in the concept of “modernity.” In 
fact, the study of the former helps us to revise our definition of the latter. The fruits 
of African Catholicism—lay associations, charity, at-once-traditional-and-popular 
theologies, a defense of human dignity—lie at the heart of modern Catholicism as 
it is understood and lived today. The examples considered here contribute to the 
scholarly debate that we must re-define modernity as something that emerged on 
the periphery.33

The Church was globalized by the Christian life of African Catholics. Out of 
the forced migration of African Catholics and the collision of Church and slavery 
emerged African Catholic communities that expanded, deepened, and refined the 
Church. The Christian life of African and African-descent Catholics drew together 
Africans from across oceans and empires, most notably in the work of Lourenço 
da Silva Mendonça but also in the holy devotions of countless nameless confrater-
nity members. This Christian life was so abundant that it overflowed onto streets 

Mendonça’s suit was global not merely in geographic 
scope but also in theological reasoning. He demanded 

moral coherence from the Church that had condemned 
the enslavement of the Indians in the 16th century.
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crowded in holy processions. It brought catechumens into baptismal “splendor,” and 
brought all in the Church into a deeper encounter with the Church’s mysteries. In 
the words of the gospel of Matthew, it “gave light to all in the house.”34 ■
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Modernity is a category that retains a largely Western connotation. This is 
to say, the great majority of theorists to whom we look for clarification 
on the idea of modernity come from a common Western intellectual 

tradition. Yet, this intellectual tradition is itself rife with contrasting genealogies 
of modernity—all of which are contested.1 Regardless of where different scholars 
locate the beginnings of modernity, what can be generally agreed upon is that it is a 
Western phenomenon with global ramifications. Those of us who study regions on 
the periphery of Europe are faced with a particular challenge when it comes to the 
subject of modernity. Do we study the effects of (Western) modernity to analyze 
the ways in which they took root in different geographical and historical contexts? 
Or do we suggest that these regions with their respective histories and develop-
ments, within which Europe’s influence was only one of many features, generated 
their own modernity; thereby opening the possibility of multiple modernities? 
Alternatively, might the experience of modernity in these peripheral regions possess 
a mixture of these two possibilities?

As a region with a long and complex history with Europe, Latin America 
offers a germane case study for this subject, particularly between the 19th and 
20th centuries. The immediate aftermath of the wars of independence with Spain 
(1810–1826) waned, yet their legacy continued to influence the work of statesmen, 
politicians, and intellectuals during this period of nation building. The middle of 
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the 19th century was a difficult period of social and political transition where the 
projects for national consolidation devolved into civil wars, yet it was also a period 
of high intellectual activity. New challenges emerged internationally as European 
powers took interest in the affairs of the newly independent Latin American 
nation-states and as their neighbor to the north, the United States, grew in global 
influence. To wit, this was a period of flux, but one that produced compelling analy-
ses of this enigmatic concept we call modernity.

The purpose of this essay is to revisit the concept of modernity in the Latin 
American context. My intention is not to argue for a definitive moment in Latin 
American history—social, political, economic, or intellectual—in which moder-
nity “took place.”2 It is my view that modernity in Latin America did not occur at 
a single moment (the same can be said about Europe). Modernity, applied to the 
Latin American context, rather describes a general experience, a collective senti-
ment, that swelled over the course of several centuries as the region transitioned 
from colonies to independent nation-states. During this process, Latin America 
became part of a global commercial, industrial, and technological complex while 
still grappling with socio-cultural challenges remaining from the colonial period. 
This experience is not confined to social history; it can also be illuminated through 
the region’s intellectual history.

In what follows, I will introduce the thinking of two of Latin America’s fore-
most intellectuals of the late-19th and early-20th centuries who were theorists of 
modernity in their own right. These are the Uruguayan thinker José Enrique Rodó 
(1871–1917) and the Peruvian thinker José Carlos Mariátegui (1894–1930). Both 
figures analyzed the leading ethical paradigm of their age, liberalism, and the leading 
economic paradigm, capitalism, to draw out the meaning, impact, and implications 
of modernity and its relationship to their region. One a liberal, the other a Marxist, 
Rodó and Mariátegui differed in their philosophical commitments. Still, they both 
sought to identify the problems of the modern age and to situate Latin America 
within this global reality. Their understanding of Latin American culture influ-
enced their interest in the role of “spirit” (for Rodó) and of “myth” (for Mariátegui) 
in society, and these elements were influential in their more overt political writings 
on such questions as public displays of religion, the political reality of Indigenous 
peoples, civic education, international relations, and national identity. They each 

Rodó and Mariátegui each advocated for a reenchantment 
of Latin American life to counter a secular, materialist, and 

utilitarian culture emanating from North America and Europe.
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advocated for a reenchantment of modernity to renew Latin American intellectual, 
cultural, and political life in the 20th century through their emphases on spirit and 
myth, positioned against what they considered to be an increasingly secular, materi-
alist, and utilitarian culture emanating primarily from North America and Europe.

Latin America’s Challenge: To Be or Not to Be Modern?
Before introducing the thought of Rodó and Mariátegui, it is worth consider-

ing the stakes of their contributions to modernity studies. Latin America’s position 
within this subject has always been fraught. Referred to by the Brazilian sociologist 
José Merquior as “the other West,” Latin America’s history, namely its colonial entan-
glements with Spain, produced the general sentiment in scholarly and policy circles 
of the 20th century that Latin America had only an “infant modernity” because its 
economic, political, and intellectual development lagged behind that of Europe and 
the United States at least by a century.3 As Merquior related, the traditional argu-
ments raised by historians of Latin America in the 20th century—most of whom 
were from the United States or Europe—was that the region’s Spanish inheritance 
produced a general predilection for patrimonialism and traditionalism, rendering 
it decidedly unmodern. This claim was not merely descriptive; it was also used by 
Western critics of modernity, such as the scholar Richard Morse (1922–2001), who 
relied on Latin America to challenge several of modernity’s premises regarding indi-
vidualism, capitalism, and secularism.4 Merquior criticized such manipulative (and 
disparaging) analyses of Latin America. Paraphrasing Morse’s arguments, Merquior 
wrote the following:

By rejecting both modern revolutions, the religious and the scientific, the 
Iberian world was immune against the logical results, utilitarianism and 
individualism, which were internalized everywhere in the West . . . To put 
it bluntly: our Iberian ethos goes on being pre-modern—and so much the 
better . . . for Iberoamerica has thus escaped the sad disenchanted world, 
the moral wasteland of high modernity. What a flattering conclusion for us 
Iberoamericans! ‘Barbarians’ in the modern era, we are told not to worry; if 
it is so, it is because we have stayed human.5

Merquior’s essay on the manipulated historical position of Latin America was 
intended to criticize scholars who saw in Latin America’s history an alternative to 
modernity by reducing its social and intellectual history to one of reactionary resis-
tance to the rest of the modern world (i.e., Europe and the United States). Morse’s 
scholarship also relied on a religious argument that claimed that Latin America’s 
education in scholasticism and committed Thomism similarly contrasted with the 
Western Protestant ethic. This Merquior also refuted. What is important about 
Merquior’s influential essay “The Other West” is not only his criticism of the type of 
scholarship about Latin America in the 20th century (of which Morse was particu-
larly emblematic) that painted Latin America as a romantic, albeit backwards, haven 
from the ills of modernity. Equally significant is the assumption—implicit in the 

Myth and Spirit in Latin American Modernity  ·  Riano



45American Catholic Studies Newsletter 

Fall 2025

essay but often explicit in discourses about Latin America—that discussions about 
modernity in Latin America must refer in one way or another to the region’s historic 
Catholicism, whether religious, cultural, or both.

Neither Rodó (whom Merquior cites frequently in his essay) nor Mariátegui are 
conventional thinkers in discussing the subject of religion. Neither of them, to my 
knowledge, were practicing Catholics, or even believers. Yet they acknowledged the 
importance of metaphysical or transcendental elements in life and in history. This 
might strike us as a secularized form of religion—perhaps it is—but it offers us some 
insight into the different ways in which thinkers from Latin America understood 
the relationship between religion and modernity. Neither saw Latin America as a 
reactionary, traditionalist and therefore stagnant region that would “reject” moder-
nity, but they were critics of modernity and envisioned supplementary recourses to 
correct what they considered its most problematic features.

History, Faith, and Freedom: Rodó on Spirit
Rodó was a liberal thinker who attempted to reconcile liberalism, as a political 

and ethical system, with religion. He opposed the broader implications of Western 
industrialization, which he believed were promoting a materialist, secular, positivist, 
and utilitarian ethos to the masses; but he also rejected the more radical forms of 
liberalism that deemed all sources of religion to be anathema in civic life. Although 
the separation of church and state was generally accepted in Uruguay during his time, 
Rodó defended public displays of religion and advocated for the spiritual dimen-
sion of social life. His essay “Liberalism and Jacobinism” (1906) and his work Ariel 
(1900) convey these views, respectively; the former elucidates Rodó’s views on liber-
alism and religion, while the latter represents his vision for the role of spirit in Latin 
American society and his assessment of modernity.

“Liberalism and Jacobinism” (1906) is made up of a series of newspaper arti-
cles regarding the expulsion of crucifixes in schools and hospitals. To the dismay of 
his liberal contemporaries, Rodó supported the display of crucifixes in these public 
places. To defend this view, he put forth an understanding of modernity that aimed 
to correct the “widespread moral and historical incomprehension” regarding liber-
alism. Liberalism represented for Rodó “the most decided love of liberty,” which 
was tied to two supporting tenets: “the defense of a great human tradition” and “a 
high concept of freedom.”6 The idea of a “human tradition” was the misunderstood 
feature of liberty that his society ignored by attempting to ban crucifixes. Rodó 
understood “human tradition” as the collective, historical proof that the progress 
of society contains vital cultural features that convey important principles for its 
development. He understood freedom as a religious sentiment: that is, as an aspira-
tion and faith. These two qualities (human tradition and freedom) were manifested 
through the symbolic image of the crucifix, Rodó claimed.

The argument in Rodó’s essay can be generalized into two points. The first is 
that the fervor with which liberals in his society wished to eradicate all forms of 
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religious symbolism and religious prac-
tice was illiberal in spirit; that is, fanatical 
and absolutist to the point of becoming a 
form of “Jacobinism” akin to the variety 
that incited the Reign of Terror during the 
French Revolution of 1789. The second, 
which is the more interesting for my anal-
ysis, is that the crucifix was not only a 
religious symbol, but it was also a moral 
and historical symbol of charity, a quality 
worthy of remaining in public buildings 
such as schools or hospitals as an extension 
of the state’s own ethical values. Rodó’s 
views on religion and liberalism had a 
direct political motive. He was writing 
during a moment when most liberals were 
staunchly anti-Catholic. Throughout 
Uruguay, secularizing programs were being 

promoted, which Rodó saw as oppressive and contradictory to liberal principles.
Although Rodó insisted in “Liberalism and Jacobinism” that his argument was 

entirely secular and non-confessional, the centrality of the Christ figure in his essay 
betrays an element of Rodó’s theory of modernity—one that brings history (human 
tradition) and faith (freedom) together—which is the continuity of moral doctrines. 
A nation, Rodó argued, needed “faith in the same tradition . . . and above all, the 

community of spirit that comes from collective remembering, 
because it is through the cult of tradition and models, rather 
than in the affected formulations of manifestos, that the faith 
in principles and the vivifying inspirations of action are con-
veyed.”7 The crucifix was just one example of a symbol that 
conveyed the common principles and aspirations of a society. 
For Rodó, the image of Christ and the debate over crucifixes 
in public spaces provided an opportunity to communicate his 

broader philosophy regarding liberalism. His defense of the public display of cruci-
fixes expressed his view that this symbol was part of a greater tradition that could 
not be easily eradicated by liberals who wished to make Uruguay a modern, secular 
nation. For Rodó, being modern was not synonymous with being ahistorical; put 
another way, modernity did not entail rejecting the principles and aspirations con-
veyed in the earlier belief systems of that same community. On the contrary, Rodó 
understood modernity as being deeply embedded in a sense of history and building 
up from it.

Many of Rodó’s arguments in “Liberalism and Jacobinism” were spelled out in 
his earlier work, Ariel.8 In this text, he described modernity as a process where “a 

José Enrique Rodó

Rodó understood 
modernity as deeply 

embedded in a 
sense of history.
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sense of materialism and comfort” produced a “single-faceted culture.” He warned 
against the global domination of Western material and utilitarian culture. Although 
Rodó accepted that some of the political and ethical philosophies that emerged from 
modernity, such as liberalism, were generally advantageous and more reasonable than 
earlier paradigms, he was skeptical about the new conviction, which he commonly 
saw in his fellow liberal colleagues, that all sources of supernatural faith were there-
fore outdated, oppressive, and unnecessary in the modern age. On the contrary, he 
thought, symbols and models, such as those offered by religion or philosophy, pre-
sented societies with lasting ideals because of their non-material and non-rational 
qualities which were woven into history and culture. Rodó thus dually opposed the 
dogmatism of contemporary liberals who wished to remove all religious symbols 
from public life for their illiberality and for their inability to understand the spiritual 
elements that made up much of civic (that is, political and social) life.

Rodó offers, therefore, a theory about how moral doctrines remain embodied 
in modernity through their historical and spiritual force. Although modernity for 
Rodó is a process of secularization, he nevertheless emphasizes the importance of 
shared symbols, traditions, and memory. Liberalism, for this reason, may have been 
Rodó’s preferred ethical and political philosophy, but he understood that it needed 
to be supplemented by existing traditions. Liberalism alone lacked the emotional and 
symbolic history to meaningfully embed itself in culture. Rodó’s liberalism, then, 
needed to be tethered to a sense of “human tradition” as much as it needed to be 
tethered to the ideal of “freedom.” The two must go together in his framework. 
Even if religious belief was waning, or even if an individual was not inclined towards 
religious belief, this did not mean that metaphysics and transcendence had left the 
sphere of public reason. This is where Rodó’s concept of “spirit” comes in.

Rodó’s concept of spirit was connected to an irrational and supernatural dimen-
sion of theism.9 It described, in other words, a form of thinking and perceiving the 
world that opened itself to transcendental elements of life. Spirit offered an alter-
native to what he called the “barbarism” of North America and Europe, which had 
rejected everything metaphysical, creative, and supernatural for the sake of that 
which was material, utilitarian, and secular. In this respect, Ariel was Rodó’s response 
to modernity. As he phrased it, “everything that is civilization is something more 
than an element of material superiority and economic prosperity.” Civilization, in 
Rodó’s conception of it, is an intellectual project where the refinement of “spirit” 
replaces a modern “mediated” world of efficacy and immediacy. Spirit, then, rep-
resented a type of imaginative faculty that, if left abandoned, ran the risk of being 
lost in modern society. It is for this reason that Ariel is written as a sermon of sorts 
directed at Uruguay’s youth (and Latin America’s broader youth); he aimed to convey 
to his readers, ideally young ones, the importance of retaining and cultivating this 
spiritual element for their creative development in a world increasingly motivated by 
economic and material gain. His solution was to prioritize the role of culture—of art, 
music, literature, philosophy—to retain spirit as an integral component of society.
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Revolution, Land, and Community: Mariátegui on Myth
We can now supplement Rodó’s observations on spirit with Mariátegui’s writ-

ings on myth. Mariátegui differed from Rodó in that he was a committed, albeit 
heterodox, Marxist. He responded more directly to the historical condition of Latin 
America as a post-colonial society that was still struggling to reconcile a colonial 
legacy—consisting of fraught social relations between classes—with the exogenous 
influences of capitalism that, he believed, would exacerbate these lingering tensions. 
Although scholars often perceive his “prescient awareness of the dialectical entangle-
ment of coloniality and modernity,” however, they nonetheless leave out the mystic 
elements of his thought.10 Similar to Rodó, Mariátegui understood modernity as a 
historical movement that had transformed ideas of nature, society, and culture once 
society elevated reason, technology, and science over other sources of knowledge. 
One of the consequences of modernity, therefore, had been its critical undermining 
of sacred and metaphysical belief.

Mariátegui, however, believed that spiritual revolution was just as important as 
political revolution.11 He understood the human person as possessing a deep, meta-
physical longing for something infinite and transcendent, which he called “myth,” 
that modern reason and science could not replace. “Western man,” he wrote “has 

placed reason and science atop the altar of the dead gods. 
But neither reason nor science can satisfy the need for the 
infinite that lies in man. Reason has taken it upon itself to 
demonstrate to men that she is not enough for them. That 
only myth possesses the previous virtue of filling man with 
the most profound sense of self.”12 The challenge of modern 
society as Mariátegui conceived it was to retain the elements 
that would be conducive to spiritual revolution amidst the 
rapid urbanization and economic development taking place 
in Latin America. His emphasis on the role of myth to execute 

the goal of a socialist revolution, therefore, led him to critique the strong economic 
determinism of fellow Marxists who argued that Latin American nations like Peru 
would necessarily have to undergo a capitalist period in order to produce a socialist 
period.

Mariátegui’s essay “Man and Myth” (1925) concisely articulates how he under-
stood the role of myth playing out in civilizations as a response to modernity’s crisis. 
He argued that myth is what moves man along history, and that without myth 
man’s existence lacks historical sense. History, after all, is made by peoples guided 
by a higher belief. This belief, moreover, could not be something as simplistic as 
material wealth. This was the mistake that promoters of capitalism had made. What 
Mariátegui called the “crisis of bourgeois civilization” had emerged from “the instant 
in which this civilization admitted its lack of a myth.”13 Once bourgeois civilization 
rejected the importance of myth, Mariátegui wrote, social life was reduced to the 
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political revolution.
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dialectical battle between two souls: the 
“enchanted” and “disenchanted.” Only 
the enchanted soul, however, could form 
a new society according to Mariátegui 
since “the strength of revolutionaries is 
not in their science; it is in their faith, in 
their passion, in their will. It is a religious, 
mystical, spiritual force. It is the force of 
myth.” Myth was such a central element 
for Mariátegui that it replaced the role of 
traditional Marxist historicism (i.e., deter-
minism) to explain societal change.

Mariátegui’s emphasis on myth had a 
direct connection to the political reality of 
Peru. He aimed to empower the Peruvian 
rural and Indigenous populations at 
a moment in which they were being 
exploited. What Mariátegui called “the 
problem of the Indian” and “the problem of the land”14 in his contemporary Peru 
was framed as a critical historical study of Peruvian development. In Mariátegui’s 
analysis, Peru’s “development” had been merely illusory: The independence move-
ment that freed Peru from Spain, the subsequent formation of a republic, and, in his 
day, the interest in economic development through export-driven capitalism were 
all political and economic steps that never truly transformed Peruvian society. Many 
of the feudal systems implemented by Spanish conquistadors remained insofar as 
social relations were still dictated by elitism and aristocratic notions of land owner-
ship. Economic production was exclusive to landowners (latifundia) who lived off 
the indentured servitude of rural and Indigenous populations. The bourgeois class, 
Mariátegui argued, were the legitimate ruling class in 20th-century Peru.

In his essay “The Problem of the Land,” Mariátegui explained how the prevalence 
of a lasting Indigenous spirit—what he described as a “Communist spirit”—helped 
to offset the harmful effects of modernity, namely individualism, by keeping social 
cooperation as a central feature of their communities. Land allocation for Indigenous 
communities—something that Mariátegui favored—would help improve their social 
condition, but of even greater importance for his analysis of modernity was the 
implication of the ways in which these Indigenous communities organized them-
selves. It demonstrated to him the persistence of ancient customs, even in a different 
political reality. Mariátegui wrote:

The Indian, in spite of one hundred years of republican legislation, has 
not become an individualist. And this is not because he resists progress, 
as is claimed by his detractors. Rather, it is because individualism under a 

José Carlos Mariátegui
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feudal system does not find the necessary conditions to gain strength and 
develop. On the other hand, communism has continued to be the Indian’s 
only defense. Individualism cannot flourish or even exist effectively outside 
a system of free competition. And the Indian has never felt less free than 
when he has felt alone. Therefore, in Indian villages where families are 
grouped together that have lost the bonds of their ancestral heritage and 
community work, hardy and stubborn habits of cooperation and solidarity 
still survive that are the empirical expression of a communist spirit. The 
“community” is the instrument of this spirit.15

Mariátegui’s central criticism of individualism is that it cannot thrive outside of the 
conditions of “free competition.” Hence, it was precisely the fact that Indigenous 
communities were being exploited in his contemporary Peru that contributed to 
the persistence of their communist spirit. Because Indigenous peoples had been 
excluded from partaking in the new forms of social organization (free competition) 
but forced to remain in the old (feudal system), individualism never took hold in 
their communities. The very idea of “community,” Mariátegui insisted, served as an 
“empirical expression” of the force of this communist spirit for keeping subjugated 
peoples together.

Mariátegui’s Marxism, then, may be evident in his analyses and critiques of the 
socioeconomic reality of Peru, but his emphasis on myth, both as a “subjective aspect 
of reality” and as proof of the “psychological basis for political change,”16 shows that 
his analysis of politics was deeply informed by his understanding of modernity. 
For Mariátegui, modernity was a phenomenon whose systems did not account for 
those immaterial social elements that motivate the human spirit. Human beings, 
Mariátegui believed, function through their belief in myth. For this reason, moder-
nity in Mariátegui’s framework entailed the revival of traditional beliefs and practices 
without reducing such an act to a rejection of the present. The purpose of the social-
ist myth was to work within modernity towards a new reality.

—
Rodó and Mariátegui’s conceptions of spirit and myth are not explicitly con-

nected to a Catholic intellectual tradition, yet they offer insight into the relationship 
between modernity and religion as it pertains to the phenomenon of secularism, 
famously addressed by philosophers like Charles Taylor.17 Although they were 
not religious, their discussions on modernity revealed a lingering acceptance, even 
embrace, of metaphysics through which they criticized and also offered alternatives 
to features of modernity that they deemed inadequate for their society’s progress. 
Their thought helped form broader intellectual movements in Latin America that 
were, in their own respect, responses to modernity.

Rodó, for example, became an influential figure in the literary movement in 
Latin America called modernismo, which strove to create a new aesthetic for Latin 
America that prioritized beauty and criticized materialism. His emphasis on the 
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importance of spiritual renewal for elevating aesthetic experience and belief that 
the human spirit was something that needed to be nurtured to retain beauty and 
ideals in everyday life became strong influences for key writers, such as the poet and 
founder of modernismo, Rubén Darío (1867–1916). Rodó’s conviction that progress 
needed to be spiritual and not only material and his rooting of that spiritual progress 
in Latin America’s rich cultural heritage also made him a key figure in the construc-
tion of Latin American identity.

Apart from being known as one of the earliest Latin American Marxists, 
Mariátegui is also considered an indirect intellectual predecessor of liberation the-
ology for his emphasis on Indigenous rights, concern for the poor, and spiritual 
revolution. Uncoincidentally, the founder of liberation theology, Gustavo Gutiérrez 
(1928–2024) was familiar with Mariátegui’s works (Gutiérrez went to school with 
Mariátegui’s son.) When Gutiérrez taught at the Catholic University of Peru, he 
designed the first course dedicated to the thought of Mariátegui.18 Mariátegui during 
his own time also created cultural spaces for Peru’s artists, intellectuals, and literary 
writers, founding the magazine Amauta in 1926.

The intent to include Rodó and Mariátegui in our discussions of modernity 
and religion has been twofold. For one, it incorporates the thought of two figures 
from Latin America who theorized significantly on this topic, rendering the concept 
more global. Additionally, it contextualizes the idea of modernity to a specific time 
and place, offering an opportunity to clarify this concept by tying it to a particular 
discursive tradition. Their thought conveys the Latin American dual experience of 
modernity: as an exogenous force on the one hand, pertaining to economic and 
industrial development; and as an endogenous force on the other hand, that strove 
to create an alternate system, be it through spirit or myth, that would produce a 
different society. For Rodó, this society would prioritize intellectual and cultural 
production and emphasize a form of education that would encourage creativity; 
for Mariátegui, this society would remove social inequalities and revive traditional 
Indigenous belief systems and incorporate them into modern society. Together, their 
thought offers a nuanced response to the experience of modernity in Latin America, 
one that challenges assumptions about the region’s alleged resistance to modernity 
but also showcases the diversity of its intellectual tradition. ■
Notes
1	 A good book that interrogates this question of the many roads to modernity is: Louis Dupré, 

Passage to Modernity: An Essay in the Hermeneutics of Nature and Culture (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1993).

2	 The practice of pinpointing a specific moment in history that a region became “modern” strikes me 
as an outdated practice that often betrays the interests of a particular researcher or ideology rather 
than elucidate the actual history of a region. That said, Spanish America had several moments in 
which “new” ideas, namely European ideas, entered the colonies. The late 18th century is one such 
period in which key texts from the European Enlightenment, mostly from France and England, 
circulated throughout the Spanish American viceroyalties and helped to propagate a discourse 
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in intellectual circles regarding rights, popular sovereignty, and reason. Traditional scholarship 
claimed that these ideas spurred the independence movements of the 19th century. This claim has 
been widely refuted, and more importance has been granted (rightly, I’d add) to Spanish intellec-
tuals who aimed to reform the Spanish Empire. Scholarship around the “Spanish Enlightenment” 
now supplements the scholarship on “the” Enlightenment that played an important role in 
18th-century Spanish America. The 19th century, as a period of industrialization, urbanization, 
commercial expansion, and constitutional/institutional change is another moment that can be 
studied under the broad banner of modernity. The 20th century, finally, is another period in which 
cultural movements (literary, artistic, musical, etc.) expressed the sense of being “modern.”

3	 José Guilherme Merquior, “The Other West: On the Historical Position of Latin America,” 
International Sociology 6, no. 2 (1991): 149–164.

4	 Merquior directed his essay specifically to Richard Morse and his famous essay “The Heritage of 
Latin America” (1964). He also cites, as another example of this thesis regarding Latin America’s 
alleged challenge to modernity, Morse’s book, Prospero’s Mirror (1982).

5	 Merquior, “The Other West,” 152.
6	 José Enrique Rodó, Liberalismo y Jacobinismo (Montevideo: La Anticuaria, 1906), 5–21.
7	 Quoted in Gustavo San Román, A Companion to José Enrique Rodó (Woodbridge: Tamesis,  

2018), 197.
8	 See José Enrique Rodó, Margaret Sayers Peden (trans.), Ariel (Austin: University of Texas Press, 

2008). One of the most notably hostile relationships in Shakespeare’s The Tempest is that between 
Prospero and Caliban—the banished Duke of Milan who has arrived on a new island and the 
native “savage” whom he has enslaved. Prospero takes pride in his books, but uses his knowledge 
to manipulate nature. Caliban, though crude, recognizes a more peaceful time on his island before 
Prospero arrived. In this sense, Prospero and Caliban can be seen as representing a type of dialectic 
between the two concepts of civilization and barbarism. This play, moreover, was deeply influential 
in Latin America, and was readapted by Rodó in Ariel, although Rodó also borrowed from Ernest 
Renan’s own continuation, Caliban: Suite de La Tempête, drame philosophique (1878).

9	 San Román, A Companion, 201.
10 	 Jaime Hanneken, “José Carlos Mariátegui and the Time of Myth,” Cultural Critique 81 (2012): 2. 

Hanneken’s comments are worth quoting here: “The relative silence surrounding this cornerstone 
of Mariátegui’s thought [i.e., his emphasis on myth], especially where it is aligned with assertions 
of his relevance for postcolonial contexts, can be seen as symptomatic of the broader discomfort of 
postcolonialism’s dominant reading paradigms with the irrational or the religious, betraying a tacit 
submission that the Mariátegui best suited to reintegrate Marxist Latin American and poststruc-
tural metropolitan insights to postcoloniality is a figure that showcases his historical materialist 
acumen and bears no traces of mysticism.”

11 	 Juan E. De Castro, Bread and Beauty: The Cultural Politics of José Carlos Mariátegui. (Boston: Brill, 
2021), 55.

12	 Jose Carlos Mariátegui, “El hombre y el mito,” in El Alma Matinal. Lima: Amauta, 1925, 1. 
Translation and emphasis mine.

13	 Mariátegui, “El hombre y el mito,” 1–5.
14	 Jose Carlos Mariátegui, Seven Interpretative Essays on Peruvian Reality. (Austin: University of 

Texas Press, 1971).
15	 Ibid, 57–58.
16	 De Castro, Bread and Beauty, 54.
17 	 Cf. Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007), and Taylor, A 

Catholic Modernity? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).
18 	 Gustavo Gutiérrez’s syllabus for his course on the thought of Mariátegui is available online, www.

mariategui.org/2024/11/25/gustavo-gutierrez-y-el-pensamiento-de-jose-carlos-mariategui/.
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Liberation theology has been the most renowned, discussed, and studied 
theological movement in Latin America. However, in the years following the 
Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), an alternative and original theological 

perspective emerged in Buenos Aires, Argentina, and its surrounding areas. This the-
ology sought to implement the principles of the Council within the regional context, 
particularly among the poor. Initially referred to as the theology of culture, it later 
became known as the Argentine theology of the people, or more simply, the “theol-
ogy of the people” (teología del pueblo).

Developing in parallel with liberation theology, the theology of the people 
lasted for over 50 years in Argentina. Despite its longevity and ongoing influence, it 
remained largely under the global radar until the pontificate of Pope Francis (2013–
2025), who brought renewed attention to its ideas and practices.

Considering the global renown of the theology of the people thanks to Pope 
Francis, this article aims to offer a concise overview of the origins and core ele-
ments of the theology. First, it explores the pastoral initiatives developed over the 
past half-century and examines their continued relevance in the region where the 
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theology first emerged. It also considers the spread of this popular pastoral ministry 
approach into Argentine social movements and organizations. Second, the article 
summarizes the principal contributions of this theological current to the broader 
Latin American Church, particularly through its influential role in shaping official 
ecclesial documents.

The 1960s were a period of intense ferment in Argentina, marked by the 
emergence of various ecclesial movements, pastoral groups, and social initiatives 
within the Church. Immediately following the conclusion of the Second Vatican 
Council, the Argentine Episcopal Conference established a commission of experts 
to implement its teachings, particularly among the poor. This gave rise to COEPAL 
(Comisión Episcopal de Pastoral), a body presided over by three bishops and com-
posed of a heterogeneous group of experts.

The commission primarily included priests and other pastoral agents with 
academic training in theology—and, in some cases, in the social sciences such as 
sociology and economics. All of them shared a strong commitment to pastoral work 
with the poor and working-class sectors. The practice of convening experts had 
been a feature of the recently concluded Council, but it was a novelty within the 
Argentine Church of the time.

COEPAL remained active from 1967 until the early months of 1973, during 
which it organized numerous meetings and developed pastoral plans and reports 
for the Argentine Episcopal Conference. It was within this unique institutional and 
ecclesial setting that the theology of the people began to take shape.

Although their relationship remains a matter of ongoing debate, the theology of 
the people is not a branch of liberation theology but rather a distinct and original 
theological current.1 Among its most notable thematic differences is its emphasis on 
popular culture and religiosity. Methodologically, it adopts a more historical-cultural 
perspective, in contrast to the socio-structural analysis typically associated with lib-
eration theology. Furthermore, the theology of the people rejected Marxism early on 
as an interpretative tool for understanding Latin American reality and the identity 
of its peoples.

However, it is important to note that these distinctions were not clearly defined 
in the late 1960s or even throughout the following decade. In fact, the term “teología 
del pueblo” was only coined much later.2 In what follows, I briefly present key 

Developing in parallel with liberation theology, the theology of the 
people lasted for over 50 years in Argentina, but globally remained 

largely under the radar until the pontificate of Pope Francis.
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conceptual contributions that help to illuminate the relevance and influence of the 
movement across various ecclesial, social, and political spheres.

Three prominent members of COEPAL are commonly considered the founding 
figures of the theology of the people: Rafael Tello, Lucio Gera, and Gerardo Farrell. 
All three were priests and theology professors at the Pontifical Catholic University 
of Argentina (UCA), with firsthand pastoral experience among the poor in Buenos 
Aires and its surrounding areas. Considering their relevance to Pope Francis, I will 
focus on Tello and Gera. Tello is particularly noted for his theological insights, 
enduring pastoral initiatives, and their dissemination among social and political 
movements. Gera, for his part, played a crucial role in integrating elements of the 
theology of the people into key documents of the Latin American Church.

Tello and Popular Pastoral Ministry
We begin with the relatively little-known figure of Rafael Tello (1917–2001).3 He 

identified a profound connection between the contemporary culture of the popular 
sectors (cultura popular) and a distinct Latin American form of Christianity—what 
he referred to as popular Christianity (cristianismo popular)—which had been 
shaped historically during the evangelization of the Americas. Tello emphasized the 
central role of the Virgin Mary, widespread devotion to Marian images throughout 
the continent, the significance of the sacrament of baptism, and the importance of 
religious festivals, local shrines, and pilgrimages rooted in the specific traditions of 
countries, regions, towns, and cities.

The ministry inspired by the theology of the people aims to strengthen this 
deeply rooted Catholic popular religiosity and to engage culture through the sym-
bolic language of religious images and pilgrimages. For a long time, these expressions 
of popular religiosity were ignored or even disdained by the ecclesiastical hierarchy, 
which often considered them inferior forms of religion or mere superstition.

Two central and inseparable concepts in this theology are people (pueblo) and 
culture. People are formed within history, which is not understood as a mere chrono-
logical sequence of events, but as a set of complex processes in which cultural identity 
is constituted. In this theological reflection, people are not conceived as a philosoph-
ical category or metaphysical essence, but rather as a historical subject. The term 
people simultaneously evokes (a) the “People of God” as articulated in the Second 
Vatican Council; (b) the Argentine or Latin American people more broadly; and (c) 
at times, explicitly refers to the poorest sectors of society.

According to Tello, the Latin American people emerged after the conquest of 
the Americas, when the defeated and subjugated Indigenous peoples embraced 
the Christian faith and, through baptism, entered colonial society. This initial 
evangelization marked a unique historical moment in which Christianity became 
a foundational element of a people’s culture. However, Tello’s original insight lies 
in the observation that mestizos, Indigenous peoples, enslaved individuals, and 
other subaltern groups embraced Christianity—but not its association with the 
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colonial system. In other words, a differentiation arises between a core of beliefs 
and practices drawn from Catholicism, which the people incorporated, and the 
institutional Church, which represented the established order and from which they  
remained distant.

Tello describes what he terms “modern culture,” shaped by the development of 
capitalism and the Enlightenment, consumer society, the cultural dominance of pow-
erful nations, and more recently, drug trafficking and consumption. This modern 
culture has consistently denied, marginalized, and even attacked popular culture, 
which nevertheless continues to endure and resist.

He also introduces the concept of ecclesial culture (cultura eclesial), referring to 
the clergy and ecclesiastical institutions. According to him, this ecclesial culture is 
neither the only legitimate form nor superior to others in which Christian faith is 
expressed—particularly among the poor. This brings forth the concept of popular 
Christianity (cristianismo popular), closely tied to the idea of popular culture already 
discussed. Tello observed a connection between contemporary working-class culture 
and a popular form of Christianity in Latin America. He underscored the signifi-
cance of sacraments such as baptism, the veneration of the Virgin Mary and certain 
saints, religious festivals, and pilgrimages.

Concurrently, the pastoral popular ministry 
(pastoral popular) envisioned by Tello focused 
on restoring and revitalizing the legacy of the 
first evangelization. In contrast to liberation 
theology, the theology of the people does not 
emphasize class-based contradictions—though 
it does not ignore them—but instead aims to 
reinforce popular culture as a source of resistance 
and social cohesion. Rather than promoting the 
creation of small base ecclesial communities, as 
liberation theology does, it seeks to permeate 

society through the symbolic language of religious icons, festivals, and pilgrimages. 
The birth of Christianity in Latin America occurred through mass celebrations in 
which the Virgin Mary occupies a central role as a mediator before God.

In 1975, Tello, who was then overseeing youth ministry in the Archdiocese of 
Buenos Aires, organized the first youth pilgrimage on foot to the Marian shrine of 
Luján, about 40 miles from the city. The event’s overwhelming success and its annual 
recurrence to this day testify to the strength of his vision of popular ministry. Today, 
approximately a million people of all ages and social classes participate in this pil-
grimage. Another of Tello’s initiatives was the creation of a seminary to train priests 
rooted in popular culture. He believed in the importance of having clergy from 
humble backgrounds, more closely connected to the people than to ecclesial culture.

The then-archbishop of Buenos Aires, Juan Carlos Aramburu, a prelate of mark-
edly conservative orientation, perceived this seminary as a potential threat to ecclesial 

The theology of the people aims 
to reinforce popular culture 
and the symbolic language 
of religious icons, festivals, 

and pilgrimages as sources of 
resistance and social cohesion.
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unity, interpreting it as the emergence of a “popular church.” Consequently, in 1979, 
he revoked Tello’s ecclesiastical faculties and prohibited him from continuing his 
teaching at UCA. Rather than resisting or seeking transfer to another diocese under 
a more sympathetic bishop, Tello accepted the sanction, effectively concluding his 
public ministry.4

Nevertheless, he persisted in his theological studies and continued to reflect 
on the underlying principles of his pastoral initiatives, while maintaining close 
contact with priests engaged in ministry within marginalized neighborhoods and 
villas miserias in Buenos Aires and its environs. Following the country’s transition 
to democracy in the 1980s, he established a theological and pastoral study circle 
that convened weekly at his home, bringing together clergy committed to grassroots 
pastoral work. Informally referred to as the “Little School” (Escuelita), this group 
operated discreetly even after his death in 2001.

Subsequent generations of priests in the Buenos Aires region continued his 
legacy. Among their most distinctive activities are the missions (misiones) in impov-
erished areas, where large tents are erected in visible public spaces, and the image 

A pilgrim prays in front of the image of Our Lady of 
the Valley (Nuestra Señora del Valle), patron saint of 
Catamarca, in northwest Argentina. The feast of the 
Virgin is celebrated during the first week of December, 
attracting thousands of pilgrims from the region and 
culminating in a solemn procession on December 8. The 
origins of her veneration date back to the 17th century. 
Photo courtesy of Pablo Forni, 2024.

Replica of the image of Our Lady of Luján 
mounted on a canopy, belonging to one of 
several lay groups inspired by Father Tello’s 
popular ministry. The image plays a role in 
missions in working-class neighborhoods 
of Greater Buenos Aires and in pilgrimages 
to various Marian shrines. Photo courtesy 
of Pablo Forni, 2024.
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of the Virgin is carried through the streets. These missions include Masses, confes-
sions, baptisms, blessings, the distribution of devotional objects (holy cards, rosaries, 
candles), and—equally important—moments of shared life: conversations, meals, 
and the traditional Argentine ritual of drinking mate with the poor and working 
class.5 These seemingly traditional practices reflect deep proximity and commitment 
to the people, countering the alienation often associated with ecclesial culture. In 
popular ministry, the Latin American people are called to evangelize themselves by 
deepening the gifts received in the first evangelization.

A distinct initiative launched by Tello that continues to this day involves pilgrim-
ages to Marian shrines—not just that of Luján. Priests, accompanied by men from 
extremely poor backgrounds—often homeless—carry the image of the Virgin of Luján 
to various shrines across Argentina and other Latin American countries. These pilgrim-
ages, which can last for weeks, months, or even years, have symbolically embraced the 
continent, reaching distant shrines such as that of the Virgin of Guadalupe. Year after 
year, these journeys reflect the continental vocation of a theology that emerged in and 
has remained rooted in Buenos Aires and its surrounding areas.

Another enduring legacy of Tello’s ministry is the strong connection between 
pastoral agents and grassroots organizations, including social and political move-
ments.6 Although these relationships remained largely underground for decades, 
today one can observe devotional practices—such as processions carrying images 
of the Virgin or saints—integrated into the public demonstrations of prominent 
social movements. Since 2016, movements of the poor and unemployed have pil-
grimaged annually on August 7, the feast of San Cayetano (the patron saint of work 
in Argentine popular devotion), from the sanctuary of the saint to the Plaza de Mayo 
or Plaza del Congreso in downtown Buenos Aires.7 The procession is preceded by 
a Mass, the blessing of the saint’s image, and the tools of workers of the informal 
economy. The image of San Cayetano, accompanied by the Virgin of Luján, leads the 
march of all participating organizations. Pope Francis’s pontificate—and his engage-
ment with social movements—brought the popular pastoral ministry of Tello into 
closer alignment with the leaders and members of these movements.

While the above does not exhaust the many ongoing initiatives of popular pasto-
ral ministry, it is also necessary to highlight another key legacy of the theology of the 
people: its influence on the official documents of the Latin American Church. Even 
as Tello lived in ecclesial marginality and his followers operated quietly in the poorest 
neighborhoods of Buenos Aires, the theology that emerged from COEPAL began to 
leave its legacy in episcopal conferences and documents across the continent.

Lucio Gera and Latin American Episcopal Conferences
This brings us to another COEPAL member and father of the theology of the 

people, albeit with a very different profile than Tello: Lucio Gera (1924–2012). 
A theology professor and later dean at UCA, Gera was also a pastoral expert and 
advisor to the Argentine Episcopal Conference. He was one of the key proponents 
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of the Council’s reception in Latin America and played a prominent role in the Latin 
American Episcopal Conferences of Medellín (1968) and Puebla (1979).8

The Conference of Medellín, held in Colombia in 1968 shortly after the 
Second Vatican Council, devoted one of its sections to popular pastoral ministry. 
It recognized and validated popular religiosity as a legitimate expression of faith. 
Popular religiosity was to be supported and enriched, as it represented a starting 
point for evangelization. While Gera was not the only proponent of this position, 
the emerging influence of the theology of the people is clear. Never had an official 
Church document recognized the religious expression of Latin American peoples in  
such terms.

The reflection on popular religiosity was revisited and deepened at the 
Conference of Puebla in Mexico in 1979. There, Gera played a leading role in 
drafting sections of the final document concerning the evangelization of culture. 
In keeping with the foundations of the theology of the people, he emphasized that 
popular religiosity is not merely the object of evangelization but, insofar as it embod-
ies the Word of God, it is also an active form through which the people continually 
evangelize themselves. One could say that it was at this moment that the central 
themes of the theology of the people gained broader recognition within the Latin 
American episcopate. Ironically, at the end of that same year, Tello was dismissed 
from UCA.

The Conference of Santo Domingo (1992) once again addressed popular reli-
giosity and introduced a new concept: inculturation. This neologism refers to the 
process of integrating and interpreting the Gospel within a specific culture, while 
respecting its identity and values. In his opening address, Pope John Paul II pre-
sented the Virgin of Guadalupe as a “model of inculturation.” The final document 
characterized popular religiosity as an inculturated form of Catholicism. Lucio Gera 
remained an eminent professor and a theologian of great renown in Argentina and 
throughout the region until his passing. His ideas are expressed with notable clarity 
in the Aparecida document. 

Effectively, at the Conference of Aparecida (Brazil, 2007), the theology of the 
people returned to center stage. This time, the Latin American bishops appointed 
the archbishop of Buenos Aires, Jorge Mario Bergoglio, to preside over the drafting 
commission of the final document. Under his leadership, and with the assistance of 
Argentine theologians Carlos Galli and Víctor Manuel Fernández, popular religi-
osity was affirmed as both an expression of inculturated faith and an evangelizing 
force. Drawing directly from the theology of the people, the document stated that 
popular religiosity contains the most valuable dimension of Latin American culture, 
as revealed through the depth of its faith. This was the first ecclesial document to 
introduce the term popular mysticism (mística popular) to describe the piety of the 
people. This communally rooted mysticism holds within itself a rich potential for 
holiness and justice.9
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Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio presents 
Pobres en este mundo, ricos en la fé, alongside 
author Rev. Enrique Ciro Bianchi, May 10, 2012. 
Still frame from “Conferencia de Bergoglio en 
presentación de libro sobre Tello (1ra parte),” 
https://youtu.be/boCYFCfCU4k&t/.

From the Peripheries of Buenos Aires to Rome
For decades, the theology of the people was developed almost underground, 

involving small groups of priests and laypeople in the Buenos Aires region. At the 
same time, paradoxically, some of its core insights opened new pathways for theo-
logical and pastoral reflection in the Latin American Church. When Bergoglio was 
appointed bishop of Buenos Aires in 1998, he brought this popular pastoral min-
istry to the marginalized sectors of an Argentina immersed in the worst economic 
crisis in its history. From then on, and despite the subsequent economic recovery, he 
dedicated himself to organizing a church of the people, for the people, and by the 
people. Since his inauguration as Pope Francis, its pastoral practices have extended 
beyond strictly Argentine ecclesial circles into the sphere of social movements and 
organizations among the world’s poorest.

On a pastoral and symbolic level, Francis continued to place the peripher-
ies—both geographic and existential—at the center. His frequent encounters with 
popular social movements directly reflected the connection between popular reli-
giosity and social organization. In each of these gatherings, the pope reaffirmed the 
role of the poor as protagonists of social transformation, stating that “the true actors 
of change are you, the excluded.” Likewise, gestures such as his public devotion to the 
Virgin of Luján, his closeness to the Argentine “slum priests” (curas villeros), and his 
insistence on a “poor Church for the poor” revealed not only a biographical continu-
ity but also a pastoral and theological embodiment of the principles of the theology 
of the people. As Francis affirmed in Evangelii Gaudium (n. 122): Popular religiosity 
“is a reality in continual development, where the Holy Spirit is the principal agent. It 
is not devoid of content, but rather it is an expression of a deep faith, incarnated in 
the culture, and continues to be passed on.”

What began in the humble neighborhoods of the peripheries of Buenos Aires 
resonated in the very heart of the universal Church during the conclave. Will Leo 
XIV continue Francis’s legacy? Has the theology of the people ceased to be a reform-
ist stance for the periphery and become an integral part of the Catholic Church’s 
theology in the 21st century? As Francis said, to confront the globalization of indif-
ference, our common home, our Church, must not be afraid to look into the eyes of 
the people and listen to them. ■
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Notes
1	 There is significant consensus that the theology of the people is a distinct current from liberation 

theology. Yet Juan Carlos Scannone and others argue for understanding it as an Argentine branch 
of liberation theology, citing the fact that theologians like Gustavo Gutiérrez and thinkers involved 
in the theology of the people, such as Lucio Gera, shared common ground at key moments in the 
1960s, particularly at Latin American Episcopal Conference in Medellín (1968). The differences 
between the approaches would become more pronounced in subsequent decades.

2	 Juan Carlos Scannone (1931–2019) was an Argentinean Jesuit theologian and professor of the 
young Bergoglio at the Colegio Máximo de San José in San Miguel. As he explains in his book 
Theology of the People: The Pastoral and Theological Roots of Pope Francis (published in English 
in 2020 by Paulist Press), this theology received originally different names such as “Argentinean 
School of Theology” and “Theology of Culture.” It was the Uruguayan liberation theologian 
Juan Luis Segundo who first called it “Argentinean Theology of The People” to criticize it. By the 
nineties, the name theology of the people was firmly established to refer to this original theology.

3	 Though a committed intellectual and charismatic speaker, Rafael Tello was notably reluctant to 
write, even going so far as to remove his name from some published texts. Nonetheless, he left 
behind a substantial collection of manuscripts, notes, and records of his interventions in various 
meetings and theological gatherings. A few years after his passing, then-archbishop Jorge Mario 
Bergoglio expressed his deep admiration for him during the defense of a doctoral thesis at UCA on 
his theology, recognizing his pivotal role in the pastoral life of the Argentine Church. Since then, 
a group of priests responsible for preserving his personal archives, organized under the Saracho 
Foundation, have published several volumes containing many of his previously unpublished writ-
ings and audio recordings. Particularly significant among these is El viejo Tello en la COEPAL: Sus 
intervenciones entre peritos de pastoral (1968–1971), published in Buenos Aires by Editorial Ágape.

4 	 Tello’s priestly faculties were formally restored a few days after Jorge Mario Bergoglio assumed the 
office of archbishop of Buenos Aires in 1998. Bergoglio recalled this in 2012 during the presenta-
tion of the first book dedicated to Tello’s theological thought, held at the university where he had 
been prohibited from teaching. A transcript of the presentation appears in the second edition of 
Pobres en este mundo, ricos en la fé. La fé de los pobres de América Latina según Rafael Tello, pub-
lished by Ágape in 2016.

5	 Drinking mate is a tradition native to the southern region of South America. Its originates from the 
interaction between Guaraní Indigenous communities and Jesuit missionaries during the 17th and 
18th centuries. Mate is distinctive for its communal nature, as it is an intrinsically shared beverage.

6	 Since the 1960s, Father Tello had maintained contact with political leaders and activists of that 
era. During the 1980s and 1990s, together with several priests involved in popular pastoral work, 
he organized gatherings with leaders and members of labor unions, community organizations, and 
political groups. All of this was carried out with a very low profile. Such gatherings—where social 
and political discussion is interwoven with the study of Scripture, devotion to the Virgin Mary, 
and the celebration of Mass—have continued to this day.

7	 These two squares, adjacent to the headquarters of the nation’s executive and legislative branches, 
constitute a central space for political activity and serve as key sites for public demonstrations.

8	 Lucio Gera was a distinguished professor and a highly influential theologian within the Argentine 
and Latin American Church, although his written output remained relatively limited. Fortunately, 
in recent years, the Pontifical Catholic University has compiled two volumes that bring together 
a selection of his theological and pastoral writings, Escritos Teológico-Pastorales de Lucio Gera 
(Buenos Aires: Editorial Ágape), vols 1 and 2.

9	 The expression popular mysticism was introduced into theological reflection by Jorge Seibold, 
S.J., based on his experience in popular pastoral ministry. Since 1976, Seibold has promoted the 
celebration of the Feast of the Lord of Miracles of Mailín in Villa de Mayo, located in the western 
outskirts of Greater Buenos Aires. This devotion originates in the province of Santiago del Estero 
in northern Argentina and dates to the 18th century. Each year, thousands of migrants from 
that province living in Buenos Aires gather for this paradigmatic celebration of Latin American 
popular piety. For a deeper exploration of popular mysticism, one may consult La mística popular 
by Seibold, published by Ágape Libros in 2016.
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The University of Notre Dame’s Cushwa Center for the Study of 
American Catholicism has launched a new research award to honor 
Rev. Gustavo Gutiérrez, O.P. (1928–2024), the Peruvian priest and 

theologian widely recognized as the father of Latin American liberation the-
ology. Gustavo Gutiérrez Research Awards will support projects in theology, 
history, and the social sciences that engage or broadly take inspiration from 
Gutiérrez’s work on the preferential option for the poor.

“Gustavo left a lasting legacy at Notre Dame,” said Timothy Matovina, 
professor of theology at Notre Dame and director of the Cushwa Center from 

Kelly Rich Klee is a doctoral candidate in systematic theology at the University of Notre Dame. She 
earned a B.A. in theology from the University of Notre Dame and a master of arts in religion from Yale 
Divinity School. Her research explores the intellectual roots of Gustavo Gutiérrez’s liberation theology.

New Research Award 
Honors Rev. Gustavo 
Gutiérrez, O.P.
By Kelly Rich Klee
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2002 to 2012. “One of his most memorable 
contributions was his insistence that any reflec-
tion worthy of the name theology needs to give 
marginalized and suffering people, in the words 
of I Peter 3:15, a concrete ‘reason for the hope 
that is in you.’ I applaud the Cushwa Center for 
inaugurating this research award to continue the 
groundbreaking work begun with Gustavo.”

About Father Gutiérrez
Born in Lima, Peru, to parents of mestizo 

descent, Gustavo Gutiérrez first pursued med-
icine before deciding to enter formation for 
the Catholic priesthood. As a young seminar-
ian, he pursued studies in Louvain, Lyon, and 
Rome. In 1960, he began teaching theology at 
the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru. In 
1965, he participated in the fourth session of 
the Second Vatican Council. A few years later, 
he was enlisted to help draft major portions of 
the documents generated by the historically 
groundbreaking Second Episcopal Conference 
of Latin America, held in 1968 in Medellín, 
Colombia. In 1971, he published the first 
edition of his landmark text, Teología de la lib-
eración: Perspectivas. Orbis Books published it 
in English in 1973 as A Theology of Liberation: 
History, Politics, and Salvation.

From 1980 until 2000, Gutiérrez served as 
pastor of Cristo Redentor, a Catholic parish in 
an impoverished sector of the Lima metro. He 
maintained this pastoral commitment even after 
becoming a world-renowned theologian, return-
ing to the parish between teaching engagements 
throughout North America and Europe. He 
credited the insights of his highly regarded exe-
getical text, On Job, to the poor of his parish. 
“My parishioners in Lima,” he once said in an 
interview, would “teach me volumes about hope 
in the midst of suffering.”

In 1974, Gutiérrez founded the Instituto 
Bartolomé de las Casas, an interdisciplinary 
research, teaching, and publishing institute 
in Lima committed to liberation and human 

development in Peruvian society. Today it is 
one of three sites where Gutiérrez’s archival 
collections are preserved, the others being the 
Pontifical Catholic University of Peru and the 
University of Notre Dame.

In 2001, Gutiérrez joined the Dominican 
Order and began teaching at the University 
of Notre Dame as the John Cardinal O’Hara 
Professor of Theology. He remained on the 
faculty until his retirement in 2018.

The Preferential Option
At the heart of Gutiérrez’s theology is the 

preferential option for the poor. Although the 
phrase is often credited to him, Gutiérrez was 
quick to point out that the concept was as old as 
the Hebrew and Christian scriptures. “The God 
of the Bible,” Gutiérrez said, “always takes sides 
with the lowly, the outcast, the poor . . . We don’t 
need to read liberation theology to learn this. It 
is in the core of the Christian message.”

While the perspective was not new, 
Gutiérrez’s application of it was. Inspired by 
the Second Vatican Council’s injunction that 
Christians should read and respond to the 
“signs of the times,” Gutiérrez took the bibli-
cal perspective of God’s special concern for the 
poor and marginalized and related it directly 
to the reality of poverty on his continent. In so 
doing, he pioneered a new way of doing theol-
ogy, which he described as “critical reflection on 
praxis in light of the Word of God.” As reflec-
tion on praxis, he taught, theology is a second 
step, flowing out of and informed by a lived 
commitment to the poor and to the transforma-
tion of society. As a critical task incorporating 
analysis of the root causes of poverty, theology 
must open itself to the discoveries and tools of a 
wide range of academic disciplines.

Interdisciplinary Research Support
Gutiérrez Awards include a cash award of 

$3,000 to recognize and support outstand-
ing works in progress by faculty, independent 
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scholars, postdoctoral scholars, and gradu-
ate students. The program is open to scholars 
at Notre Dame as well as those outside the 
University. The first application deadline is 
December 31, 2025.

Along with projects that deal directly 
with the development and reception of Father 
Gutiérrez’s own theology, Gutiérrez Awards 
will support research and writing projects in a 
range of disciplines that broadly engage the mul-
tifaceted theme of poverty in North and South 
American theology, history, and contemporary 
society.

As Gutiérrez called on the academy to 
attend to voices from “the underside of history,” 
the Cushwa Center invites projects that explore 
the history of Christianity in the Americas 
from the perspective of poor and excluded 
communities.

Gutiérrez also encouraged an interdisciplin-
ary approach to theological reflection. Poverty, 
he often pointed out, is a complex global reality 
with political, economic, social, spiritual, and 
cultural dimensions. To effectively analyze and 
confront it, theology requires the insights of the 
social sciences. The Cushwa Center therefore 
welcomes applications involving either quali-
tative or quantitative research that engage the 
multifaceted reality of poverty in the Americas.

‘So much apostolic fruit 
and such rich theology’

During his career, Gutiérrez received numer-
ous awards and distinctions in recognition of 
both his scholarship and his service to human-
ity. He was named to the Peruvian Academy of 
Language and the American Academy of Arts 
and Sciences, and he received more than 30 
honorary degrees. His many published books 
and articles, now translated into over a dozen 
languages, have made an indelible mark on 
Christian theology around the globe.

At the time of Gutiérrez’s passing in 
October 2024, David Lantigua, William W. and 

Anna Jean Cushwa Co-Director of the Cushwa 
Center, said that the “concrete encounter of the 
God of history through the poor, and being 
evangelized by the poor” grounded Gutiérrez’s 
theology. “The real and lasting contributions of 
Gutiérrez’s work,” Lantigua said, are found in his 
articulation of “the option for the poor and the 
perspective of the poor in history. It has univer-
sal, global implications.”

In a video message aired at Gutiérrez’s 
funeral in Lima in October 2024, Pope Francis 
called the Peruvian priest “a great man, a man 
of the Church,” who “managed to carry forward 
so much apostolic fruit and such rich theology.”

The Cushwa Center will pilot the Gutiérrez 
Research Awards—one of six research funding 
programs  it currently administers—for an 
initial five years, during which it will seek ded-
icated support to sustain the program for years 
to come. Given Gutiérrez’s profound impact 
on students and colleagues at Notre Dame, the 
center’s directors, staff, and fellows are pleased 
to honor the legacy of one of the most import-
ant theologians of the last century and a tireless 
defender and friend of the most vulnerable 
members of the human family. ■

 
 

Learn more and apply  
by December 31 at  

cushwa.nd.edu/grants
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New Prize Launched for  
Student Research and Writing  
on American Catholicism

The University of Notre Dame’s Cushwa 
Center for the Study of American Catholicism 
has launched an annual competitive award 
open to students at Notre Dame, Saint Mary’s 
College, and Holy Cross College. The Cushwa 
Center Undergraduate Research and Writing 
Prize will honor outstanding scholarship that 
engages American Catholicism from a range of 
academic disciplines. Winning submissions will 
be published in print and online in the Cushwa 
Center’s American Catholic Studies Newsletter, 
with authors receiving a cash award of $750.

“Since 1975, the Cushwa Center has 
facilitated high-level research among faculty, 
postdocs, and graduate students; to this commu-
nity of scholars, we’re now adding undergraduate 
students,” said Darren Dochuk, the William 
W. and Anna Jean Cushwa Co-Director of 
the Cushwa Center. “Considering the rapid 
transformations of our times—both inside and 
beyond Catholicism—our youngest scholars 
certainly need to be heard. This initiative will 
provide an exciting outlet for students’ ideas and 
a platform from which they can help shape the 
church and world for good.”

Senior thesis chapters, capstone projects, 
creative works, and research and term papers 
from courses in history, theolog y, and 
Catholicism and the Disciplines are especially 
welcome. Historical, theological, sociological, 
literary, and other approaches are all encour-
aged. Suggested topic areas include:

·	 American Catholic history and culture

·	 Theology, literature, and the arts

·	 Lives and legacies of overlooked figures

·	 Catholic social teaching in North and 
South American contexts

·	 Latin American and Caribbean Catholicism

·	 Missions, colonialism, migration, ethnicity, and race

·	 Popular devotion, lay movements, and liturgy

·	 Religious identity, disaffiliation, vocation, 
priesthood, and consecrated life

The deadline for the first round of applica-
tions is May 1, 2026. Additional information 
and application instructions are available  
at cushwa.nd.edu/prize. ■

‘Considering the rapid transformations of our times—both in and beyond 
Catholicism—our youngest scholars certainly need to be heard.’

Darren Dochuk
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Scott Appleby, David Lantigua, and Sarah 
Shortall (University of Notre Dame) each con-
tributed articles to the Contending Modernities 
series The Legacy of Pope Francis (contending-
modernities.nd.edu). Shortall’s “The Enigma 
of Pope Francis” ( July 2025); Appleby’s “Papal 
Sins Part I: Opposition to Pope Francis in the 
American Catholic Church” and “Papal Sins Part 
II: The Four Papal ‘Sins’” (August 2025); and 
Lantigua’s “Pope Francis, Liberalism, and a New 
Theology of Poverty” (September 2025) vari-
ously reflect on Francis’s reception in the United 
States, his confounding of political binaries, and 
his focus on poverty and the Global South.

Paolo L. Bernardini (University of Insubria) 
has co-edited (with Erica Baricci and Elisa 
Bianco) Guida dell’Europa minore (Mimesis, 
2025), consisting of the travel writings of Mario 
Manlio Rossi (1895–1971), documenting his 
exploratory trips in postwar Europe. Bernardini 
has also published Le lettere e gli spiriti: Itinerari 
eccentrici nella letteratura italiana (Aesthetica, 
2025), a collection of essays reconsidering the 
Italian literary canon from Dante to the present.

Jethro A. E. A. Calacday  (University of 
Cambridge) has published “The Politics 
of Recognition in US-Philippine-Vatican 
Relations, 1898–1899” in Diplomatic History 49 
(2025); and “Negotiating Church and State in 
the Revolutionary Philippines, 1898–1900” 
in  Church History  93 (2024). He has also 
co-authored the article “Patrona del Bicol: 
The Virgin of Peñafrancia and the Making of a 
Region, 1850s to 1924” published in Philippine 
Studies: Historical and Ethnographic Viewpoints 
73 (2025). In 2022, Calacday won a D’Agostino 
Grant from the Cushwa Center for research for 

his doctoral thesis, “American Imperialism and 
the Roman Catholic Church in the Philippines,” 
which he successfully defended earlier this year 
and is currently reworking as his first mono-
graph. He is one of six inaugural global fellows 
at Notre Dame’s Ansari Institute for Global 
Engagement with Religion.

Adrian Ciani (University of Toronto) has 
recently published Contesting Zion: The Vatican, 
American Catholics, and the Partition of Palestine 
(McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2025), exam-
ining the Vatican’s reactions to the rise of modern 
political Zionism and its early relations with the 
nascent state of Israel. The book examines this 
relationship through a transnational lens, with 
a particular focus on the political activity of 
American Catholics, who were primary advo-
cates of the Vatican’s policies for the future of 
Palestine both in Washington and at the UN. 
Ciani presented a draft of this study at the 
Cushwa Center’s Rome conference in June 
2017, North Atlantic Catholic Communities in  
Rome: 1622–1939.

Kara French (William & Mary) began serving 
this fall as director of the Gender, Sexuality, and 
Women’s Studies program at William & Mary, 
where she is associate professor in the Harrison 
Ruffin Tyler Department of History.

Benjamin Hazard (University College Dublin 
and Irish Manuscripts Commission) has pub-
lished Luke Wadding: A Life: Religion, Politics 
and Culture, 1588–1657 (Peter Lang, 2025).

The History of Women Religious of Britain 
and Ireland (H-WRBI) will host its annual 
conference at Queen Mary University London, 
June 11–12, 2026, on the theme of “Women 

Friends of Cushwa News & Notes
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Postdoctoral Fellowship
Cushwa Center for the Study of American Catholicism

Notre Dame’s Cushwa Center  
invites applications for a  

postdoctoral fellowship in 2026–27. 
 
 
 

Cushwa’s Postdoctoral research associates dedicate much 
of their time to their own research and writing under the 
mentorship of Notre Dame faculty. They also contribute 
their expertise to support the center’s work.

Learn more and apply by January 31, 2026  
at cushwa.nd.edu/postdocs.
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Religious: Patronage and Networks from 
Medieval to Modern.” Find the call for papers at 
historyofwomenreligious.org. Send abstracts 
to hwrbi.conference@gmail.com by January 
30, 2026.

Paula M. Kane (University of Pittsburgh) 
received the American Catholic Historical 
Association’s Distinguished Scholar Award for 
2025, recognizing lifelong contributions to the 
field of Catholic studies.

Deborah E. Kanter (Albion College) has pub-
lished Pioneers of Latino Ministry: Claretians 
and the Evolving World of Catholic America 
(NYU Press, 2025), building on her prize-win-
ning Chicago Católico: Making Catholic Parishes 
Mexican and taking the story national—from 
Texas to Chicago, California to New Jersey, with 
stops including Oregon, Kansas, Louisiana, and 
beyond, to Central America.

Scott Keefer, archivist for the Daughters of 
Charity in Emmitsburg, Maryland, shares 
news of the launch of a collaborative digital 
project with DePaul University’s Vincentian 
Studies Institute to make available the Seton 
family’s manuscripts held in Maryland. 
A first batch is now live, with additional 
releases forthcoming. View the collection at  
via.library.depaul.edu/seton_family_papers.

David Lantigua (University of Notre Dame) 
published an article on the Americas, racism, 
and Indigenous peoples in The Thomist’s special 
issue (April 2025) on Thomas Aquinas and racial 
justice. The volume also includes contributions 
by Therese Cory (Notre Dame) on implicit bias 
and by Andrew Prevot (Georgetown University) 
on slave spirituals. Lantigua also contributed 
“Leo XIV, América, and the Revolution of Love” 
to the Berkley Forum series “Perspectives on the 
Pan-American Pope,” published in August 2025 
at berkleycenter.georgetown.edu.

Sarah C. Luginbill (Trinity University) pub-
lished the article “The Eucharist in a Suitcase: 
The Chaplains’ Aid Association and Catholic 
Material Culture in World War I” in the summer 
2025 issue of American Catholic Studies. The 
article draws on research supported by a Cushwa 
Center Research Travel Grant in 2024.

Joseph Mannard (Indiana University of 
Pennsylvania) has published The Two Worlds 
of Ann Gertrude Wightt: How a Runaway Nun 
Became a Grand Lady of Washington, DC, Society 
(Georgetown University Press, 2025).

Tom McDonough (American Family Project) 
announces the Orestes Brownson Essay Contest 
for university students, inviting essays on any 
Brownson-related topic. Submissions are due 
December 31, 2025. Winners will be announced 
by March 1, 2026, and an awards ceremony will 
be held in Washington, D.C., on April 15, 2026. 
All contestants will be invited to a daylong con-
ference at The Catholic University of America 
on April 16, 2026, marking the 150th anniver-
sary of Orestes Brownson’s death (April 17). 
Learn more at amfamproject.org.

Kevin M. Schultz (University of Illinois 
Chicago) has published Why Everyone Hates 
White Liberals (Including White Liberals): A 
History (University of Chicago Press, 2025), a 
century-spanning account of American liber-
alism’s rise and fall, and the erosion of centrist 
politics. The book has been excerpted in Harper’s 
Magazine and Arc: Religion, Politics, Et Cetera 
and has prompted podcast appearances and a 
book tour from Los Angeles to Rhode Island.

Steven Torres (Lewis University) success-
fully defended his dissertation, “Empowering 
Communities at the Margins: The Significant 
Role of Catholic Sisters in Educational Equity,” 
in February 2025. The dissertation presents case 
studies on the Sisters of Charity of New York, 
the Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart of 
Jesus, and the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament.
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134 Christendom Drive, Front Royal, VA 22630

FEBRUARY 20–21, 2026

KEYNOTE SPEAKER 
Fr. David Endres
Editor of U.S. Catholic Historian
Dean of the Athenaeum of Ohio

CALL FOR PAPERS

eternity eternity inin time time
thinking with the church through history

In November 2024, Pope Francis published an apostolic letter calling 
for the renewal of the study of Church history as an essential subject 
in seminary education. He insisted, as well, “that all of us—not just 
candidates for the priesthood—need a renewed sense of history.” 
Pope Francis observed that the neglect of the study of history has too 
often led to “an overly angelic conception of the Church, presenting a 
Church that is unreal because she lacks spots and wrinkles.” Neither 
mere chronology nor naïve triumphalism, the authentic study of history 
must foster “the cultivation of a clear sense of the historical dimension 
that is ours as human beings.” So too, rigorous, scholarly history 
“summons us to ethical responsibility, sharing and solidarity.”

This conference wishes to bring together scholars from all fields of 
the humanities to reexamine the place of history in Catholic higher 
education and the public witness of Catholics seeking to evangelize 
contemporary culture. Possible presentation topics include the relation 
between history and philosophy, the place of history in patristic 
thought, Newman’s conception of the development of doctrine, the 
thought of Christopher Dawson, the relation between language and 
culture, liturgy and history, the historical particularity of Catholic 
cultures, history and literary form, the relation between faith and 
reason in the study of history, masterworks of Catholic history, and 
the role of history as a bridge between the Church and the World in 
contemporary public discourse. 

SUBMIT 250-WORD ABSTRACTS TO DR. CHRISTOPHER SHANNON  
AT CSHANNON@CHRISTENDOM.EDU BY DECEMBER 1, 2025. 
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Thomas A. Tweed (University of Notre Dame) 
has published several online pieces building on 
material in his new book, Religion in the Lands 
That Became America: A New History (Yale 
University Press, 2025). The Yale University 
Press Blog ran his essay, “Did Washington Kneel 
in Prayer at Valley Forge?” on July 1, 2025. 
Audible released the audiobook of Religion in the 
Lands That Became America that same month. 

Dennis J. Wieboldt III (University of Notre 
Dame) shares five recent publications: “Natural 
Law for the Laity: A Case Study in Catholic 
Education on the Airwaves,” in Theology and 
Media(tion): Rendering the Absent Present 
(Orbis Books, 2024); “Civil Rights and 
Prophetic Indictment: A Discursive History 
of Jesuit Superior General Pedro Arrupe’s On 
the Interracial Apostolate,” Journal of Catholic 
Social Thought 21 (2024); “Christian History 
Meets Constitutional History: John Courtney 
Murray’s Augustinian Political Theology of the 

American Founding,” Horizons 51 (2024); “How 
‘Religious’ Is a ‘Religious Employer’?: Church 
History and the Future of American Religious 
Liberty Litigation,” N.Y.U. Journal of Law & 
Liberty 18 (2024); and “Making Natural Law 
‘Useful in the Solution of Practical Problems’: 
Global Catholicism and Human Rights in 
The Catholic Lawyer, 1955–1964,” Catholic 
Historical Review 111 (2025).

Deanna Witkowski is the recipient of a 
2025–26 research grant from the Crossroads 
Project supported by the Henry Luce Foundation 
and Princeton University for “Jazz in the Pews: 
Mary Lou Williams, Eddie Bonnemère, and The 
Community of St. Thomas the Apostle.” The 
project explores the partnerships between these 
two Black Catholic composers and St. Thomas as 
part of the Harlem-based church’s jazz ministry 
from 1967 to 1971. The resulting multime-
dia project will be posted at SPIRIT HOUSE 
(crossroads-spirithouse.org) in spring 2026. ■

Research Grants & Awards 
Apply by December 31, 2025, for research 
funds from the Cushwa Center.  
Learn more at cushwa.nd.edu/grants.

Research Travel Grants support visits to the Notre Dame Archives. 

Guerin Grants support projects featuring Catholic women in modern history. 

D’Agostino Grants fund travel for research in Roman archives. 

Hiberian Research Awards support the study of Irish and Irish American history. 

The Davis Award recognizes outstanding projects on the Black Catholic experience.

Gutiérrez Research Awards support work in theology, history, and the social sciences 
that engage or take inspiration from Rev. Gustavo Gutiérrez, O.P. (1928–2024).
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Six Scholars Join Cushwa’s  
Rome Advisory Committee

Since 2014, the Cushwa Center has worked 
with Notre Dame Rome to host seminars, 
conferences, lectures, and fellowships in the 
Eternal City. The center’s Rome Advisory 
Committee, inaugurated in 2017 and chaired 
by Luca Codignola, recently welcomed six new 
members:

Flavia Canestrini, D.L., 
M.A . (Pisa),  Ph.D. 
(Sciences Po, Paris), is 
a Max Weber Fellow at 
the European University 
Institute in Fiesole, Italy, and adjunct professor of 
global history at Libera Università Internazionale 
degli Studi Sociali Guido Carli (LUISS) in 
Rome. A past visiting fellow at Northwestern 
University, Canestrini is an economic histo-
rian whose research examines the intersections 
of late 20th-century globalization, U.S. foreign 
policy, and international economic relations. 
Her forthcoming book examines how expand-
ing markets in the 1980s transformed economic 
sanctions into key instruments of power and 
influence in global affairs.

Susanna De Stradis, 
B . A . ,  M. A .  (Pisa) , 
Lic. (Scuola Normale 
Superiore), Ph.D. (Notre 
Dame), is assistant pro-
fessor in 20th-century U.S. religious history 
at Mississippi State University. She has been 

a fellow with the Social Science Research 
Council and a postdoctoral fellow at the John 
C. Danforth Center. Her research focuses on 
20th-century U.S. Catholics’ institutional and 
cultural relationship with Rome and Rome’s 
impact on American religion and politics. Her 
work has appeared in scholarly and public-
facing outlets, including Archivio italiano per 
la storia della pietà, Religion Compass, Religion 
and American Culture, The Immanent Frame,  
and Commonweal.

Jane Eade, B.A. (Hons), 
M.A., Ph.D., is the direc-
tor of heritage collections 
for the Venerable English 
College, Rome. Formerly a 
cultural heritage curator for the U.K. conserva-
tion charity The National Trust, she has worked 
as a curator for the National Portrait Gallery 
(London) and the Courtauld Gallery (London) 
as well as for university and private collections. 
She has broad research interests in early modern 
religious history and visual culture, particularly 
portraiture. Her Ph.D. explored the relation-
ship between sight and the concept of insight 
in the figurative arts of the European Baroque. 
Her publications include “The Representation 
of Faith and Religion,” in K. Anderson, J. Field, 
and C. Murray, eds., Reframing King James 
VI & I, special issue of British Art Studies 
(December 2025); “Between the Sacred and the 
Profane: Framing Early English Portraiture,” 
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in C. Strunck, ed., Glaube, Politik und die 
Künste. Frühneuzeitliche Transfers zwischen 
katholischen und protestantischen Kulturen. Eine 
Einleitung (2019); with D. Taylor, “The Family 
of Sir Thomas More Revisited,” in D. Adshead, 
ed., in association with Apollo magazine, The 
National Trust Historic Houses & Collections 
Annual (2015); “Power and Sacred Art,” in N. 
Llewellyn and M. Snodin, assisted by J. Norman, 
eds., Baroque 1620–1800: Style in the Age of  
Magnificence (2009).

Maria Susanna Garroni 
ha s  taug ht  No r th 
American history at the 
Università di Napoli 
L’Orientale and Università 
Roma Tre. Her research and writing focus on 
Italian immigration to the United States as 
well as gender history and political history, par-
ticularly with regard to U.S. pacifist feminist 
women and their international connections. The 
editor of a pioneering book on Italian women 
religious and U.S. immigration, Sorelle d’oltre-
oceano. Religiose italiane ed emigrazione negli 
Stati Uniti, una storia da scoprire (2008), she 
recently published “Spaghetti with Meatballs is 
not Italian. L’Italianamericanism delle italiane 
emigrate negli Stati Uniti nel Novecento,” in 
S. Luconi and M. Verdicchio, eds., Lontane da 
casa. Donne italiane e diaspora globale dall’inizio 
del Novecento (2015); “Lo sfilacciarsi della rete: 
pacifiste femministe fra Europa e Stati Uniti,” 
in S. Bartoloni, ed., La Grande Guerra delle 
Italiane. Mobilitazioni, diritti e trasformazioni 
(2016); “Interpreting Little Italies: Ethnicity 
as an Accident of Geography,” in W.J. Connell 
and S.G. Pugliese, eds., The Routledge History of 
Italian Americans (2018).

Raffaella Perin, D.L. 
(Padua), Ph.D. (Padua), 
Ph.D. (Pisa-Paris), is 
associate professor of the 
history of Christianity 

at the Catholic University of the Sacred Heart 
in Milan. She studies the history of the papacy 
in the 20th century, particularly the Holy See’s 
relations with Jews and Protestants, media’s role 
in Vatican politics and diplomacy, and Catholic 
anti-modernism. She serves on the editorial 
boards of Annali di scienze religiose, Rivista di 
storia del cristianesimo, and Modernism; as an 
advisory editor of the Institutum Historicum 
Societatis Iesu; and as a member of the scientific 
committees for the Opera Omnia of Carlo Maria 
Martini and for the Institute for the History of 
Catholic Action and the Catholic Movement in 
Italy Paul VI. 

Pierantonio Piatti, D.L. 
(Firenze), Ph.D. (Roma 
Tor Vergata), diploma in 
archives sciences (Vatican 
School of Palaeography, 
Diplomatics and Archives Administration), 
diploma in library science (School of Library 
Science of the Vatican Apostolic Library), 
is secretary of the Pontifical Committee for 
Historical Sciences. His main research fields 
are hagiography, the history of religious 
orders, and the history of women religious. 
He serves as director of the series “Atti e 
Documenti del Pontificio Comitato di Scienze 
Storiche” published by LEV-Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana; historical consultant for the Vatican 
Dicastery of the Causes of Saints; secretary of 
the Commission Internationale d’Histoire et 
d’Études du Christianisme; member of the 
Centro Internazionale di Studi Cateriniani 
(Rome); and member of the Deputation for 
National History of Tuscany (Florence). 

—
The Rome Advisory Committee’s 20 members 
share expertise, participate in events, and lead 
partnerships with European universities and 
institutes. Full member bios are available at 
cushwa.nd.edu/rome. ■
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Turning a corner, I faced yet another row of yellow and peach pastel 
buildings, and I had to acknowledge that I was lost. Just a few hours 
earlier, I had landed in Rome and begun my journey across the city 

toward the Pontifical Urban College of Propaganda Fide.1 When I finally 
puffed up to the college’s front gate, beads of sweat rolling down my neck from 
the hot May sun, the gate attendant looked at me and shook his head. “No 
turista,” he declared, moving his finger side to side as he made a disapproving 

Melissa Coles is a postdoctoral research associate at Notre Dame’s Cushwa Center. A historian 
of 19th- and 20th-century North America, Coles specializes in the intersection of Catholicism, 
Indigenous traditions, the environment, and sacred places. She earned her Ph.D. in history from the 
University of Notre Dame, where she also received her B.A. in honors anthropology and peace studies. 
She earned her M.Div. at Harvard Divinity School.

From Historian to Pilgrim 
Missionary Records and a Papal 
Transition, May 2025

By Melissa Coles

A view of the Pontifical Urban College’s campus seen from a spot near the tunnel that 
leads to the Propaganda Fide Historical Archives. Photo courtesy of Melissa Coles.
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clucking sound. The group who had attempted 
to enter the college ahead of me were tourists, 
and after getting turned away, they wandered 
down the street snapping pictures. The Urban 
College’s location—a ten minute walk from 
Saint Peter’s Square, on a hill overlooking 
Rome—probably attracts a large number of 
sightseers. I was there, though, to look at histor-
ical documents, not the sights. After explaining 
that I was not a lost tourist but, rather, a lost 
historian, the gate attendant kindly shared step-
by-step directions from the entryway to the 
Propaganda Fide Historical Archives.2

Amid the landscape of unfamiliar buildings, 
I quickly lost my bearings. I had correctly fol-
lowed the first steps in his directions—walking 
up a hill, under a bridge, and up a flight of 
stairs. Then, I took a wrong turn—or two—
that brought me to an overlook. Standing high 
over the city, I gazed at a panoramic view of 
Rome—beautiful, but not what I was looking 
for. Suddenly, I was reminded of the many vis-
itors to the University of Notre Dame’s campus 
who have gotten lost amidst the quads of colle-
giate, buff-yellow buildings. When I have given 
directions to turned-around visitors, I often 
advised them to navigate using landmarks such 
as Hesburgh Library. Now, lost on a different 
campus, I remembered that advice and used it 
to reorient myself. Taking a deep breath, I again 
set off down the Urban College’s sidewalks. Ten 
minutes later, I walked down a winding tunnel 
and finally found what I was searching for. As I 
walked through the Propaganda Fide Historical 
Archives’ door, I felt myself transition from fraz-
zled foreigner to curious researcher. A painting 
facing the entryway greeted me. Pausing, I gazed 
at a radiating cross atop a vibrant globe and, 
across the world, a banner exhorting the reader, 
euntes docete: “go and teach” (Matthew 28:19).

My visit to Rome for archival research coin-
cided with an auspicious year for the global 
Church. In spring 2024, Pope Francis decreed 
that the Ordinary Jubilee of the Holy Year 

2025 would begin on Christmas Eve 2024 with 
the opening of the Holy Door of Saint Peter’s 
Basilica. Soon after, senior Church leaders 
would open the Holy Doors at the three other 
papal basilicas—Saint John Lateran, Saint 
Mary Major, and Saint Paul Outside the Walls. 
These Holy Doors, Francis proclaimed, would 
“be flung open to invite everyone to an intense 
experience of the love of God.” Pilgrims could 
respond to this Jubilee invitation by celebrating 
in the papal basilicas in Rome or in their local 
churches around the world. A year later, Francis 
scheduled the Jubilee to end with the closing of 
Saint Peter’s Holy Door during Epiphany 2026. 
Reflecting on the transformative possibilities of 
the year, Francis declared that the Jubilee would 
be “a Holy Year marked by the hope that does 
not fade, our hope in God,” a hope needed by 
individuals and the world.3 The 2025 Jubilee 
continues a Christian tradition that began in 
1300 and often featured pilgrims flocking to 
Rome. So as I planned my Vatican archival trip 
from South Bend, I looked forward to joining 
the “pilgrims of hope” converging on Rome 
from around the world.4  

While I planned my trip to coincide with 
the Jubilee, I had no way of knowing that spring 
2025 also would be a time of papal transition. 
Francis died on Easter Monday, April 21. Five 
days later, he was buried at one of the Jubilee 
pilgrimage sites—the Papal Basilica of Saint 
Mary Major, a church he had visited often to 
venerate the Salus Populi Romani icon. After 
a period of mourning, the conclave gathered in 
the Sistine Chapel on May 7, and the next day, 
the cardinals elected Pope Leo XIV. I landed 
in Rome less than a week into the new pontifi-
cate. Though dignitaries and reporters traveled 
from around the world specifically for Francis’s 
funeral and Leo’s inauguration, I was one of 
many global pilgrims who had planned our trips 
months or years in advance. Once in Italy, of 
course, we adjusted our itineraries in response 
to current events. In between archival work, I 

From Rome
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joined the pilgrims, tourists, politicians, and 
reporters visiting Francis’s tomb and attending 
Leo’s inauguration. 

This is why, one sunny May day, I exam-
ined 19th-century missionaries’ letters held at 
the Propaganda Fide Historical Archives in the 
morning and then hopped on a city bus toward 
Saint Mary Major that afternoon. As I stepped 
off the bus and walked to the basilica, I wasn’t 
sure what to expect. Hundreds of thousands of 
mourners had already paid their respects to the 
first pope from the Americas in the week after 
he died—gathering in Saint Peter’s Basilica 
where he lay in state, attending his funeral Mass 
in Saint Peter’s Square, lining the streets along 
the procession to his chosen burial site, and vis-
iting Saint Mary Major to see his final resting 
place. Weeks later, at the beginning of a new 
papacy, on a random weekday afternoon, would 
people still be gathering to pay their respects to 
Francis? Searching for the end of the line that 
stretched around Mary Major’s monumental 
baroque and Romanesque complex, I had my 
answer. Yes. Thousands of people were waiting 
to enter the Holy Door and visit Francis’s tomb. 

As we inched forward, I looked at the statues 
of saints like Luke the Evangelist and listened 
to conversations about food plans and neigh-
borhood gossip. Those around me continued 
chatting through the security check, where I 
saw an impressive pile of confiscated umbrellas. 
As we approached the Holy Door, though, the 
chatter ceased. Pilgrims of hope reached out 
to touch Mary and Jesus’s hands, bowed their 
heads, and offered quietly spoken prayers. Once 
in the church, casual conversations in many 
languages resumed around me, but people 
lowered their voices as we shuffled past chapels 
and gravesites. The next hush fell as the queue 
approached the newest tomb. Facing the stark 
simplicity of Francis’s final resting place—a 
Ligurian stone inscribed “Franciscus,” a replica 
of his pectoral cross spotlit on the wall, a single 
white rose on his tomb and bouquets of roses 
and daisies in front—the sounds of sorrow filled 
the space. Here, Jubilee pilgrims mourned their 
beloved pope.

A few days later, I experienced another 
side of the papal transition when I attended 
Leo’s joy-filled inauguration in Saint Peter’s 

Pope Leo greets those gathered for his inauguration Mass on May 18, 2025. Overhead, a camera tracks 
his movement for Vatican Media’s global live broadcast. Photo courtesy of Melissa Coles.
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Square. Three hours before the Mass, I joined 
a stream of people navigating security. Around 
me, guards carefully unrolled and read the 
many signs people wanted to bring into the 
square—banners emblazoned with national 
flags and well wishes such as “Viva il Papa!” 
Through security, I settled into an open spot 
in the already-crowded square, and the waiting 
began. To my left, a Spanish woman prayed con-
tinuous rosaries. She had traveled to Italy for the 
inauguration. In front of me, a group of Roman 
women discussed their new bishop’s strengths. 
To my right stood an American family from 
Michigan. When they planned their Italian 
vacation months ago, they explained, they had 
purchased Coliseum tickets for this Sunday 
morning, but they “obviously” had to attend this 
Mass instead. Behind me, a Chicago man in his 
70s shared with a twinkle in his eye that, “Pope 
Leo is in my school yearbook!” 

Excitement spiked when Leo made his way 
through the crowds in a popemobile, greeting 
those gathered for his inauguration Mass. Well-
wishers waved flags, took pictures, raised their 
hands in prayer, shouted greetings, and lifted 
their children toward the second pope from 
the Americas. After Leo passed us, the Spanish 
woman turned to me and said with tears in her 
eyes, “Somos bendecidos” (we are blessed).

In contrast to the boisterous crowds filling 
the streets of the Vatican and Rome cele-
brating Leo’s inauguration, the Propaganda 
Fide Historical Archives remained a tran-
quil space of quiet study. Every day, about ten 
other researchers and I handed in our access 
cards at the front desk, placed our belong-
ings in lockers, and entered the consultation 
room with our laptops, paper, and pencils. 

There, we read and took notes on a collection 
that spans global Church missionary activity 
from the 17th through the 20th centuries. My 
research on 19th-century correspondence set me 
apart as a “modern historian” from most of the 
scholars around me who paged through far older 
documents. As I looked at the mosaic of paper 
fragments left on their desks at the end of the 
day, I felt grateful that the sources I was examin-
ing were, as-yet, more stable.

I found many similarities between working 
in the Propaganda Fide Historical Archives 
and in U.S. and Canadian archives. The 
Historical Archives maintains exacting entry 
requirements—researchers must submit an 
application with personal and professional 
details as well as a recommendation letter 
from a “recognized” institute or a “qualified” 
person. Other private archives in America use 
similar stipulations for entry. Once a research-
er’s application is approved, she can schedule an 
appointment to visit. Often, available dates are 
many months away—not unheard of in small, 
private, or popular depositories. Once inside 
the Historical Archives, many regulations mirror 
those of North American archives. For example, 
researchers should “observe absolute silence” 
with the “exception of brief communication in 
a low voice with the staff ”; the staff requests 
that researchers report damaged materials to 
them; and scholars are “committed” to send the 
archives two copies of publications resulting 
from its documents.5 The Historical Archives’ 
entry requirements and on-site regulations are 
strict, but they fall within expected parameters.

However, there are notable differences 
between this Vatican repository and archives I 
have visited in North America. In addition to 

Behind me, a Chicago man in his 70s shared with a twinkle 
in his eye that, ‘Pope Leo is in my school yearbook!’

From Rome
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the vast chronological and geographic scope 
of the collections, the expectations for behav-
ior, rules about reproduction, and customs 
around databases set the Propaganda Fide 
Historical Archives apart. When I work in U.S. 
and Canadian archives and request 19th-cen-
tury correspondence, the letters often arrive in 
protective sleeves. Sometimes, staff hand me a 
photocopy instead of the original document. 
On one memorable trip, an archivist stipulated 
that I wear gloves while handling the photocopy 
that he had just created. While documents in 
the Propaganda Fide Historical Archives must 
be treated “with the utmost care,” gloves are not 
provided or required.6 Seeing a person working 
next to me touch 18th-century documents with 
his bare hands shocked my American-trained 
sensibilities. Another policy difference changes 
scholars’ pace and mode of research. While 
researchers can pay for official scans, personal 
photography of materials is forbidden. So more 
people read and analyze documents in the 
archive—instead of taking photos in the archive 
and then working through them at home. As 
a result, common background sounds at the 
Historical Archives were the slow turning of 
pages and the scratching of pencils on paper—
instead of the swift shuffling of papers and quiet 
tapping on phone camera screens. Finally, unlike 
many North American archives, the Propaganda 
Fide Historical Archives does not have a search-
able online database describing its holdings. 
Instead, researchers rely on word-of-mouth and 
meticulous calendars, descriptive lists of the 
archives’ holdings compiled by other academics. 
Before visiting the Historical Archives, I had 
consulted with Luca Codignola, Cushwa Center 
Senior Fellow in Rome, who shared invaluable 

advice and support, and I had pored over the 
calendars, flagging letters written by missionar-
ies working in the Northwest. Such preparatory 
work becomes essential when the archive does 
not provide a searchable database—and when 
there is no Internet access in the building. 
For those more accustomed to American and 
Canadian archives, knowing regulations and 
expectations like these can prepare researchers 
to have a productive trip in Rome.

I was prepared for the Historical Archives’ 
policies, but from the first document I exam-
ined to the last, I was dazzled at the wealth of 
sources. Materials arrived in thousand-page 
bound volumes. Often, archive staff juggled three 
of these massive tomes in their arms at a time. I 
came to expect the soft thud they made when the 
staff placed them on the desk in front of me. I 
never, though, got used to the depth of original 
documents housed inside. Written in French, 
Latin, Italian, and English, the letters, petitions, 
and certificates revealed a glimpse into the 
Catholic Church’s missionary activity in North 
America from the perspective of missionaries, 
lay Catholics, and Church officials. Filed around 
the Grey Nun and Oblate correspondence that I 
focused on, I read requests from lay Catholics for 
the pope to discipline their bishops, letters from 
teachers detailing conflicts between their schools 
and nearby Protestant schools, and reports from 
missionaries on their work with Indigenous com-
munities.7 These documents frequently included 
meticulous details of particular incidents and 
clearly articulated personal opinions. As one his-
torian friend commented when I described an 
irate letter from a group of lay Catholics to the 
pope, the Propaganda Fide Historical Archives 
contains “hot historical gossip.”

My research on 19th-century correspondence set me apart as a ‘modern historian’ 
from most of the scholars around me who paged through far older documents.
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When I returned to Pope Leo’s regional 
homeland, a visit to the University of Notre 
Dame Archives complemented my research 
in the Propaganda Fide Historical Archives. 
The Notre Dame Archives contains important 
collections on Catholic and regional history—
such as the Potawatomi Nation Collection, 
which includes 19th- and 20th-century jour-
nals, letters, and treaties about the Indigenous 
nation; the Jean Meyer Cristero Rebellion Oral 
History Collection, which features interviews 
with Mexican citizens, military personnel, and 
government officials about the early-20th-cen-
tury conflict; and the Patrick and Patricia 
Crowley Papers, which highlights mid-to-late-
20th-century lay perspectives on marriage, 
birth control, and parenthood. Thanks to the 
work of University archivist Father Thomas 
McAvoy, C.S.C., Notre Dame also offers 
researchers access to microfilm copies of Vatican 
documents. These extraordinary materials were 
gathered during a mid-20th-century push to 
grow Notre Dame’s library and archival col-
lections. In 1961, construction commenced 
for Memorial Library (renamed Hesburgh 

Library in 1987), and McAvoy oversaw a multi-
pronged project to obtain microfilm copies of 
U.S. Catholic materials held at European insti-
tutions. Notably, this digitization included a 
“mammoth microfilming project” of 17th- to 
20th-century Propaganda Fide records about 
the lands today known as the United States.8 
The result—the Catholic Church Congregatio 
de Propaganda Fide Records—provides schol-
ars based in the Americas with accessible copies 
of some of Propaganda Fide’s holdings. The 
Vatican repository contains many more materi-
als than the Notre Dame collection, but scholars 
of American Catholicism can pair a visit to the 
Notre Dame Archives with an appointment at 
the Propaganda Fide Historical Archives, exam-
ining at the latter documents not included in 
McAvoy’s microfilm project. At both places, art 
reminds researchers of the Catholic Church’s 
historical and contemporary work in the word. 
In Rome, all who enter the archives are exhorted 
to “go and teach.” In South Bend, “Christ the 
Teacher” in the Word of Life mural greets 
visitors, a visual reminder of Notre Dame’s con-
nections with the global Church. ■

Notes
1 	 In Italian, the name is the Pontificio Collegio Urbano “de Propaganda Fide.”
2	 The repository’s full name is the Historical Archives of the Congregation for the Evangelization of 

Peoples. In Italian, it is called the Archivio Storico della Congregazione per l’Evangelizzazione dei 
Popoli or the Archivio Storico “de Propaganda Fide.”

3 	 Francis, Spes Non Confundit, Bull of Indiction of the Ordinary Jubilee of the Year 2025, May 9, 2024.
4 	 The 2025 Holy Year’s motto is peregrinantes in spem: pilgrims of hope.
5 	 “Regulation,” The Propaganda Fide Historical Archives: The Congregation for the Evangelization 

of Peoples, Archivio Storico Propaganda Fide, 2013, https://www.archiviostoricopropaganda.va/
content/archiviostoricopropagandafide/en/archivio-storico/regolamento.html.

6 	 Ibid.
7 	 The full names of their orders are the Sisters of Charity of Montréal and the Missionary Oblates of  

Mary Immaculate.
8 	 James E. Murphy, 7 December 1961, Notre Dame Printed and Reference Material PR 61/71, “Notre 

Dame acquires Microfilm copies of Vatican documents,” University of Notre Dame Archives.
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Pick up a copy of James Chappel’s recent book Golden Years: How 
Americans Invented and Reinvented Old Age (Basic Books, 2024), and 
its aqua-blue cover may convince you that a world of sunshine and 

swimming pools lies within. But readers who press on will find that Golden 
Years offers something much more nuanced: an urgent, thoughtful analysis of 
what old age has meant in the 20th-century United States, and what it could 
mean—or must mean—in the future. 

Angela Xia is a postdoctoral research associate at Notre Dame’s Cushwa Center. She received her 
Ph.D. in religious studies from the University of Pennsylvania and her B.A. in American studies from 
Columbia University. Her research examines interactions between religion and biomedicine in the late 
20th century.

Heroes for a  
Hot, Gray Future 
A Review of  
James Chappel’s  
Golden Years

By Angela Xia
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Golden Years marks a dramatic shift 
for Chappel, a professor of history at Duke 
University whose previous work centered on 
Catholic intellectuals in postwar Europe.1 
Readers of the American Catholic Studies 
Newsletter may wonder what motivated a scholar 
of religion and continental politics to write a 
history of old age in America. As Chappel writes 
in the introduction, this move was years in the 
making, a product of his long-standing personal 
interest in old age as well as public neglect of the 
topic. How is it possible, Chappel muses, that 
the elderly are so invisible in American politics, 
even as they die so frequently in environmental 
and public health disasters—and even as they 
wield so much power in American government?

Chappel wagers that part of the problem is 
our lack of usable histories. Americans do not 
talk about old age, he reasons, because they do 
not have compelling stories to tell about it—
stories that link the personal to the political. 
The goal of Golden Years is to bridge that gap by 
showing how ideas about old age changed across 
the 20th century and how the lives of elderly 
Americans changed as well. To achieve this, 
Chappel assumes an eclectic scope, pairing famil-
iar topics like Social Security and retirement 
homes with fresh perspectives on intersection-
ality, old age activism, and popular media such 
as The Golden Girls. Chappel’s sources are simi-
larly broad, including books, newspapers, policy 
reports, popular media, secondary literature, 
and select archival records, though the COVID-
19 pandemic prevented him from conducting a 
comprehensive documentary sweep.

In Golden Years, Chappel periodizes 
American thinking about old age into three 
stages: Part I, “The Aged, 1900–1940,” Part 
II, “Senior Citizens, 1940–1975,” and Part 
III, “Older People, 1975–2000.” Throughout, 
Chappel emphasizes the contingency of his nar-
rative, drawing attention to “roads not taken” in 
an effort to depict history as a series of cascading 
possibilities rather than as fixed events. 

Part I, for instance, begins with a survey of 
two social movements with competing visions 
of pensions in the early 1900s: the Ex-Slave 
Pension Association, which lobbied for retro-
active pensions for Black workers whose wages 
were stolen from them during slavery, and the 
Fraternal Order of Eagles, a men’s society that 
advocated for payouts to older, predominantly 
white laborers seemingly threatened by indus-
trial manufacturing. While neither group’s 
vision was fully realized, Chappel argues in 
Chapter 2 that the ideology of the Fraternal 
Order of Eagles lived on in Social Security, 
which maintained a strict labor hierarchy by 
excluding agricultural and domestic workers (the 
majority of whom were Black, Latino, or Asian 
American) and emphasizing contributory pay-
ments, which many women and racial minorities 
could not make. Conversely, groups like the 
Ex-Slave Pension Association and the Townsend 
Plan—a utopian movement that supported uni-
versal payouts to the elderly and promoted an 
idea of old age as a time of leisure—are labeled 
by Chappel as “roads not taken.”

In Part II of Golden Years, “roads not taken” 
seem to fade from view as midcentury experts 
homed in on the elderly (or senior citizens, as 
they came to be called in the 1940s). “Never 
before,” writes Chappel, “had aging been such 
an obsession in the cultural and political con-
versation as it was in the postwar decades” 
(77). The overwhelming consensus during 

1 	 See, for instance, James Chappel, Catholic Modern: The Challenge of Totalitarianism and  
the Remaking of the Church (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018).

Americans lack compelling stories 
about old age—stories that link the 

personal to the political.
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this period was that American seniors must be 
independent. Independence, Chappel notes in 
Chapter 3, dominated the national conversa
tion for several reasons. For one, the ideal of 
old age as leisure gradually gained acceptance 
among intellectuals and social workers. Much 
more powerful, however, were the United 
States’ ideological and infrastructural commit-
ments to the nuclear family during the dawn of 
the Cold War. Sociologists and psychologists 
in the 1950s worried that older people would 
harm the “normal” development of the nuclear 
family unit, and the influx of suburban homes 
and cars made it difficult or even impossible 
for older Americans to live in intergenerational 
households. In this way, independence—be it 
economic, residential, ideological—had become 
a “cultural mandate” for older people as fears of 
communal living and the politics it implied took 
hold (71).

Chapter 4 examines how the laser focus 
on independence in the 1950s evolved into 
hyper-consumerism by the 1960s and 1970s. 
These decades marked the first time Americans 
entering their 60s could fully access their Social 
Security and Medicare benefits. Having also 
spent their working years during the prosperous 
postwar era, these senior citizens had enough 
economic privilege to pursue not just indepen-
dence, but retirement. By Chappel’s account, 
the idea of retirement coalesced during the late 
1960s and early 1970s around the principle of 
consumption. “A consumer society for older 
Americans,” he writes, “emerged parallel to . . . 
the youth centric consumer culture” character-
istic of the period (99). A major feature of this 
new consumer economy for elders was congre-
gate housing, the most famous of which was the 
age-restricted community—the precursor to 
what is called “assisted living” today. Designed 
and marketed with the able-bodied, upper-
middle-class American in mind, these housing 
communities—with names like Leisure World 
or Sun City—boasted accessible living spaces 

and convenient amenities such as garden land-
scapes, recreation centers, and security forces, 
making them key sites in the idealization of old 
age in space as well as time.

Very few Americans could actually afford 
the fees that age-restricted communities 
required, leaving them to realize their retire-
ment ideals at senior centers, at home, or in 
nursing homes. Most of the nation’s long term 
care infrastructure, notes Chappel in Chapter 
4, was not equipped to handle the job. Nursing 
homes’ conditions were particularly sobering, 
and despite dramatic exposés throughout the 
1970s, reforms were not forthcoming. Chappel 
attributes such inertia to a combination of 
corporate greed, racial and gender inequality 
in the caregiving workforce, and policy changes 
that rewarded nursing homes for becoming 
more like hospitals. Even so, Chappel does not 
lose hope, describing retirement in the 1970s as 
“a serviceable but leaky building, constructed 
piecemeal” and continuing to serve its purpose 
(120).

Many felt that this “serviceable but leaky 
building” needed major renovations, and 
Chapter 5 profiles one of them. Jacquelyne 
Johnson Jackson was a Black sociologist at Duke 
University who dedicated her career to research-
ing and advocating for Black elders. From the 
mid-1960s onwards, Jackson rejected colorblind 
approaches to old age policy, challenging the 
gerontological establishment to properly con-
front the effects of racism, sexism, and poverty 
on America’s elders. She criticized the consumer 
ideal of aging as exclusionary by design and pro-
posed reparative measures such as affirmative 

Midcentury suburbanization made 
intergenerational living difficult. 
Independence became a ‘cultural 
mandate’ amid fears of communal 
living and the politics it implied.
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action for Social Security or the institution of 
national health insurance. Though many of 
Jackson’s critiques were never seriously consid-
ered, Chappel refuses to interpret the outcome 
as defeat. “The point is not that Jacquelyne 
Jackson failed,” he writes, “but that history 
presents us with an example of what a more 
intersectional approach to aging might look 
like” (143). Jackson represents a road not taken, 
but also a “hero” in Chappel’s story. “If America 
is going to grapple with the issues surrounding 
its diverse elder population, we need stories to 
tell about it,” Chappel insists (123). “And we 
need heroes too” (ibid).

Such optimism vanishes in Chapter 6, which 
marks a definitive turning point in Golden 
Years. Whereas midcentury interest in old age 
was high, by the end of the 1970s “the horizons 
of aging policy had shrunk, and the boundless 
future had come to an end” (147). Chappel 
posits several reasons why. For one, the 1973 
economic downturn and the accompanying 
inflation crisis made defending Social Security 
a difficult and unrewarding task for progres-
sive politicians. Nursing home scandals and 
unsympathetic media portrayals of old age on 
television and film led to a growing skepticism 
over whether an “active” old age was medi-
cally or financially possible. And while activist 
groups like the Gray Panthers sought to address 
structural issues and form alliances with other 
minority networks, the voices clamoring for 
Social Security privatization grew ever louder, 
eventually eclipsing all others to become the 
“only coherent vision for major old age reform” 
(165).

In Part III, stagnation and individualism 
replace growth and solidarity as era-defining 
themes. In the 1980s and 1990s, Chappel argues, 
both politics and popular culture encouraged 
older Americans to define themselves as indivi
duals, rather than part of a politicized interest 
group. Leading the charge in this effort was the 
AARP, the focus of Chapter 7. Founded during 

the postwar years as a civic organization for 
retired teachers, by the 1980s the AARP had 
undergone a sea change in priorities. No longer 
concerned with building community among 
retirees, the AARP focused instead on fighting 
a form of age discrimination known as “ageism,” 
a term coined by Dr. Robert Butler in 1969. 
Chappel deems the AARP’s efforts shallow at 
best. Despite modeling their arguments after 
activists in the civil rights, feminist, and gay 
rights movements, anti-ageism advocates often 
exhibited “a blindness to other, more powerful 
dynamics of discrimination” (187). The AARP 
also made little effort to ally with other minori-
tized groups, a move Chappel labels as politically 
devastating. “The hegemony of AARP,” he 
writes, “comes at a steep cost” (200). Rather than 
an issue that compelled state and society, old 
age “was increasingly understood to be a private 
journey . . . in AARP nation, older people were 
meant to take care of themselves” (ibid).

Chapters 8, 9, and 10 round out Chappel’s 
portrait of the self-care era in full, focusing on 
health and sexuality, finances, and long-term 
care respectively. Each uses the hit TV show 
The Golden Girls as a framing device, compar-
ing the show’s larger-than-life depictions with 
the realities of the late 1980s and early 1990s. 
Chappel finds the frank discussions of sex, per-
sonal health, and finances on The Golden Girls 
to be fairly countercultural for its time. The 
show’s protagonists—four older women living 
together—had sex, worked jobs, made jokes, and 
supported one another in a way that had never 
before been seen in American television. Yet in 
other ways, The Golden Girls fell in line with the 
status quo, celebrating self-care as a replacement 
for medical care and omitting any discussion of 
Social Security or potential disability.

By the end of Golden Years, Chappel 
returns to his “road not taken” conceit in order 
to imagine a different future for America. In 
Chapter 10, for instance, he considers what 
the United States could have done about its 
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woefully inadequate long-term care system—a 
system that was overwhelmed in the 1990s by 
an influx of frail elderly and that will, with the 
aging of the Baby Boomer generation, be over-
whelmed again. Writes Chappel:

The American government could have 
responded to the new crisis the way it had 
responded in the past: through the crea
tion of massive new social programs. It 
could have created a network of licensed, 
well-regulated care facilities, staffed with 
well-trained, well-paid employees. That is 
not what happened, and instead the problem 
was swept under the rug. (253)

In his conclusion, Chappel speculates that old 
age will be part of the “two most important 
challenges of the 21st century: the crisis of the 
environment and the crisis of care” (281). In 
this “hot, gray future,” the individualist model 
of aging created in the 1950s and perfected in 
the 1980s will not ease the burden of caregiv-
ing or lessen the threat of floods, pandemics, or 
heat waves. So what are readers to do? Chappel 
has three suggestions. First, the long-term care 
industry has to change, with better regulations, 
higher wages, and opportunities for career 
advancement. Second, older people need to 
once again identify as “old” in order to mobilize 
politically. They also need to be more inclusive, 
not only of racial minorities but also of queer 
elders, elders with disabilities, and caregivers. 
And finally, Chappel entreats all Americans to 
remember that “the stories we tell about old age 
matter so much” (295).

With Golden Years, Chappel has certainly 
succeeded in giving readers a story to tell about 
old age in the modern United States. As a 
fellow historian of aging and American health-
care, I was impressed by Chappel’s command 

of the secondary literature and elated by his 
decision to elevate figures like Jacquelyne 
Jackson. I also appreciated his ability to weave 
together well-trodden episodes in American 
political history with new accounts of social 
movements—all while maintaining his focus 
on historical contingencies and progressive 
solutions.

At times, however, I wanted Chappel to 
further justify his historiographical conclusions. 
How, for example, was the independent-con-
sumer ideal of old age different from the 
self-care ideal of old age? By what standards 
was Chappel measuring the influence—or lack 
thereof—of figures like Jackson or the Gray 
Panthers? Did old age simply ride the political 
wave of every period, or did it affect any social 
fields on its own? Would it be accurate to say, 
for instance, that old age was an example—or 
even a catalyst—of what theorist Wendy Brown 
calls the “responsibilization” of American life?2 
As a religious studies scholar, I remain puzzled 
by Chappel’s decision to portray religion either 
as an archaic source of tradition or as a “typical 
midcentury institution” on the decline, even 
as he insists that Americans need a story-based 
ethical framework—a theology, even?—to help 
them confront the challenges of climate change 
and a graying population (190).

Theoretical quibbles aside, I can say with 
confidence that Golden Years is a book I will 
turn to again and again, not only to context
ualize health policy for students or enrich my 
own research, but to show people who have 
aging parents or who are entering elderhood 
themselves that they are not alone. For if we are 
to survive the “hot, gray future” that Chappel 
foretells, we must first travel the roads that 
made—or could have made—our present. ■

2 	 See Wendy Brown, Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolution (Brooklyn, NY:  
Zone Books, 2015).
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Barnabas Aspray and David Elcott

On the Significance of Religion for  
Immigration Policy

Routledge 2025

Aspray and Elcott explore 
the ways in which reli-
gion affects immigration 
policy by focusing on 
two Abrahamic religions: 
Christianity and Judaism. 
Their study shows how 
distinguishing between 
religion as belief/practice 

and religion as national identity can serve as a 
heuristic tool in understanding how religion 
affects immigration policy; investigates scrip-
tural passages relevant to immigration, their 
reception history, and how they have been used 
to justify diverse policies; and uses case studies 
to provide an overview of the complex and 
varied religious responses to immigrants.

Willie Barnes Jr. and J. Scott Carter

Original Sin? The Reproduction of Racism  
in a Multiracial Church

University of 
Georgia 2025

Original Sin? explores 
the ways that a multira-
cial church struggles with 
race, racism, and social 
activism during a turbu-
lent time in U.S. history. 
In the shadow of the 
murder of George Floyd, 

the authors show how members and leaders of 
Without Walls Church, a multiracial church 
claiming over 36,000 members, perpetuate a 
racial ideology based in a color-blind theol-
ogy that minimizes teachings on racism in the 
church and social activism outside of the church. 
Barnes and Carter shed light on the practices 
and policies of racially diverse churches that 
nonetheless reproduce racial inequality.

Of Interest 
Recent Books

Book descriptions in this section originated with the publishers. 
They have been edited for clarity and style.
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Dawn Beutner, ed.

All Things Are Possible: The Selected Writings of 
Mother Cabrini

Ignatius 2025

Mother Cabrini’s letters 
have long been out of 
print in English, and this 
selection of her corre-
spondence introduces 
modern readers to her 
many gifts. We learn 
about her meetings with 

popes and bishops, as well as her encounters 
with ordinary people in Argentina, England, 
France, Nicaragua, Spain, and the United 
States. She describes the sights and sounds she 
encountered during her travels to great cities and 
remote villages, including several experiences in 
which she came close to death. In these letters, 
she demonstrates business acumen, innate lead-
ership abilities, and perseverance during the 
trials of establishing a religious congregation. 

Amy E. Black and Douglas L. Koopman

Civil Religion and the Renewal of  
American Politics

Cambridge 2025

Black and Koopman 
interrogate three visions 
of American identity: 
Christian nationalism, 
strict secularism, and 
civil religion. While 
the growth of Christian 
nationalism and secular-

ism fosters division and threatens consensus,  
a dynamic and self-critical civil religion strength-
ens democracy by allowing religious and 
nonreligious people to coexist peacefully in the 
public square. Integrating insights from political 
science, history, religious studies, and sociology, 
the authors trace the role of religion in American 
politics and culture, assess the current landscape, 
and offer paths to a new working consensus.

Pablo Bradbury and Niall H.D. Geraghty, eds.

Liberation Theology and Praxis in Contemporary 
Latin America. As it Was in the Beginning?

University of 
London 2025

Contributors reevaluate 
the significance of 
Latin American libera
tion theology, born in 
the 1960s at a time of 
Church renewal and 
socio-economic ferment, 

when many sought radical solutions to the per-
ceived exhaustion of developmentalist projects 
and the institutionalized violence of capitalism 
and dependency. Focusing on praxis, the book 
challenges the view that liberation theology 
reached its twilight by the late 1970s, showing 
that liberationist Christianity was more diverse, 
internally conflicted, resonant outside ecclesial 
confines, and interconnected over time than 
often recognized. 

Steven J. Brady

Less Than Victory: American Catholics and the 
Vietnam War

Cambridge 2025

Less than Victory explores 
the impact the Vietnam 
War had on American 
Catholics and vice 
versa. Brady argues that 
American Catholics 
introduced the moral 
argument about the 

war earlier and more comprehensively than 
other groups. Some Catholics saw the war as 
inherently immoral, others as morally obliga-
tory, while still others focused on the morality 
of the means that the U.S. and the Army of 
the Republic of Vietnam were employing. 
These debates provoked a lasting shift away 
from traditional ideas of just war in American 
Catholic thinking and dialogue.
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Luke Bretherton, Vincent W. Lloyd, and 
Valentina Napolitano

What Is Political Theology?
Columbia 2025

Political theolog y is 
widely discussed but little 
understood. This inter-
disciplinary book brings 
together three leading 
voices in political theol-
ogy to offer new entry 
points for understanding 

religion and politics. They explore similarities 
and differences in their approaches, guiding 
readers through scholarship in their fields while 
also advancing a shared vision that speaks to 
crucial questions of justice in the contemporary 
world. Rejecting the notion that political theol-
ogy is a closed field with an established canon, 
the authors show it to be an open-ended, lively 
conversation that welcomes new participants.

Jonathan Bush and Maria Power, eds.

Lay Catholic Societies in Twentieth  
Century Britain

Boydell & 
Brewer 2025

This ninth volume in the 
Catholic Record Society 
monograph series brings to 
light the Catholic laity’s 
rich history of collective 
action addressing social 
issues in 20th-century 

Britain. Chapters cast fresh light on the contri-
butions of Britain’s Catholic minority, discussing 
organizations such as the Catholic Women’s 
League, St Joan’s Social and Political Alliance, 
the Guild of Catholic Teachers, the Catholic 
Evidence Guild, the Young Christian Workers, 
the Newman Association, the Catenians, the 
Catholic Worker movement, the charismatic 
prayer groups that proliferated in the 1970s, and 
Catholic AIDS Link.

Jamall A. Calloway

Imagining Eden: Black Theology and the Search 
for Paradise

Columbia 2025

A number of Black writers 
have drawn inspiration 
from the biblical tale of 
the expulsion from par-
adise. Calloway explores 
the presence of Eden 
and the aftermath of the 
Fall in works by James 

Baldwin, Toni Morrison, Richard Wright, and 
Alice Walker. In reflecting on Eden, he contends, 
these writers rethought what paradise could 
mean in the face of the catastrophes of the Black 
experience. By placing key novels in conversa-
tion with major religious thinkers, Calloway 
shows how Black writers adopted Edenic motifs 
to rebut orthodox interpretations of Genesis, 
with striking theological implications.

Jonathan Chism

Black Religion in America: An Introduction
Routledge 2025

Black Religion in America 
offers an introduction to 
the religious history of 
African Americans from 
the period of slavery 
to the 21st century. It 
analyzes their varying reli-
gious responses to W.E.B. 

Du Bois’s notion of double consciousness and 
the experience of racial exclusion in America. 
Chism traces the social justice thought and 
activism of Black religious practitioners. Despite 
the victories of the Civil Rights Movement, cul-
minating for some with the historic election of 
Barack Obama in 2008, Black religions have not 
provided a panacea for lingering social inequi-
ties. Still, throughout American history, Black 
people have continuously creatively employed 
religion to respond to changing oppressions.
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Amy Coney Barrett

Listening to the Law: Reflections on the Court 
and Constitution

Sentinel 2025

Listening to the Law 
answers a variety of ques-
tions Americans have had 
for Justice Barrett: How 
has she adjusted to the 
Court? What is it like 
to be a Supreme Court 
justice with school-age 

children? Do the justices get along? What does 
her normal day look like? How does the Court 
get its cases? How does it decide them? How 
does she decide? Barrett lays out her role (and 
daily life) as a justice, touching on everything 
from her deliberation process to dealing with 
media scrutiny. With warmth and clarity, she 
brings to life the making of the Constitution 
and explains her approach to interpreting  
its text.

D. L. d’Avray

Debating Papal History, c. 250–c. 1300: 
Responsive Government and the Medieval Papacy

Cambridge 2025

The papacy is the oldest 
surviving government in 
human history, yet the 
forms and roles of papal 
authority remain con-
tested in scholarship. 
Debating Papal History 
offers a reinterpretation of 

papal history from the third to the 13th century 
through an extensive series of case studies. D. 
L. d’Avray argues against interpretations of the 
papacy that focus on a top-down imposition of 
power, suggesting instead that papal authority 
was primarily responsive, invoked to resolve 
uncertainty arising from different ecclesiastical 
subsystems, and interlinked with the roles of 
other non-ecclesiastical powers.

Diogo de Carvalho Cabral, André Vasques 
Vital and Margarita Gascón, eds.

More-Than-Human Histories of Latin America 
and the Caribbean: Decentring the Human in 
Environmental History

University of 
London 2024

With broad regional 
and temporal coverage 
across Latin America 
and the Caribbean 
from the pre-colonial 
period to the present, 
this book responds to 

environmental history’s call to write biophysi-
cal environments into the human past. With a 
historiographical introduction and critical after-
word, nine thought-provoking chapters center 
nonhuman beings and things in the regions’ 
history. The oscillating glare of the sun, the 
resourcefulness of insects, the tectonic instabil-
ity of national territories, and the life-giving and 
intractable impassivity of rivers are some of the 
other-than-human agents driving history.

Joanna Dee Das

Faith, Family, and Flag: Branson Entertainment 
and the Idea of America

Chicago 2025

Branson, Missouri, the 
Ozark Mountain mecca 
of wholesome entertain-
ment, has been home to 
countless stage shows 
espousing patriotism and 
Christianity as it wel-
comes over 10 million 

visitors a year. For Das, Branson is a political, 
religious, and cultural carrier of an enduring 
dream of what America is, embodied by the 
three Fs: faith, family, and flag. Das reveals how 
a town known for popular entertainment came 
to be so important to the political right in the 
context of America’s culture wars.



88 cushwa.nd.edu

Of Interest

Mario Del Pero

In the Shadow of the Vatican: Texan Evangelical 
Missionaries in Cold War Italy

Cambridge 2025

In 1948, the Church of 
Christ from Lubbock, 
Texas, decided to establish 
a mission in Italy, believ-
ing they could help spread 
democracy and American 
values and motivated by 
fervent anti-Catholicism. 

Their zeal and naivety were met with a harsh 
response from the Catholic Church and its allies 
in the Italian government. Yet, the Cold War 
soon forced all of the actors involved to adapt 
their strategies and rhetoric to leverage the sit-
uation to their advantage. Del Pero offers a new 
lens through which to explore the early history 
of the Cold War and the complex dynamics 
between geopolitical alignments, ideological 
integration, and national sovereignty.

Massimo Di Gioacchino

The Ruin of Souls: A Religious History of 
Italian Catholic Immigrants in the United States 
(1853–1921)

Bridwell 2025

The Ruin of Souls pres-
ents a new history of 
Italian Catholic life in the 
United States from the 
founding of the first U.S. 
Italian Catholic church 
in 1853 to the end of 
the immigration flow as 

a result of the Emergency Quota Act of 1921. 
The product of 12 years of wide research in 
American and Roman archives, Di Gioacchino’s 
study looks beyond devotional culture and aims 
to document the efforts, problems, and failures 
of the Roman Catholic Church of the time to 
preserve the allegiance of the Italian immigrants 
in the United States to the Church’s authority. 

Paul-André Dubois and Robert Mokry, 
O.F.M., eds.

Franciscans in Canada: Historical Essays
Catholic University 
of America 2025

The Franciscan presence 
in Canada spans close 
to 400 years. Six essays 
explain why, where, and 
how the Franciscan Order 
came to be present: first, 
in New France (eastern 

Canada), as Recollects; and then, in the last 
century, as the Order of Friars Minor (O.F.M.) 
in both eastern and western Canada. Five essays 
have been translated from French to English by 
Robert Mokry, O.F.M. Essays come from Paul-
André Dubois’s Les Récollets en Nouvelle-France: 
Traces et Mémoir (2018) and Jean Hamelin’s Les 
Franciscains au Canada (1990). 

Caroline Egan

Words Made Flesh: Language, Body, and 
Conversion in Colonial Latin America

Pennsylvania 2025

Egan examines the role 
played by corporeality in 
a series of linguistic and 
poetic missionary projects 
from Brazil, Peru, and 
Mexico in early colonial 
Latin America. Works 
produced in Indigenous 

languages for the purpose of evangelization 
were shaped by and, in turn, transformed native 
understandings of embodiment. Egan follows 
the trajectories of understudied words in the 
colonial corpus, tracing usage through gram-
mars, dictionaries, doctrinal translations, and 
hymns in Tupi, Quechua, and Nahuatl. Egan 
argues that the changing fortunes of these words 
suggest significant areas of dialogue and debate 
between Indigenous communities and mission-
ary writers in the late 16th century.
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Robert Ellsberg

Blessed Among Us: Day by Day with Saintly 
Witnesses; Volume 2

Liturgical 
Press 2025

Ellsberg explores an 
eclectic “cloud of wit-
nesses”—lay and religious, 
single and married, can-
onized and not, and even 
non-Christians. In two 
stories per day for over a 

full year, he sketches figures from biblical times 
to the present age and from all over the world. 
Brought to life in evocative storytelling, they 
inspire the moral imagination and give witness 
to the myriad ways of holiness. Blessed Among 
Us is drawn from Ellsberg’s column of the same 
name in Give Us This Day, a monthly resource 
for daily prayer published by Liturgical Press.

Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith 

Divided by Faith: Evangelical Religion and the 
Problem of Race in America, Second Edition

Oxford 2025

First published in 2000, 
Divided by Faith has 
become a landmark book 
for understanding race 
and religion in the United 
States. Drawing on a 
nationwide telephone 
survey of two thousand 

people and an additional two hundred face-to-
face interviews, it probes the grassroots of white 
evangelical America. A quarter of a century on 
from the first edition, Emerson and Smith find 
that despite efforts by the movement’s leaders 
to address the problem of racial discrimina-
tion, evangelicals themselves are still preserving 
America’s racial chasm. This second edition 
has been thoroughly overhauled with updated 
statistics and an additional chapter covering 
developments over the last 25 years. 

David F. Evans 

Damned Whiteness: How White Christian 
Allies Failed the Black Freedom Movement

UNC 2025

The memory of the civil 
rights movement often 
celebrates white men and 
women who drew on faith 
to support Black demands 
for racial justice. But the 
vision and actions of these 
leaders and their orga-

nizations often conflicted with those of Black 
leadership. While Black activists fought for a 
broad vision of freedom, white allies focused on 
cultivating interracial friendship, thus marching 
in parallel to Black movement leaders rather 
than alongside them. Evans offers a history of 
white-led efforts gone astray, revealing how 
religious white progressives inherited strategies 
disconnected from Black communities. 

Kirsten Fischer

American Freethinker: Elihu Palmer and the 
Struggle for Religious Freedom in the New Nation

Pennsylvania 2025

When the United States 
was new, lapsed minister 
Elihu Palmer shared the 
radical idea that virtue 
did not require reli-
gion. A better source for 
morality, he said, could 
be found in the natural 

world. Palmer’s “heresy” tested the nation’s new 
commitments to freedom of religion and speech. 
The flourishing of diverse religious opinions 
struck some contemporaries as foundational 
to healthy democracy, while others believed 
that only a strong Christian faith could support 
democratic self-governance. This first compre-
hensive biography of Palmer tells the story of 
a freethinker at the heart of the new nation’s 
contest over religious freedom and free speech.
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Bethan Fisk

Black Catholic Worlds: Religious Geographies of 
Eighteenth-Century Afro-Colombia

Cambridge 2025

Centering the lived expe-
riences of enslaved and 
free people of color, Black 
Catholic Worlds illus-
trates how geographies 
and mobilities were at 
the heart of the forma-
tion and circulation of 

religious cultures by people of African descent 
in the face of racialization and slavery. Bethan 
Fisk examines black Catholicism in different 
sites across New Granada, framing African-
descended religions in the region as “interstitial 
religions.” She traces black religious knowledge 
production and sacramental practice in the 
interstices—in liminal places and spaces—in a 
society shaped by slavery. 

Christel Gärtner, Linda Hennig, and Olaf 
Müller, eds.

Families and Religion: Dynamics of 
Transmission Across Generations

Chicago 2025

How does religion—
or the lack of it—pass 
from one generation to 
the next? Families and 
Religion studies the inter-
generational shifts in 
faith and secularism in 
Germany, Italy, Hungary, 

Finland, and Canada, depicting when, how, 
and why religious beliefs change. Using a 
mixed-methods approach, the book looks 
into the role of family and history in shaping 
religious affiliation and identity, specifically 
focusing on adolescence. Comparing diverse 
social settings, the authors uncover the subtle yet 
powerful forces influencing whether religious 
traditions persist or fade across generations. 

John Gehring

Reclaiming American Catholicism: Faith, 
Politics, and the Future of the Catholic Church

Georgetown 2025

Reclaiming American 
Catholicism offers a 
portrait of American 
Catholicism at a cross-
roads between crisis and 
opportunity, arguing that 
recalibrating the Church’s 
engagement with politics 

and public life is vital for both the Church and 
the country. Gehring illuminates the Church 
that Pope Francis envisioned—“bruised, 
hurting, and dirty because it has been out on the 
streets”—through stories of Catholics working 
on the border, young Catholics active in social 
justice campaigns, LGBTQ+ Catholics, and 
seminarians working with migrants. 

Eitan Ginzberg

Camilo Torres: Priest, Liberation Theologian, 
Guerrilla Fighter

Routledge 2025

Ginzberg takes an 
in-depth look at the 
story of Camilo Torres 
Restrepo (1929–1966), 
an acclaimed liberal who 
became a priest, sociol-
ogist, forerunner of 
liberation theology, and 

revolutionary politician who sought to end 130 
years of suffering in his country and to replace 
it with a Christian humanism based on “effi-
cacious love.” Torres ultimately found his way 
into the ranks of the Colombian ELN guerrilla 
movement, in which he was killed in February 
1966. As the first English-language publication 
on this subject since 1975, it breaks new ground 
by exploring how Jewish thought influenced 
Torres’s prophetic justice perspective resonating 
with the struggles of his region. 

Of Interest
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Ashlyn W. Hand

Prioritizing Faith: International Religious 
Freedom and U.S. Foreign Policy

NYU 2025

Th e  Int ernat i o na l 
Religious Freedom Act 
of 1998 established the 
promotion of religious 
freedom as a U.S. foreign 
policy and national secu-
rity priority. Tracing 
its origins and passage, 

Prioritizing Faith shows how the legislation was 
made possible by the convergence of growing 
evangelical and Jewish advocacy, the interna-
tional human rights movement, and a search for 
post-Cold War purpose. Yet implementation 
across administrations has been uneven, shaped 
by shifting interests and constraints.

Jeffrey Haynes, ed.

The Routledge Handbook of Religion  
and Nationalism

Routledge 2025

This volume surveys the 
interaction between reli-
gion and nationalism. Its 
global focus includes sec-
tions on how, why, and 
with what effects religion 
and nationalism impact 
domestic and interna-

tional politics. With a range of contributors, 
the handbook is split into two main parts: core 
issues and country case studies. Religions studied 
include Islam, Christianity, Hinduism, Judaism, 
and Buddhism across countries in Asia, Europe, 
the Middle East, North Africa, Sub-Saharan 
Africa, North America, and South America. The 
core issues examined cover nationhood, histor-
ical perspectives on and theoretical approaches 
to nationalism, the state, populism, violence and 
conflict, immigration, terrorism, globalization, 
the post-secular world, and foreign policy. 

David N. Hempton

Christianity at the Crossroads: The Global Church 
from the Print Revolution to the Digital Era

Cambridge 2025

Hempton explains major 
developments in global 
Christianity between 
two communication 
revolutions: print and the 
Internet. The approach 
looks beyond institu-
tional hierarchies and 

national and denominational boundaries to 
think more deeply about the underlying condi
tions promoting or resisting adaptive change. 
This contribution to religious history addresses 
the rise of empires, changing gender relations, 
and demographic shifts in world Christianity 
from the West to the Global South.

Petra Munro Hendry

Reimagining the Educated Citizen: Creole 
Pedagogies in the Transatlantic World, 1685–1896

Michigan 2023

Hendry challenges dom-
inant narratives where 
the Anglo-Protestant 
“ C o mm o n  S c h o o l 
Movement” is understood 
as the origin of public 
education. A radical 
alternative vision of edu-

cation emerged from a transatlantic history in 
the Gulf South, specifically French colonial 
and antebellum Louisiana as the intersection of 
Indigenous, African, Caribbean, European, and 
ultimately Afro-Franco-Catholic people. This 
vision was rooted in a universalist ethic, the age 
of democratic revolution, and French Romantic 
philosophy. Tracing educational efforts of 
the Jesuits and Ursulines, Hendry shows how 
Catholicism was both appropriated and resisted 
by Indigenous and African people to develop a 
protest tradition in quest of human equality.
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Thomas Albert Howard

Broken Altars: Secularist Violence in  
Modern History

Yale 2025

The Enlig htenment 
assumption that secu-
larism offers liberation 
from religious violence 
ignores the modern fact 
that putatively progressive 
secular regimes have often 
possessed a vastly greater 

capacity for violence than those tied to religious 
identity. Presenting three forms of secularism—
passive, combative, and eliminationist—Howard 
argues that the latter two have been especially 
violent. Westerners often mistake passive 
secularism for secularism as a whole. A discon-
certingly more complicated picture emerges 
with a broader global vision. With case studies 
from the former Soviet Union, Turkey, Mexico, 
Spain, Czechoslovakia, Albania, Mongolia, and 
China, Howard questions the conventional tale 
of modernity as the pacifying triumph of secu-
larism over benighted religion.

C.W. Howell

Designer Science: A History of Intelligent Design 
in America

NYU 2025

Howell offers a history 
of the intelligent design 
movement, analyzing 
links between legal con-
tests over curricula and a 
rejection of contemporary 
science. Intelligent design 
played a crucial role in 

legitimizing suspicion about climate change, 
COVID-19, and vaccines. Designer Science 
makes the case that we are all grappling today 
with intelligent design’s legacy, and it offers a 
history of how we got here.

Thomas W. Jodziewicz, ed.

The Correspondence of John Carroll and Charles 
Plowden, 1779–1816

Catholic University 
of America 2025

The letters between 
John Carroll and Charles 
Plowden offer  an 
“insiders’” look at both 
the establishment of the 
U.S. Catholic Church 
and the circumstances of 

English Catholic emancipation efforts. Carroll 
was the chief architect of the former; Plowden 
was a spirited public participant in the latter. 
Their correspondence is filled with details 
about their activities, as each of these ex-Jesuits 
encountered upheaval precipitated by war; the 
intellectual challenges of the Enlightenment; 
anti-Catholic and anti-Jesuit prejudices; the 
wait for renewal of the Society of Jesus; and the 
situation and prerogatives of the papacy.

Deborah E. Kanter

Pioneers of Latino Ministry: Claretians and the 
Evolving World of Catholic America

NYU 2025

Kanter tells the story of 
the Claretian Missionaries, 
a Catholic congregation 
dedicated to Latin 
American immigrants 
and their families on the 
margins of U.S. society 
since 1902. Their out-

reach was felt in wider Catholic America as they 
published popular magazines, created Central 
American missions, and fostered devotion to 
St. Jude. By encouraging education and leader
ship in their parishes, they cultivated respect 
for Latinos where broader society marginalized 
newcomers. Today, the Claretians have circled 
back to their original mission in the U.S.: serving 
new immigrants and their children.
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Kenneth W. Kemp

The Origins of Catholic Evolutionism, 
1831–1950

Catholic University 
of America 2025

The Church’s response 
to evolutionary biology 
is best characterized as a 
long process of accommo-
dation. Kemp introduces 
the thought of those who 
worked out its details. 

Catholic evolutionism was pioneered by the 
scholarship of four 19th-century scientists ( Jean-
Baptiste d’Omalius d’Halloy, George Mivart, 
Filippo De Filippi, and Albert Gaudry), and 
the next generations of Catholic evolutionists 
focused more on the question of compatibility. 
In addition to providing details about Catholic 
evolutionists and the magisterium, Kemp’s work 
reviews the treatment of these ideas in Catholic 
encyclopedias, periodicals, and textbooks.

Stephen M. Koeth

Crabgrass Catholicism: How Suburbanization 
Transformed Faith and Politics in Postwar America

Chicago 2025

Typically, the reforms of 
Vatican II, which aimed 
to make the Church more 
modern and accessible, 
are seen as one result of 
broader liberalization. Yet 
in Crabgrass Catholicism, 
Koeth demonstrates that 

the liberalization of the Church was the product 
of the mass suburbanization that began some 15 
years earlier. Koeth argues that postwar subur-
banization revolutionized the Catholic parish, 
the relationship between clergy and laity, paro-
chial education, and Catholic participation in 
U.S. politics, and thereby was a significant factor 
in the religious disaffiliation that only acceler-
ated in subsequent decades.

Daniel Gunnar Kressel

Hispanic Technocracy: From Fascism to Catholic 
Authoritarianism in Spain, Argentina, and 
Chile, 1945–1991

Cambridge 2025

Hispanic Technocracy 
explores the rise and 
demise of a post-fascist 
school of thought that 
materialized as state ideol-
ogy during the Cold War 
in three military regimes: 
Franco’s Spain, Onganía’s 

Argentina, and Pinochet’s Chile. Kressel exam-
ines how Francoist Spain replaced its fascist 
ideology with an early neoliberal economics, 
fostering a modernity that was “European in 
the means” and “Hispanic in the ends.” Kressel 
illuminates how a transatlantic network of 
ideologues championed this authoritarian state 
model in Latin America and how Argentine and 
Chilean ideologues adopted and adapted it.

Adrienne Krone 

Free-Range Religion: Alternative Food 
Movements and Religious Life in the United States

UNC 2025

Ethical concerns about 
diet and food production 
commonly feature in 
religious identity and 
expression. Krone shows 
that alternative food 
movements are devel-
oping new ways to see 

food preparation and production as religious 
acts. Following Christian and Jewish organiza-
tions, Krone showcases the complex ways that 
religion shows up in food production, mar-
keting, and distribution. These “free-range” 
religious practices blend belief and practice with 
secular concerns and constitute a key part of the 
American alternative food movement.
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Anna Clara Lehmann Martins

The Fabric of the Ordinary: The Council of 
Trent and the Governance of the Catholic 
Church in the Empire of Brazil (1840–1889)

Max Planck 
Institute 2024

How was Trent employed 
to address problems of 
ecclesiastical adminis-
tration in the Brazilian 
empire? Going beyond 
the view of the Council 
as a normative set rigidly 

implemented by ultramontanists against liberals, 
this study dives into sources from the ordinary 
administrative practices of the Council of State 
(Brazil) and the Congregation of the Council 
(Holy See) and shows Trent as a rather malleable 
resource in the hands of clerics, bureaucrats, and 
jurists, modulated within scenarios of multilevel 
governance and multinormativity taking into 
account common objectives and concrete needs.

Ian Christopher Levy

With a Pure Conscience: Christian Liberty 
before the Reformation

Fordham 2025

With a Pure Conscience 
offers new perspectives 
on freedom of conscience 
and religious liberty by 
tracing their origins to 
the Middle Ages. Levy 
argues that principles 
such as sacred conscience, 

freedom of intellectual inquiry, dissent from 
unjust authority, and inalienable personal rights 
had been carefully developed from the 12th 
through the 15th centuries. The West did not 
need to wait for the Protestant Reformation 
or the Enlightenment for these values to take 
hold. Levy sheds light on these developments 
in and beyond medieval universities, often amid 
momentous controversies.

Josh McMullen

The Glacier Priest: Father Bernard Hubbard 
and America’s Last Frontier

Notre Dame 2025

The Glacier Priest reveals 
the captivating life and 
legacy of Rev. Bernard 
R. Hubbard, national 
celebrity, rugged out-
doorsman and passionate 
promoter. From the late 
1920s through the 1950s, 

he connected millions of Americans with the 
pioneering spirit of Alaska and his vision of the 
wilderness as the salvation of the nation’s soul. 
From celebrating Mass in the shadow of Mount 
Katmai to mushing a dog sled team 1,600 miles 
to five missionary bases, Hubbard’s adventures 
captured the hearts of Americans, paving the 
way to Alaskan statehood and Catholics’ greater 
integration into American society. 

Mark T. Mulder and Gerardo Martí

The Church Must Grow or Perish: Robert H.  
Schuller and the Business of American Christianity

Eerdmans 2025

The authors examine 
Schuller’s imprint on the 
American church and his 
model of ministry, lauded 
and critiqued, that trans-
formed Christian life and 
community nationwide. 
Schuller’s story is the 

starting point for powerful trends that continue 
to shape American religion today: televange-
lism, seeker-sensitive outreach, megachurches, 
suburbanization, pastoral entrepreneurship, 
and market-oriented Christianity in pursuit of 
growth. The book explores Schuller’s drive to 
develop a theology, persona, and set of prac-
tices—often borrowed from the entertainment 
industry—that he believed were necessary to 
keep Christianity vibrant long into the future. 
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Dominic A. Pacyga 

Clout City: The Rise and Fall of the Chicago 
Political Machine

Chicago 2025

Chicago clout as we know 
it today is the absolute 
currency of a social, cul-
tural, and political order 
that is self-reinforcing 
and self-dealing. Or, at 
least, it was. In Clout City, 
Pacyga reveals how cul-

tural, ethnic, and religious forces created this 
distinctive system—and ultimately led to its 
collapse. He maps Chicago’s unique politics to 
its remarkable history, from the Great Fire of 
1871 to its emergence as a global city in the early 
21st century. Pacyga explores how both Jewish 
and Catholic communalism played central 
roles in the creation and sustenance of the  
Chicago machine.

Tia Noelle Pratt

Black and Catholic: Racism, Identity,  
and Religion

Notre Dame 2025

Pratt debunks the myth 
that there are no Black 
Catholics and brings 
forward their distinct 
and understudied reli-
gious experiences and 
culture. She identifies the 
nature and ramifications 

of systemic racism on American Catholicism 
and how that marginalization impacts Black 
Catholic identity. Pratt amplifies the voices and 
experiences of Black Catholics through orig-
inal interviews and by sharing the story of St. 
Peter Claver, Philadelphia’s first Black Catholic 
church. Black and Catholic also explores the 
ways that liturgy and music can build commu-
nity, celebrate individuality, and resist racism.

Marco Marzano

Sexuality and the Catholic Priesthood: The 
‘Chaste’ Caste

Routledge 2025

Marzano explores the per-
sonal, emotional lives of 
Roman Catholic seminar-
ians and priests through 
interviews with clergy, 
former clergy, seminary 
staff, and mental health 
professionals. The book 

examines tensions between Church teachings 
and lived experiences while also addressing 
broader aspects of seminary life such as study, 
hierarchy, friendship, and time management. 
The book reveals how priests navigate the expec-
tations of celibacy and offers insight into their 
struggle to balance emotional needs with insti-
tutional demands.

David H. McIlroy, ed.

Christianity and the Making of Irish Law: 
Violence, Virtue, and Reason

Routledge 2025

This volume explores 
influential Irish think-
ers beyond the legal 
profession whose ideas 
have shaped Irish legal 
and political thought. 
Organized into four 
periods, it traces early 

Christian influences on Ireland’s brehon laws, 
the impact of the Protestant Ascendancy, and 
the global legacy of figures like Ussher, Berkeley, 
and Burke. The independence era highlights 
leaders such as O’Connell, Carson, de Valera, 
and Pearse, and the 20th century includes cul-
tural voices like C.S. Lewis and James Joyce. 
With contributions from Irish, British, and 
North American scholars, the book emphasizes 
Ireland’s enduring intellectual impact and its 
pursuit of reason and virtue amid conflict.
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Nicholas Norman-Krause

Political Theology and the Conflicts of Democracy
Cambridge 2025

Norman-Krause argues 
that contestation is a 
basic and potentially 
regenerative aspect of any 
flourishing democratic 
polity. In developing a 
distinctive “agonistic the-
ology” and relating the 

political theory of agonism to social and demo-
cratic life, the author demonstrates that conflicts 
of democracy may have beneficial significance 
and depend at least in part on faith traditions 
for successful negotiation. In this theological 
account of conflict as constitutive of democratic 
living, he examines a range of religious and 
secular thinkers, including Augustine, Aquinas, 
Gustavo Gutiérrez, Martin Luther King, Jr., and 
Stanley Cavell. 

Bryan C. Rindfleisch

Negotiating Assimilation and Missionization in 
Indian Territory: Native Americans, the Bureau 
of Catholic Indian Missions, and Boarding 
Schools in Oklahoma, 1870s–1960s

Marquette 2024

From the 1870s through 
the 1960s,  Indian 
Territory and Oklahoma 
were at the center of 
federal assimilation 
policies and Catholic 
missionization efforts, 
particularly in the form of 

Indian boarding schools. Rindfleisch explores 
the complex history and enduring repercussions 
of Catholic Indian boarding schools for both 
Native American and Catholic communities in 
Oklahoma. Rindfleisch weaves together histor-
ical analysis with understanding of what Native 
American students, families, and tribes endured 
in the name of assimilation.

Joëlle Rollo-Koster, Robert A. Ventresca, 
Melodie H. Eichbauer, Miles Pattenden, eds.

The Cambridge History of the Papacy, Three-
Volume Set (Vol. 1: The Two Swords; Vol. 2: The 
Governance of the Church; Vol. 3: Civil Society)

Cambridge 2025

This three-volume history 
explores the papacy’s 
evolving role in gover-
nance, culture, and global 
affairs, highlighting the 
papacy’s relationship with 
secular authority, inter-
nal Church hierarchy, 

and major historical movements. It addresses 
the papacy’s impact on art, science, gender, bio-
ethics, and spirituality. Offering insights into 
how popes have interpreted and exercised their 
power, these volumes reveal how papal author-
ity has been continually shaped and contested 
across centuries.

Kevin Sack

Mother Emanuel: Two Centuries of Race, Resistance, 
and Forgiveness in One Charleston Church

Penguin Random 
House 2025

On June 17, 2015, a white 
supremacist killed a pastor 
and eight others at a Bible 
study at Emanuel African 
Methodist Episcopal 
Church in Charleston. 
Although the shooter 

intended to agitate racial strife, he did not 
anticipate the aftermath: an outpouring of 
forgiveness from the victims’ families and a 
reckoning with racial divisions in Charleston 
and the South. Mother Emanuel explores the 
history that brought the church to that moment, 
revealing how African Methodism was culti-
vated from the harshest American soil and how 
Black suffering shaped forgiveness into both a 
religious practice and a survival tool. 
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William J. Schultz

Jesus Springs: Evangelical Capitalism and the 
Fate of an American City

UNC 2025

After World War II, 
evangelicals flocked to 
the once-sleepy moun-
tain town of Colorado 
Springs. Drawn by cheap 
property, scenic beauty, 
and the encouragement of 
civic leaders who saw reli-

gion as a path to prosperity, evangelicals planted 
churches and built nonprofits with global reach, 
creating so-called “Jesus Springs.” But in the 
early 1990s, as the evangelical movement shifted 
its focus from saving souls to securing political 
and economic power, relations between the 
movement and the local community fractured. 
Linking the Cold War and culture wars, Jesus 
Springs reveals the power of American evangeli-
calism in the nation’s spiritual economy. 

Paul Seabright

The Divine Economy: How Religions Compete 
for Wealth, Power, and People

Princeton 2025

Vigorous competition 
among religious move-
ments has led to their 
gathering great power and 
wealth. Many traditions 
have honed competitive 
strategies over thousands 
of years. Today, they 

function like big businesses: They recruit, raise 
and spend funds, manage facilities, motivate 
employees, and get their message out. Seabright 
shows how religious movements function as 
platforms, bringing together members who 
seek many things from one another—spiritual-
ity, social networks, even business opportunity. 
This function, he argues, has allowed religions 
to consolidate and wield power.

Bénédicte Sère

Inventing the Church: The Pull of the Past in 
Ecclesial Politics

Columbia 2025

Inventing the Church 
explores how the Church 
has repeatedly invented 
and reinvented itself 
through a constant 
back-and-forth between 
narratives of the Middle 
Ages and modernity. Sère 

excavates and traces this history through seven 
pivotal concepts in long-standing debates over 
papal power and the nature of the Church. 
Providing critical readings of the medieval 
sources on which later positions have been 
based, she chronicles how the Church has offi-
cially interpreted—and misinterpreted—its own 
past in order to serve the needs of the present 
and to create a narrative for posterity.

Christian Smith

Why Religion Went Obsolete: The Demise of 
Traditional Faith in America

Oxford 2025

We know a lot more 
about the fact that tradi-
tional American religion 
has declined than we 
do about why this is so, 
and Why Religion Went 
Obsolete aims to change 
that. Drawing on survey 

data and hundreds of interviews, Christian 
Smith offers a sweeping, multifaceted account 
of why many Americans have lost faith in tra-
ditional religion. An array of large-scale social 
forces—everything from the end of the Cold 
War to the rise of the Internet to shifting ideas 
about gender and sexuality—came together to 
render traditional religion culturally obsolete. 
Smith explains why this is the case and what it 
means for the future.
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Steven D. Smith

The Godless Constitution and the  
Providential Republic

Eerdmans 2025

Smith argues that the 
United States was 
founded on a providen-
tialist view—the belief 
that God actively directs 
the destinies not only of 
individuals but of nations. 
Smith shows how this 

was officially and unapologetically expressed in 
documents like the Declaration of Independence 
and by presidents from Washington, Jefferson, 
and Lincoln to FDR, Kennedy, and Obama. 
Though the Constitution neither prescribed 
nor forbade this understanding, interpreters 
frequently misread the Constitution as mandat-
ing completely secular governance. Smith argues 
that secular neutrality is a modern invention 
with little grounding in history.

Julie Thorpe

Reasons for Hope: Hélder Câmara, Global 
Catholicism and the Australian Church

Garratt 2025

Thorpe surveys 40 years 
of the Hélder Câmara 
Lecture Series, born of 
Archbishop Câmara’s 
1985 visit to Melbourne’s 
Newman College. Câmara 
(1909–1999), named a 
Servant of God in 2015, 

served as archbishop of Olinda and Recife, 
1964–1985. Through the series, Catholic voices 
from around the globe have helped Australians 
receive Vatican II in a spirit of renewal. Past 
speakers have included Cardinals Charles Bo, 
Robert McElroy, and Luis Tagle; Sister Nathalie 
Becquart, Mary Ann Glendon, Father Tomáš 
Halík, Baroness Sheila Hollins, Christopher 
Lamb, and Mauricio López Oropeza.

John G. Turner

Joseph Smith: The Rise and Fall of an  
American Prophet

Yale 2025

Joseph Smith Jr. (1805–
1844) was one of the 
most successful and con-
troversial religious leaders 
of 19th-century America. 
Publishing the Book of 
Mormon and starting 
what would become the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 
Smith built temples, founded a city-state in 
Illinois, ran for president, and married more 
than 30 women. Turner presents Smith as a con-
summate religious entrepreneur, illuminating his 
stunning trajectory, from his beginnings as an 
impoverished farmhand to his fall at the hands 
of a murderous mob, revealing how he forged 
a tradition that has resonated with millions of 
people in the United States and beyond.

Thomas A. Tweed

Religion in the Lands That Became America:  
A New History

Yale 2025

The standard narrative 
of American religious 
history begins with 
English settlers and 
remains predominantly 
Protestant and Atlantic. 
Tweed begins the story 
much earlier—11,000 

years ago—and follows Indigenous peoples, 
African Americans, transnational migrants, 
and people of many faiths as they transform 
the landscape and confront the big lifeway 
transitions, from foraging to farming and from 
factories to fiber optics. He highlights sustain-
ability, showing how religion both promoted 
and inhibited individual, communal, and envi-
ronmental flourishing during diverse crises.
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Richard Upsher Smith, Jr.

The Catholic Holy Sites of the Mohawk Valley
Catholic University 
of America 2025

Since the 19th century, 
Catholics have believed 
that the Jesuit martyrs 
of the Mohawk Valley 
were put to death at a 
Mohawk village where 
the great shrine to them 

now stands in Auriesville, New York. Catholics 
have also believed that St. Catherine (Kateri) 
Tekakwitha was born and partly raised in the 
same village. This book argues that these beliefs 
are mistaken, presenting evidence that another 
village seven miles up the Mohawk River from 
Auriesville—“the Bauder Site”—is the place 
of the martyrdoms and of St. Catherine’s birth  
and childhood. 

Daniel K. Williams

Abortion and America’s Churches: A Religious 
History of Roe v. Wade

Notre Dame 2025

Daniel K. Williams over-
throws assumptions about 
the unity, consistency, or 
simplicity of American 
Christian thought and 
belief on abortion in this 
new book. He demon-
strates that churches in 

the U.S. have fought among themselves and 
with the wider culture as they developed and 
enforced their stance on abortion, revealing 
major struggles to define their often-changing 
positions. Far from a cynical exercise of political 
interest, changes and disagreements arose from 
serious theological considerations informed by 
each tradition’s approach to the faith. These 
theological shifts—and corresponding shifts 
in interreligious political alliances—led to the 
changing fortunes of Roe v. Wade.

Paul A. Anthony, “‘Is Humanism Molesting 
Your Child?’ Lottie Beth Hobbs, the Death 
of the ERA, and the Birth of the Religious 
Right,” Church History 93, no. 3 (2024): 
565–86.

Jorge Arredondo Sevilla, “Esteban Anticoli 
Defends Our Lady of Guadalupe: 
Transnational Apologetics in Mexico and 
New Mexico,” American Catholic Studies 136, 
no. 1 (2025): 55–76.

Joshua C. Benson, “The Scarlet Thread: Robert 
Lax and Charity, 1941–1945,” Catholic 
Historical Review 111, no. 1 (2025): 51–84.

Ana Biočić, “The Position of the Catholic 
Church in Nineteenth-Century Croatia in 
Light of the (In)valid Concordat,” Journal of 
Church and State 67, no. 2 (2025): 1–13.

Allyson P. Brantley, “To Live and Die in 
Catholic L.A.: Cemetery Workers, Catholic 
Employers, and Labor’s Future,” Modern 
American History 8, no. 1 (2025): 51–72.

Mary Elizabeth Brown, “Italian Immigrants, 
Art, and Italian National Parishes, 1888–
1936,” American Catholic Studies 136, no. 1 
(2025): 95–114.
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