
Good morning.  Thank you for joining us.  
I’m Jim Naughton from Ethical 
Communications and I’ll be doing the host-
ing duties this morning. 

The group of grassroots progressive 
Catholic leaders who are gathered today 
come from a coalition.  They come from a 
number of grassroots groups, and they 
organize under the umbrella of Catholic 
organizations for renewal.  As you know, 
the U.S. Catholic Bishops Conference will 
be meeting beginning tomorrow and they 
have a number of issues on their agenda 
where the voice of the Catholic faithful is 
not being heard.  And so some of the 
Catholic faithful are here today to make 
sure that something’s done about that. 

We’ve got five folks who will speak to you, 
brief statements, and then we’ll take ques-
tions.  And our first speaker is Marianne 
Duddy-Burke, who is the executive director 
of DignityUSA. 

Marianne: Good morning and thank you 
for being here.  My colleagues and I are 
here today representing Catholics who are 
deeply concerned about the fact that when 
USCBB, the U.S. Conference of Catholic 
Bishops, meets this week, they will be 
determining whether to issue a document on 
withholding communion from pro-choice 
and other Catholics.  And there are many, 
many reasons why we and two-thirds of 
American Catholics, as documented by the 
Pew Research Center in March of this year, 
find this deeply troubling.   

 

We want to outline four major concerns.   

First, the denial of communion is pastorally 
harmful.  Catholics believe that the 
Eucharist represents Jesus pouring out his 
life as a gesture of salvation for everyone, 
and when you withhold the sacrament for 
anyone, it puts them in a shameful and mar-
ginalized position within our Church, as 
well as denying sustenance that we believe 
equips us for the mission of the gospel.  
Over the past several decades, the harmful 
pastoral implications of denying commun-
ion to divorced and remarried Catholics, for 
example, have been well documented and 
are really being looked at in a new way.  So 
we ask, why would you withhold such a 
clear source of strength from a believer like 
President Biden, who has such significant 
responsibilities to the larger community? 

Secondly, our Church’s sacraments should 
never be used as coercion.  Catholics are 
taught that the sacraments are freely given 
and freely received.  Pope Francis himself 
stated that the Eucharist—and I’m quoting 
here—“is not a prize for the perfect, but a 
powerful medicine and nourishment for the 
weak.”  And that comes from Amoris 
Laetitia.  Communion brings grace to the 
recipient, so it is wrong to weaponize sacra-
ments, especially the Eucharist. 

Thirdly, we find the partisan overtones in 
this debate to be deeply problematic.  U.S. 
Catholics are not monolithic in our beliefs.  
We hold a wide diversity of beliefs on a 
range of public issues, as well as party affil-
iation.   

 
The USCCB met in 
June and considered 
endorsing a policy to 

deny  Eucharist  
to public officials not 

in lock-step with  
official hierarchial 

policies. 
 

Some of  the members 
of  COR (Catholic 
Organizations for 

Renewal)  
sponsored this panel 

to address  
this egregious threat to 

the grace of   
this sacrament.
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Our Church should not be aligned with either party, but should 
be able to provide a morally credible critique of a range of pub-
lic policy issues.  Unfortunately, our current Catholic leadership 
seems to be over-identified with one party, ignoring gross ethi-
cal violations by Republicans, while trying to clamp down very 
strongly on doctrinal differences held by Democrats like 
President Biden.  We find that this is dangerous and undermines 
the purpose of our Church, further divides our community, and 
impedes the ministerial effectiveness of our Church. 

And finally, we see the denial of communion, or the threat to 
deny communion, as symbolic of denial of care in a whole range 
of other areas, violating our Church’s fundamental commitment 
dignity of all people and our social justice duty to break down 
oppressive structures. 

So, some of these areas that will be touched on today include 
access to vital human services, antiracism work, caring for chil-
dren and other vulnerable people, and at this point I’d like to 
turn it over to Jamie Manson, who will speak to this concern in 
the context of abortion and reproductive health service. 

Jim: Thank you, Mary Anne, appreciate that.   

Good morning, everyone.  As a pro-
choice Catholic, President Biden finds 
himself in very good company among 
elected officials and the general 
Catholic population in the United 
States.  The majority of Catholics in 
Congress also share pro-choice values: 
76 in the House and 13 in the Senate.  This latest move by the 
Bishop would affect them all, including many of our elected 
officials, who happen to be Eucharistic ministers, not simply 
Catholics who practice their faith. 

Pro-choice Catholic members of Congress are also in very good 
company among their constituents.  There are 70 million 
Catholics in the United States, and according to the most recent 

Pew studies, 68% of Catholics do not want to see Roe v. Wade 
struck down.   

Fifty-six percent believe that abortion should be legal in all or 
most cases.  Sixty-seven percent do not support denying com-
munion to Catholic elected officials who support abortion rights 
legislation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Many of these Catholics believe in the right to abortion care not 
in spite of being Catholic but because they are Catholic.  As 
Catholics, we believe in the primacy of conscience, which 
teaches that we must use God’s gift of reason in all ethical dis-
cernment, and that the individual conscience is the final arbiter 
in all decision making. 

As Catholics, we all believe in preferential option for the poor, 
which states that caring for the well-being for the most disad-
vantaged must be our first priority.  Access to abortion care is 
deeply intertwined with and exacerbated by systemic racism, 
economic insecurity, and immigration status. 

For these reasons, Catholics like Mr. Biden who have a strong 
commitment to social justice and human dignity, believe in pro-
tecting abortion access.  The wedding of anti-abortion beliefs 
with Catholic identity is a very recent occurrence, just in the last 
few decades.  It is not a reflection of the Catholic faith.   

 

And finally, we see the denial of 
communion, or the threat to deny 

communion, as symbolic of denial of 
care in a whole range of other areas, 
violating our Church’s fundamental 

commitment dignity of all people 
and our social justice duty to  

break down oppressive structures.
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The truth is that the right-wing uses the issue of abortion to acti-
vate a small segment of the population to pursue extreme con-
servative agendas that seek to take away civil rights from 
women, from LGBTQ people, and from other vulnerable popu-
lations. 

Sadly, some of the U.S. bishops have lost influence over their 
own flocks and are choosing instead to participate as far-right 
political operatives.  The abortion issue is exploited to a mass 
political power by a faction of largely white, privileged people 
who have proven they do not truly care about protecting life out-
side of the womb.  We saw this very clearly when right-wing 
Catholics invited Donald Trump to be the keynote speaker at the 
March for Life.  A man who daily showed cynical disregard for 
life in the way he treated immigrants, the earth, people on death 
row, among many other vulnerable people. 

It is glaringly hypocritical for the bishops to suddenly use their 
voice to condemn President Biden and other Catholic elected 
officials who use their consciences to support abortion rights.  
We’ve done some opposition research and information we have 
gleaned from legislative agencies and our own research reveals 
that in just seven states in the space of less than seven years, the 
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops spent between 
ten and eleven million dollars on lobbying.   

Sadly, the USCCB’s press statements and social media make it 
clear that these lobbying efforts were less concerned with 
defending the poor and marginalized and instead were aimed at 
blocking legislation that would allow for abortion care or equal 
rights for LGBTQ people, or justice for sex abuse victims. 

Faithful church-going Catholics would be broken-hearted, if not 
deeply angry, to hear that their donations, their hard-earned 
money, was being used to promote so much injustice.  It’s sad 
that we have a Church that wishes to spend its time and money 
trying to erode the civil rights of Americans through their lob-
bying efforts and through litigation in places like the Supreme 
Court, where they’ve spent a lot of time in the last few years 
taking away civil rights. 

For more on that issue, I’ll turn back to my long-time friend and 
colleague, Marianne Duddy-Burke. 

Marianne: Thanks, Jamie.  It can’t be 
ignored that the Supreme Court ruling in 
Fulton v. City of Philadelphia is due any day 
and could potentially come out as early as 
Thursday while the bishops are meeting. 

I want to acknowledge that on this issue, 
I’m speaking both as a concerned Catholic, 
but also as a married lesbian who has been a foster and an adop-
tive parent for over nineteen years now.  My wife and I also 
experienced exactly what the Fulton case is about when, as a 
lesbian couple, we were deemed unfit to apply for foster care 
licensure by Catholic Charities of Massachusetts in 2002. 

The Fulton case really presents a false choice between religious 
liberty, in the way that the USCCB and other conservative 
Christian leaders have defined it, and the rights of LGBTQ-plus 
individuals and couples.  What it really is about is our Church 
officials and other conservative leaders wanting to protect their 
ability to discriminate while still accepting public money.  In 
this case, they’re demonstrating their willingness to sacrifice the 
well-being of our country’s most vulnerable children to preserve 
the right to take public funds without complying with public 
laws. 

At least 72% of Catholics do not believe that service providers 
should be able to discriminate against LGBTQ-plus people.  
Over and over again, we have seen Catholic bishops claim the 
right to prohibit same-sex couples and individuals from being 
foster and adoptive parents because of their beliefs about what 
a family should be.   

The reality is that it is the children in foster care waiting for 
safe, stable, loving homes who are at the brunt of this fight. 
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We know that same-sex couples are seven more times to be car-
ing for foster and adoptive children than opposite-sex couples, 
and same-sex parents are also more likely to adopt children of 
color, sibling groups, kids with special needs, or older, harder-
to-place children.  So, with over 440,000 children in foster care 
and over 120,000 children waiting for adoption across the coun-
try, shutting down any qualified adult from opening their hearts 
and their homes to these children in need clearly violates public 
policy goals for our nation. 

I also believe that a decision in favor of Fulton in this case will 
have far-reaching and long-lasting civil rights implications for 
many.  If this becomes precedent and allows faith-based organ-
izations to accept public money, access to a whole range of 
social services could become more difficult for anyone who is 
deemed morally unfit by these providers.  That could include 
not just LGBTQ-plus people, but folks from minority religions, 
folks whose marital status the provider disagrees with, even 
folks in interracial marriages.  The field for discrimination 
becomes very broad and that is very frightening in a pluralistic 
society. 

We believe that meeting basic human needs should take priority 
over any religious belief or church dogma and we call on our 
bishops to demonstrate their commitment to this fundamental 
principle of our faith. 

And now my colleague Glen Northern, who is the domestic pro-
gram manager at Catholics for Choice, will address some of the 
racial justice implications of their work. 

Glenn: Thank you, [Marianne].  As a black 
Catholic, I implore the bishops, bread, not 
stones.  Catholic respect for human dignity 
demands incompatibility with racism.  Racism 
is anathema to our faith’s teaching about social 
justice, and this is why, as a black Catholic, I 
cannot help but be disappointed and a bit  

betrayed by the bishops’ relative silence on issues of race amidst 
their fixation with ending abortion and taking away LGBT 
rights. 

My brothers and sisters are literally choking on the racism that 
surrounds us and you remain silent in ivory towers.  This is con-
trary to the Catholic social justice I learned growing up.   

Where were your voices over the past year, when my sisters and 
brothers took to the streets to protest the latest murders and 
injustices visited upon black and brown people through the 
legacy of unchecked racism?  Where were your voices as our 
community sought health care, including reproductive health 
care, in order to take care of ourselves and our families during 
the pandemic?  Where are the bishops’ voices as civil rights and 
voting rights are being stripped from black and brown commu-
nities?  When did political expediency and partisanship supplant 
genuine listening concern and care for community? 

 

 

 

 

My parish priest growing up, in a church in which I was an altar 
server, was an older Irish Catholic priest who had formerly 
served in a black Catholic Church.  He was wise, loving, and 
generous.  He made my family, the only black family in our lit-
tle church in Upstate New York, feel at home.  He was not afraid 
to speak about race; he was not afraid to talk about racism.  He 
talked about his involvement in the civil rights movement.  I 
learned about social justice in that environment. 

Now, I work at Catholics for Choice lifting up the voices of 
Catholics who believe that each of us is made in the image of 
God and capable of exercising our conscience to make impor-

We believe that meeting  
basic human needs should take  

priority over any religious belief  
or church dogma...
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tant moral decisions about who to love and the size and shape of 
our families.  

Racism undergirds policies that in effect obstruct black and 
brown families disproportionately from accessing reproductive 
health care.  At Catholics for Choice, we strive to live out 
Catholic social justice teachings, advocating for black and 
brown communities and any who are relegated to society’s mar-
gins to have access to reproductive healthcare.  Bread, not 
stones, bishops.  We have suffered enough.  As bishops who 
have a role to play in eliminating racism and creating justice, it 
will require you to take a deep, hard look at the browning faces 
of Catholicism and honor the lived experiences of the people of 
your church. 

And now I will pass to Deborah Rose-
Milavec of Future Church. 

Deborah:Thank you, Glen.  For the past 
eight years, I’ve served as executive direc-
tor and now co-director of Future Church.  
But in a prior life I served as the executive 
director of a domestic violence prevention 
agency and shelter.  There, I witnessed daily the heroism of 
women seeking a life without violence for themselves and for 
their children.  I know just how important the Violence Against 
Women Act, commonly referred to as VALA, is for those who 
suffer violence in their relationships, and I wish every bishop in 
the United States could meet the women I have met and learn 
what it means to have courage from them.   

For more years than I’d like to admit, Catholic priests con-
tributed to the problem of violence against women by counsel-
ing them to find ways to “please” their husbands in order to 
avoid divorce, literally at all costs.   

These churchmen enforced a narrow and rigid ideology of mar-
riage rooted in very traditional gender roles instead of following 
the example of Jesus in the Gospel, who always put the needs of 
the people first. 

Finally, in 1992, the U.S. bishops wrote the pastoral letter, When 
I Called for Help, where they roundly condemned all violence 
against women and prioritized their safety.  In 1994, when 
VALA was instituted, they were strong supporters and ten years 
later when they reissued that pastoral letter, they recommended 
that victims call the VALA hotline.  So, it’s heartbreaking to 
know that in the past decade, the bishops have turned their 
backs on vulnerable women and men who are suffering violence 
at the hands of intimate partners.   

 

 

 

 

Because VALA now includes provisions explicitly protecting 
people in same-sex relationships, the USCCB is working to 
undermine it.  They have decided to prioritize another ideology, 
this time their own narrowly conceived conception of gender 
identity, knowing full well they put LGBTQ lives in jeopardy.  
While they admit VALA strengthens protections against domes-
tic violence and human trafficking, they continue to withhold 
their support.  When victims of domestic violence ask for bread, 
the bishops offer stones. 

The same holds true for USCCB opposition to the National 
Suicide Hotline. The hotline has been in place since 2004, but 
just last year, the Federal Communications Commission 
approved the use of a three-digit number 9-8-8 to ensure that 
people in dire straits can easily access the hotline for immediate 
help.  Again, the USCCB stood in opposition to funding for the 
National Suicide Hotline because it included funding for out-
reach to LGBTQ people, especially queer individuals, who are 
especially prone to suicidal thoughts and attempts. 

 

The Gospel tells us that  
Jesus saved his most vociferous  
condemnations for those who  

sacrifice human lives to ideology.
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The Gospel tells us that Jesus saved his most vociferous con-
demnations for those who sacrifice human lives to ideology.  He 
called them blind guides, tools, vipers, and serpents.  In this day 
and age, we call on our bishops to follow the example of Jesus, 
to give victims of violence and those who are contemplating 
suicide bread instead of stones.   

And now I turn it over to my colleague, Executive Director Kate 
McElwee of Women’s Ordination Conference. 

Kate: Thank you, Deb.  With little exception, 
the U.S. bishops twist every opportunity to be 
pastoral and make it not just political but life 
threatening as you’ve heard today.  We’re on 
the threshold of what might be called a post-
COVID church in the United States, and I 
wonder, where are the pastors for this 
moment.  The U.S. Bishops Conference is dangerously out of 
step with the vision of Pope Francis and would rather risk their 
diminishing credibility to fight culture wars over Zoom than 
tend to their own flock.   

Pope Francis recently opened the ministries of acolyte and lec-
tor to women and asked that each National Bishops Conference 
determine a formation process.  These roles for women in the 
Church could enrich parish life and bring more care to the com-
munity.  Unfortunately, creating a formation process to install 
women into these ministries does not appear to be on the agen-
da.  There is a clear opportunity to include more women In the 
life of the Church, a critical issue particularly for young people, 
and yet women are expected to continue to wait for crumbs.   

Pope Francis has also called the global church to begin a syn-
odal process so that the voices, hopes, and concerns of Catholics 
at the parish level might be heard at the next synod or gathering 
of bishops in Rome in 2023.  This worldwide process is meant 
to begin in mid-October, but listening to the people of God is 
apparently not on the bishops’ agenda at this meeting either.   

 

Sure, I can very briefly respond to that.  We’re in the early stage 
of our opposition research right now on this issue.  One of the 
problems, the obstacles, we’re running into is that the USCCB 
is exempt.  Thanks to the Lobby Disclosure Act of 1995, they 
do not have to disclose their lobbying spending or name their 
lobbyists.  So, we have to track through state conferences, dio-
ceses, and other organizations that paid outside firms to lobby 
on their behalf.  And that’s just the tip of the iceberg as to what 
they’re spending.   

But I agree with you.  I think it would make many Catholics dis-
traught to think that is how their money is being spent. 

Any other questions?  Mary Ann, do you want to speak to that? 

Marianne: Yes, I think your question really reflects exactly the 
goals of our conversation today.  I think that most Catholics 
expect that their bishops are about taking care of people and are 
going to be appalled when they start thinking about the priori-
ties that the bishops have chosen to pursue rather than attending 
to all of the needs that exist across our country and throughout 
the world.  And what we’re hoping is that the conversations like 
this, putting out information like the opposition research that 
Catholics for Choice is doing, and raising these issues will  

empower Catholics to assert their expectations to their bishops 
and that our Church can somehow get back on the right track. 

Jim: Thanks, Mary Ann.  Any other questions before we sign 
off today?  [No response.]  Okay, thank you all for coming.  We 
really appreciate it.  Again, you can reach me if you need to ask 
any questions, and we will be posting this recording on some of 
the websites.  Thank you again. 

For more information, go to: 

https://www.dignityusa.org/content/what-communion-means-
me  
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Many Catholics are concerned about the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops’ plan to draft a letter that may limit the ability 
of prochoice and pro-equality Catholic politicians, including 
President Biden, from receiving Communion. We do not believe 
that the Eucharist, the most sacred gift Jesus left us, should be 
used to punish anyone from following their consciences on mat-
ters that are important to them, even if that leads them to believe 
differently from what the bishops teach. 

In the weeks leading up to the bishops’ vote on this letter in 
November, we are inviting Catholics to reflect on what 
Communion means to us. What importance does Communion 
have in your life? How does it link to your commitment to the 
Gospel? Have you ever witnessed someone being denied 
Communion? What was that like? What would you like to say 
to the bishops of the Catholic church in the U.S.? 

You can submit a written reflection, an image, a photo, an audio 
file, or a video below. Your input will help shape a peaceful, 
faith-filled witness during the bishops’ meeting this Fall, and 
will help inform them about what Catholics think about this 
controversial letter. 

To add your voice and light, go to: 

https://www.dignityusa.org/content/what-
communion-means-me

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

My hope as a Catholic is for a church that has the courage  
to walk with its people through the complexities of their lives,  

that breathes life into and through its ministries,  
and welcomes all to the table.   

Where are the pastors for this moment?   
Kate McElwee
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These four women: Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Bathsheba have something in com-
mon. They are grandmothers in Jesus' family tree!  

Grandmothers! 
Some had affairs, were prostitutes, they lied and were truly  

not the starry-eyed perfect princesses. 
But God chose them..... These four broken women. 

And that's why I gave them crowns.  
A symbol of grace and love from our Creator and Redeemer. 

"The family tree of Christ startingly notes not one woman but four.  
Four broken women-women who felt like outsiders, like has-beens,  

Women who were weary of being taken advantage of, of being unnoticed, and 
Uncherished and unappreciated; women who didn't fit in,  

who didn't know how to keep going, what to believe,  
where to go-women who had thought about giving up. 

And Jesus claims exactly these who are 
Wandering 

And wondering 
And wounded 
And worn out 

As His. 
He grafts you into His line and His story and His heart, and He gives you His 

Name, h 
His lineage, his righteousness." 

Ann Voskamp 
(Artwork:Trisha Robinson Art) 


