
By PAT MARRIN

SAN ANTONIO . Sr. Mary McCauley, her sil-
ver hair framing a classic Irish face,
could easily seem a diminutive nun in
her 70s looking at retirement after a
lifetime in the classroom or convent
administration. But circumstances
and, she would say, divine providence
put her at St. Bridget Church as pas-
toral administrator in May 2008, when
hundreds of FBI and Immigration and
Customs Enforcement agents
swooped down on the tiny town of
Postville in northeastern Iowa to
round up hundreds of undocumented
— mostly Guatemalan — workers at a
kosher meat-processing plant. Alerted
to the raid, McCauley put out the
word to the workers and their fami-

lies, “Tell them to come to the
church.” 

For many, the Postville story has
come to exemplify the human toll
exacted by a failed immigration poli-

cy and the challenge to churches to
respond with courage and compas-
sion on an issue of decisive impor-
tance to our national identity — and
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Immigration: ‘Tell them to come to the church’

By CHRISTINA S.N.

LEWIS

ONGATA RONGAI, KENYA . In the
cool early morning hours
of Jan. 14, I was awak-
ened by piercing screams.
Again and again, the
women screamed. 

I did not know it then,
but gunmen had broken
into the complex of the
Evangelizing Sisters of
Mary, an African order of
Catholic sisters where I
was spending the night. 

When the men came to

her door and demanded
money, Sr. Levina Ka-
likwela grabbed a small,
gold-veneered framed
picture of the Virgin
Mary with the baby Je-
sus. 

“They entered and I
held it,” the sister told
me the next day, stand-
ing in her destroyed bed-
room. “I said, ‘God,
we’re finished.’ And I
just held it like this.”
She grasped the picture
in both hands and held it
over her head. 

The men hit the pic-
ture with their knife,
breaking it, Kalikwela
told me. 

“They were asking
me,” said Kalikwela, her
voice cracking. “And I
was telling them I have
no money. I have no
money.”

That night the gunmen
murdered one of the
compound’s guards.
While they did not physi-
cally harm the sisters,
they manhandled three,
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By MICHAEL SEAN WINTERS

The U.S. bishops released
two letters to members of
Congress late last month that
outline the “principles and pri-
orities that guide the public pol-
icy efforts” of the U.S. Confer-
ence of Catholic Bishops. 

The first letter, signed by
the newly installed confer-
ence president, Archbishop
Timothy Dolan of New York,
exhorts the lawmakers to pro-
tect human life from concep-
tion to natural death. “Our
prayers and hopes [are] that
this newly elected Congress
will advance the common
good and defend the life and
dignity of all, especially vul-
nerable and poor persons
whose needs are critical in
this time of difficult economic
and policy choices.”

The letters were dated Jan.
14 and released to the public
Jan. 18.

Dolan pledges to “seek ways
to work constructively with
the administration and the
new Congress and others of
goodwill to pursue policies
which respect the dignity of all
human life and bring greater
justice to our nation and peace
to our world.”

The second letter — signed
by Cardinal Daniel DiNardo
of Galveston-Houston, head
of the pro-life committee;
Bishop Stephen E. Blaire of
Stockton, Calif., chairman of
the justice and human devel-
opment committee; and
Archbishop José H. Gomez of
Los Angeles, chairman of the
migration committee — dealt
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Anna Mary Henrietta Nyangoma, general superior of the Evangelizing Sisters of Mary in
Ongata Rongai, Kenya, turns away as policemen examine the corpse of a watchman slain
on the convent’s grounds Jan. 14.

Sr. Mary McCauley, left,
stands with immigrants
Isabel Ampora and
three of her four
children, who were
allowed to return to
Postville, Iowa, Dec. 4,
on a visa granted to
workers who were
victims of crimes at the
Agriprocessors plant.

—Judy Callahan, BVM
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Seminarians head out to the fields 
Programs aim to nurture green seeds in the crop of future priests and pastors

—Courtesy of Catholic Rural Life

Students visit a farm as part of a Rural Ministry Practicum course offered by 
St. Paul Seminary School of Divinity in St. Paul, Minn.

February 27-March 12, 2015

Every summer 
at the end of  their 
second year, semi-
narians at St. Paul 
Seminary School 
of  Divinity in St. 
Paul, Minn., spend 
a week literally in 
the fields.

Amid the mud 
and muck of  corn 
and wheat fields, 
they learn the ups 
and downs of  farm 
life in rural Min-
nesota. They hear 
for themselves 
the questions and 
problems farmers 
face: property as 
a financial com-
modity only or an 
inherently pre-
cious resource; the 
migration of  their 
kids to city jobs; the 
eating away of  land by big box stores; the disorienting con-
solidation of  familiar school districts and beloved parishes. 

They glean perspectives from organic growers and those 
who tout the benefits of  genetically modified crops. Most im-
portantly, they listen and learn to respond to farmers’ feed-
back that creation care isn’t just a liberal agenda. 

Their week is part of  a required course in rural ministry 
and land stewardship, an effort by the St. Paul-Minneapolis 
archdiocese to train these men to become knowledgeable ru-
ral parish resource leaders in all things environmental, such 
as the importance of  buying locally and working toward 
LEED building certification. 

Most will likely be assigned to rural farming communi-
ties. Half  of  them “have never been on a farm before,” said 
Jim Ennis, executive director of  Catholic Rural Life and the 
course’s co-teacher.

An unseen presence always dominates this country adven-
ture: St. Thomas Aquinas, 13th-century Dominican theolo-

gian.
C h r i s t o p h e r 

Thompson, aca-
demic dean and di-
rector of  the semi-
nary’s Center for 
Theological Forma-
tion, explains: “We 
try to emphasize 
Aquinas’ care of  
creation ideas. He 
defended the hu-
man as being thor-
oughly embodied. 
He taught that you 
couldn’t care for 
human persons and 
ignore the circum-
stances in which 
they live.” 

Thompson co-
teaches the field 
trip practicum with 
Ennis. He had pre-
viously introduced 
an undergraduate 

version of  it at St. Thomas University, his academic home for 
21 years before joining the seminary faculty eight years ago. 

During one of  the university English classes he taught 
on the poetry of  Jesuit Gerard Manley Hopkins, Thompson 
found himself  stunned by the strong symptoms of  nature 
deficit disorder expressed by his otherwise bright and ca-
pable students.

They didn’t know that kingfishers were birds or that as-
pens were trees, he recalled. When Thompson told them he 
used water from rain barrels for his garden and tapped ma-
ple trees for syrup, they responded with questions, “Is that 
water safe for plants? But isn’t maple syrup poisonous?” 

Their naiveté prompted Thompson to schedule trips 
out into nature to visit woodsy enclaves. He had them tour 
farms, both large and small. He took them to food animal op-
erations. 

St. Paul Seminary, part of  the University of  St. Thomas, is 
but one program that has placed greater emphasis on nur-
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turing the green seeds among its annual crop of  future pas-
tors and priests.

In other words, eco-ministry. 
“Seminarians and priests should be the activists in the 

environmental movement,” said Ennis. “Creation is a gift 
of  God, which brings wonder and curiosity, so we definitely 
want to care for it. We want be cautious about manipulating 
nature.”

Besides St. Paul, NCR got in touch with three additional 
Catholic seminaries that are addressing eco-ministry either 
through course work, or 
through specialized work-
shops and seminars: the 
Jesuit School of  Theology 
of  Santa Clara University 
in Berkeley, Calif.; Catholic 
Theological Union in Chi-
cago; and the Oblate School 
of  Theology in San Antonio. 

Their efforts are great 
news to William Dinges, 
professor of  religion and 
culture at The Catholic Uni-
versity of  America in Wash-
ington, D.C. He holds that 
the environment cannot be 
dismissed as a mere periph-
eral issue confined “to a 
regular Tuesday night par-
ish group. We really need to 
get seminary education up 
to speed, especially now that 
it is on the papal agenda,” 
Dinges said, referring to 
Pope Francis’ upcoming en-
cyclical on the environment 
later this year.

Dinges has taught an un-
dergraduate course in reli-
gion and ecology at Catholic 
University for the past 18 
years, helping students un-
derstand the connection be-
tween Catholic social justice 
issues and the environment. 
“There is a profound discon-
nect that has to be stopped. The material world is our first 
revelation of  God and we really need to get our act together. 
Otherwise, our children will inherit the ruins.”

The Jesuit School of  Theology includes a full spectrum of  
efforts and courses addressing environmental concerns, said 
Jesuit Fr. Thomas Massaro, dean. “Enhanced ecological sus-

tainability is a priority in the life of  our school,” he said. Ac-
tions range from sustainable use of  paper, energy, and other 
physical resources, to “introducing more and more courses 
around environmental concerns.” 

Massaro said the school also participates in theological 
consortia with member schools of  the Graduate Theological 
Union. Last summer, along with the American Baptist Semi-
nary, the Jesuit School of  Theology took part in a two-week 
intensive course called “From the Soil to the Soul: Faith and 
Environmental Justice.”

In October, both the Jesuit 
School of  Theology and Catholic 
University were awarded a Sci-
ence for Seminaries grant from 
the American Association for 
the Advancement of  Science. 
The grants, given to 10 schools, 
will support faculty funding to 
develop units in theology and for 
workshops to promote dialogue 
between science and religion, 
said Deborah Lohse, assistant 
director of  media relations for 
Santa Clara University.

At Catholic Theological Union, 
Franciscan Sr. Dawn Nothwehr, 
associate professor of  ethics and 
chair of  historical and doctrinal 
studies, teaches classes geared to 
a degree in Catholic environmen-
tal ethics. The courses include 
pastorally oriented earth care 
and the ethics and spirituality of  
global climate change. 

“People are very enthused by 
these courses,” said Nothwehr, 
author of  Ecological Footprints: 
An Essential Franciscan Guide 
for Faith and Sustainable Living. 
Many enrollees to her classes are 
lay directors of  religious educa-
tion. Nothwehr is a firm believer 
that faith formation includes 
taking these individuals on field 
trips to show them local examples 
of  environmental pollution from 

major industries. 
Other Catholic Theological Union students arrive to class 

from missionary orders in poverty pockets like the Niger 
Delta, where they have already connected the dots. Noth-
wehr said some of  the men “have prices on their heads. Peo-
ple can’t fish because the water is polluted and the oil compa-
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nies own the water.”
At the housekeeping level, Nothwehr said that Catholic 

Theological Union uses green cleaning products, recycled 
paper, and real glasses and plates. One-third of  the plants are 
self-maintaining varieties, thus saving on water. The campus 
has reduced light use by one-third, as well. The school would 
like to do more in these areas, but “it’s not a question of  re-
sistance — the problem is cost,” she acknowledged. 

Dominican Sr. Linda Gibler, associate academic dean at 
the Oblate School of  Theology, might be one of  the busiest 
people on the campus’ environmental scene. She reaches out 
teaching electives in religion and ecology to both master’s 
and continuing education students. Gibler recently wrapped 
up a lecture series enticingly titled “Our God-Drenched Uni-
verse.” 

Author of  From the Beginning to Baptism: Scientific and 
Sacred Stories of  Water, Oil, and Fire, Gibler is intent on re-
minding Catholics that “God’s project was about a lot more 
than humans.” When she first began teaching at public semi-
nars and workshop, some listeners were skeptical, but in re-
cent years, “there is less and less resistance” to what she is 
saying.

Gibler also is involved in ecumenical outreach. She is the 
lone Catholic serving on the steering committee of  the Green 
Seminary Initiative. Founded in 2007, the initiative is a na-
tional effort among more than 50 theology schools and semi-
naries to care for creation and to educate future ministers in 
ecological theology and ethics. The Oblate School and Catho-
lic Theological Union are the only Catholic seminaries that 
are members so far. 

But that may soon change. The initiative has teamed up 
with GreenFaith, an interfaith coalition founded in 1992, to 
work with religious schools and houses of  worship to help 
them become better at creation care.

The two groups will soon begin special outreach efforts to 
Catholic institutions.

In the words of  one of  the Green Seminary Initiative’s 
founders, Beth Norcross of  Wesley Theological Seminary, 
“Seminaries are called to hold the hope.”

[Sharon Abercrombie writes for the Eco Catholic blog on the 
NCR website: NCRonline.org/blogs/eco-catholic.]
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