
Part 3: Love Goodness
Most people would not consider 

themselves to be racist. A person might 

admit to being prejudiced but certainly 

not racist. As Christians, we know it is 

our duty to love others. St. Paul reminds 

us that we live by the Spirit, and the 

“fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 

patience, kindness, generosity, 

faithfulness, gentleness, self-

control” (Gal 5:22-23). We must be 

honest with ourselves. Each of us should 

examine our conscience and ask if these 

fruits are really present in our attitudes 

about race. Or, rather, do our attitudes 

reflect mistrust, impatience, anger, 

distress, discomfort, or rancor?  
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When we begin to separate people in our thoughts for unjust reasons, when we 

start to see some people as “them” and others as “us,” we fail to love. Yet love is at 

the heart of the Christian life. When approached and asked what is the greatest 

commandment, Jesus answered: “You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your 

heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and the first 

commandment. The second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt 

22:37-39). This command of love can never be simply “live and let others be.” The 

command of love requires us to make room for others in our hearts. It means that 

we are indeed our brother’s keeper (see Gn 4:9).  

The sin of Cain finds its remedy in Christ, in his command to love and in the 

gift of his Holy Spirit that enables us to respond to his call. When Cain struck and 

killed his brother, the human family was further divided. But Christ heals all divisions, 

including those that are at the core of racism. It is through his Cross that we learn 

the greatest lesson about love. On the Cross, Jesus died for the human race (see 2 

Cor 5:15). “He is expiation for our sins, and not for our sins only but for those of the 

whole world” (1 Jn 2:2). Here is our hope! Here is the grace given to us to be healed 

of this sin of division! Here is the lesson of love. 

Once “we have come to the conviction that 

one died for all”—and not just for ourselves
—then “the love of Christ impels us”  to see 

others as our brothers and sisters (2 Cor 

5:14). For, “if [one] part suffers, all the parts 

suffer with it; if one part is honored, all the 
parts share its joy” (1 Cor 12:26). It is the 

love of Christ that binds together the 

Church, and this love reaches out beyond the Church to all peoples. This love also 

requires justice. “If we love others with charity,” as Pope Benedict XVI reminds us, 

“then first of all we are just toward them.”26 In this way, love “is an extraordinary 

force which leads people to opt for courageous and generous engagement in the 

field of justice and peace.”27 In doing so, we are also loving goodness. 
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The Urgent Call of Love 
Love compels each of us to resist racism courageously. It requires us to reach out 

generously to the victims of this evil, to assist the conversion needed in those who 

still harbor racism, and to begin to change policies and structures that allow racism 

to persist. Overcoming racism is a demand of justice, but because Christian love 

transcends justice, the end of racism will mean that our community will bear fruit 

beyond simply the fair treatment of all. After all, “Within [the human] family,” as St. 

John Paul II said, “each people preserves and expresses its own identity and 

enriches others with its gifts of culture.”28

Our faith gives us a treasury of inspiring holy 

men and women who courageously worked 

toward racial reconciliation, showing us the 

way forward. There is, for example, the 

Servant of God Augustus Tolton, who was 

born into slavery and escaped to the free state 

of Illinois. Despite a strong calling to the 

priesthood supported by clergy who knew his 

faith, all the seminaries in the United States 

rejected him. Having eventually made it to a 

seminary in Rome, he was ordained, and returned to serve as the first black priest 

born in the United States, where, again, he faced much discrimination and racism.  

Once home and ministering to the People of God, Fr. Tolton was tormented by 

others, especially by a brother priest who was white. This priest made public and 

ugly statements urging the white people of the city not to go to Fr. Tolton’s parish. 

Through this long persecution, Fr. Tolton exhibited the love of Christ, forgiving what 

was done to him and continuing to serve others. Things got so bad, however, that 

Fr. Tolton accepted an invitation from Archbishop Feehan to move north to 

Chicago, where he served the faithful until his death in 1897. Fr. Tolton often spoke 

of how the Church had taught him to always “pray and forgive my persecutors.”29  
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During his ministry, Fr. Tolton corresponded with Mother (now Saint) Katharine 

Drexel, who helped support his parish work in Chicago. She is another example of 

people working for racial reconciliation. Following a directive from Pope Leo XIII in 

1887, St. Katharine dedicated her life to working closely with Native Americans and 

African Americans, exhibiting genuine respect and concern. By the time of her 

death in 1955, St. Katharine had more than 500 sisters working in 63 schools and 

had established 50 missions for Native 

Americans in 16 states. She also founded 

50 schools for African American students, 

including Xavier University of Louisiana, the 

first and only Catholic university in the United 

States established specifically for African 

Americans. Her motivation was clear. As she 

said, “If we wish to serve God and love our 

neighbor well, we must manifest our joy in the 

service we render to Him and them. Let us open 

wide our hearts. It is joy which invites us. Press 

forward and fear nothing.”30  
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CITATIONS

PASTORAL LETTER
The document Open Wide Our Hearts: The Enduring Call to Love - A Pastoral Letter Against Racism was developed by the 
Committee on Cultural Diversity in the Church of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB). It was approved by 
the full body of bishops as a formal statement of the same at its November 2018 General Meeting and has been authorized for 
publication by the undersigned. Msgr. J. Brian Bransfield
General Secretary, USCCB 

Quotes from Pope Francis, Pope Benedict XVI, copyright © Libreria Editrice Vaticana, Vatican City State. Used with permission. 
All rights reserved.   Scripture excerpts used in this work are taken from the New American Bible, Revised Edition, copyright © 
2010, 1991, 1986, 1970 Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, Inc., Washington, DC. All rights reserved.   

Copyright © 2018, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Washington, DC. All rights reserved. 

STUDY GUIDE
Copyright © 2019, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. All rights reserved. This text may be reproduced in whole or in 
part without alteration for nonprofit educational use, provided such reprints are not sold and include this notice. This resource and 
many others are available at usccb.org/racism.

MORE RESOURCES

26  Pope Benedict XVI, Caritas in Veritate, no. 6.
27  Caritas in Veritate, no. 1.
28  St. John Paul II, Address at the Meeting with the Native Peoples of the Americas, September 14, 1987, no. 4.
29  Address to the first Catholic Colored Congress, Washington, D.C., January 1 - 4, 1889.
30  "A Eucharistic Focused Mission,"  Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament.  www.katharinedrexel.org/wp-content/
      uploads/2016/11/FocusedMissionBro.pdf (accessed Aug. 23, 2018).

• This reflection on Praying for Racial Healing in Our Land can help you prayerfully examine your heart and acknowledge past 
failures. For group settings, use the Prayer Service on Racial Healing in Our Land.

• Learn about the prophetic witness against racism of several holy men and women cited in the pastoral letter.
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Questions for Discussion
1. Have you reflected about how the Holy Spirit may be speaking to you in your own 

examination of conscience  (see below) about your attitudes on race?

2. How are you “opening wide” your heart and responding to Jesus’s command of love?
Does your prayer life reflect a response to Jesus’s command of love?

3. Do you believe that Jesus really can heal the divisions and wounds caused by racism in an 
individual? In a community? On a national level?

4. How might you be called to help others recognize racism affecting our communities?

5. In what ways does combatting racism require overcoming racial prejudice and challenging 
social structures that subtly embody and reinforce racism?

6. How do the stories of Ven. Augustus Tolton and St. Katharine Drexel inspire or challenge 
you? How can you follow their example in your own journey to be a disciple of Christ?

Discussion Guide for September 3, 2020
adapted from the study guide

Examination of conscience from We are Salt & Light: Praying for Racial Healing in Our Land:
• Have I fully loved God and fully loved my neighbor as myself?

• Have I caused pain to others by my actions or my words that offended my brother or my    
 sister?

• Have I done enough to inform myself about the sin of racism, its roots, and its historical and    
 contemporary manifestations? Have I opened my heart to see how unequal access to      
 economic opportunity, jobs, housing, and education on the basis of skin color, race, or 
 ethnicity, has denied and continues to deny the equal dignity of others?

• Is there a root of racism within me that blurs my vision of who my neighbor is?

• Have I ever witnessed an occasion when someone “fell victim” to personal, institutional, 
 systematic or social racism and I did or said nothing, leaving the victim to address their pain 
 alone?

• Have I ever witnessed an occasion when someone “fell victim” to personal, institutional, 
 systematic or social racism with me inflicting the pain, acting opposite of love of God and love 
 of neighbor?

• Have I ever lifted up and aided a person who “fell victim” to personal, institutional, systematic 
 or social racism and paid a price for extending mercy to the other? How did I react? Did my 
 faith grow? Am I willing to grow even more in faith through my actions?
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