
Call To Action – Madison Area 

P.O. Box 45894 
Madison, WI 53744-5894 

April 26, 2014 

 

His Holiness Pope Francis 
Vatican City State, 00120 

 

Dear Pope Francis, 
 

We are grateful to God for the hope you are bringing to our Church.  We are grateful for your call for a 

Church that is pastoral and less judgmental, that embraces and ministers to the poor in charity and justice, 
that listens to the faithful as they try to live their faith in diverse and difficult situations.  

 

We are grateful because you offer a vision of the Church that we want to be and have been trying to be—

welcoming, especially to those marginalized in Church or society, sensitive to the needs of others, and 
working with the poor for justice.  However, we find it very difficult to be that kind of Church in our 

home, the Diocese of Madison.  The Church you envision is not the Church we are experiencing. 

 
We experience not pastoral sensitivity, but judgment; we are marginalized, even excluded.  It hurts, as it 

is meant to, when we are dismissed as “dissenters” and “so-called” Catholics.  But we are simply 

Catholics who care deeply about the Church and wish to live as mature and responsible followers of 
Christ.   

 

Some of us are members of Call To Action – Madison Area or Integrity/Dignity Madison, the groups that 

coordinated the drafting of this letter. 
 

CTA – Madison Area is the local affiliate of the national church reform group.  We who are members of 

this group work to foster peace and justice in our communities, our world, our church and ourselves.  
Locally, in addition to church reform, we have focused on combating racism and reducing State of 

Wisconsin prison populations.  Most of these inmates are poor, nonviolent offenders who predominantly 

are racial minorities.  We do this work as a member of the community organization MOSES, discussed 

below.  CTA – Madison is not allowed to meet or hold other activities at parishes in the Diocese. 
 

Integrity/Dignity Madison ministers to the Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual/Transgender people of God.  It was 

founded as an ecumenical group here in Madison 37 years ago. Catholic priests are now forbidden from 
presiding at Eucharist for this group. 

 

Some signing this letter disagree with Church teaching, for instance, on the role of women in the Church 
or the treatment of gay and lesbian persons.  We know this, but we made our decisions in good 

conscience, as reflections of the persons we are and our individual responses to the call to be followers of 

Christ.  However, we have been told there is no room for dialogue in the Diocese of Madison, so there 

can be and will be no dialogue; recent comments that the “culture wars” will continue here attest to this. 
 

Please allow us offer two further examples of how many in our diocese are marginalized or excluded: 

 
First, women, whose genius you say the Church desperately needs, are restricted in their participation—

highlighting the already divisive reality that only men can be ordained and thus only men can have real 

authority in the Church.  In some parishes, women can no longer be lectors, Eucharistic ministers or altar 
servers, after having served in those roles for years.  Most egregiously, women are restricted from 

participating in the washing of feet on Holy Thursday—leading some priests to abandon this wonderful 



memorial of Jesus’ demonstration that leadership is an act of service.  Your washing the feet of prison 

inmates, including women and Muslims, on Holy Thursday in 2013 was a remarkable expression of a 
Church that welcomes and embraces the marginalized.  In the Diocese of Madison, this ritual of service 

has become a means of marginalizing women and an expression of clerical privilege. 

 

Second, only the ordained may receive Communion under both species.  Except for special occasions, the 
laity are not allowed to receive the cup—God bless those priests who tell their parishioners that Sunday 

Mass is a memorial of the Resurrection and thus a special occasion!  The Eucharist, which you have 

called powerful medicine and nourishment for the weak, and not a prize for the perfect, is used in this 
Diocese to distinguish between the privileged ordained and the lower status laity. 

 

There are clear signs that the local Church in the Diocese of Madison is hurting.  From 2003 to 2012, 
Sunday Mass participation declined from 27 percent to 19 percent; in the United States, it was stable 

around 22-24 percent.  Particularly affected are parishes to which priests from the Spanish Order of Jesus 

Christ the Priest have been assigned. At one of them, Saint Mary Parish in Platteville, the school that had 

been in existence for 77 years was closed, and the bishop warned parishioners when they complained—a 
story that made the national press in the Wall Street Journal. 

 

As Catholics have left, or been chased away, Church finances have deteriorated—though the lack of 
transparency makes this difficult to demonstrate.  Our cathedral, destroyed in a fire in 2005, has never 

been replaced—though the Diocese paid a substantial sum to settle a lawsuit when it refused to pay the 

consultant whose findings the bishop did not like.  Just recently, the Diocese entered into a long-term 
lease for the Bishop O’Connor Center, which currently houses its offices and formerly was the diocesan 

seminary, for development as residential rental property. 

 

But we wish to speak to you also about the ways we and others try to live a mature and responsible faith.  
Here are a few examples: 

 

--The Catholic Multicultural Center provides free meals and a food pantry, health services, education and 
computer training, career counseling, children’s programs, and immigrant legal assistance for poor 

residents of our community.  Founded by our previous bishop, the late William Bullock, the Center was 

closed in 2009, a victim of a diocesan budget crisis.  It was soon reopened under the auspices of Our Lady 

Queen of Peace Parish in Madison after an outcry from its parishioners and many others in the 
community.  The Diocese provides some support for the Center, but it would no longer be there had the 

lay faithful not stepped forward. 

 
--MOSES (Madison Organizing in Strength, Equality and Solidarity) and its sister organization in the 

southern part of the Diocese, JOB (Justice Overcoming Borders) are interfaith organizations that are part 

of the statewide group called WISDOM.  WISDOM is working to reduce Wisconsin’s prison population 
by 11,000 inmates, cutting it in half, by 2015 (the 11-by-15 Campaign).  Wisconsin prison populations 

have exploded in the last twenty years, particularly for nonviolent offenders, because of harsh sentencing 

laws.  The efforts of WISDOM and its member groups have led to an increase in the state budget for 

treatment alternatives to incarceration from $1 million to $4 million.  The Wisconsin Catholic Bishops 
support the campaign, however, Madison Diocese parishes are not allowed to become members of 

MOSES or JOB. 

 
--Holy Wisdom Monastery, home of the ecumenical Benedictine Women of Madison, has also become 

the home for many who no longer feel welcome at Catholic parishes or who are seeking a place to be 

nourished in a mature life of faith.  The Monastery, which is no longer under the jurisdiction of the 
Diocese, has restored the natural prairies on its land, which reduce the runoff from agricultural and 

residential properties into area lakes.  In the past year, the Monastery purchased neighboring farmland 



that it will turn into prairie, land that otherwise would have become a residential subdivision.  While the 

Diocese is leasing its land for residential development, the Monastery is developing prairies that help to 
protect Madison’s lakes.  Diocesan priests have been ordered not to attend events at the Monastery. 

 

We could go on—the Sinsinawan Dominicans, whose founder, Father Samuel Mazzuchelli, you may 

canonize, and its many ministries, including Edgewood College, High School and Campus School for 
grades 1-8; Pax Christi – Madison, involved in local peace and justice efforts; Catholic Charities; the St. 

Vincent de Paul Society; and many others.  All groups, regardless of their relationship to the Diocese, 

know they must tread carefully so as not to offend those with ecclesial power. 
 

But they continue, and so do we, because Christ calls us to do so.  And your words and actions over the 

past year have given us new reason to hope.  We will pray that the Holy Spirit continues to guide and 
protect you as you lead the People of God in the mission that has been entrusted to all of us.  We hope 

you will pray for us and bless us in our work as well. 

 

We the undersigned are just a small portion of hurting Catholics/Christians in this diocese.  We need your 
prayer and your consideration. 

 

Yours in Christ, 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

cc: Bishop Robert Morlino cc: Archbishop Carlos Maria Vigano  

Diocese of Madison U.S. Apostolic Nuncio 

 
cc: Archbishop Oscar Andres Rodriguez Maradiaga cc: Archbishop Sean O’Malley 

Archdiocese of Tegucigalpa Archdiocese of Boston 

  
cc: Archbishop Joseph Kurtz cc: Archbishop Timothy Dolan 

 President, U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops  Archdiocese of New York 

 
cc: Bishop Paul Swain 

 Diocese of Sioux Falls 


