
Asheville Citizen-Times - 02/13/2021 Page : D01

February 13, 2021 10:16 am (GMT -5:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

NEW YORK – Enrollment in Roman Catholic schools in the United States dropped 6.4% from the previous academic

year amid the pandemic and economic stresses – the largest single-year decline in at least five decades, Catholic

education officials reported Monday. h Among the factors were the closure or consolidation of more than 200 schools

and the difficulty for many parents of paying tuition fees that average more than $5,000 for grades K-8 and more than

$10,000 for secondary schools, according to the National Catholic Educational Association. h John Reyes, the NCEA’s

executive director for operational vitality, said the pandemic has been an “accelerant” for longstanding challenges

facing Catholic education.

AT CATHOLIC SCHOOLS IN THE US,

ENROLLMENT
PLUMMETS 

In this June 8, 2020, file photo a portrait of St. John Paul II hangs beside a row of empty lockers in Quigley Catholic High School in Baden, Pa. On Monday, Catholic
education officials reported that enrollment in Roman Catholic schools in the United States dropped 6.4% from the previous academic year. JESSIE WARDARSKI/AP
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I’m no expert on civil discourse but I
do have a fair bit of experience attempt-
ing to communicate in difficult situa-
tions, sometimes with difficult people
(difficult: “needing much effort or skill
to accomplish, deal with, or under-
stand”). As I see it, the main question
will always be how much effort we are
willing to put into understanding other
perspectives, and particularly how
much we value sustaining a relation-
ship through disagreements. Of course,
we may find all the effort we can muster
doesn’t guarantee we will understand,
or be understood. A personal example
brought this home for me.

I had a difficult phone conversation
with a relative who lives across the
country. I sensed it would be challeng-
ing when she began with: “We’re think-
ing of moving out of the country. It feels
like a dictatorship!” Already knowing
our political distance, I asked for more
explanation. “They’re trying to make us
get jabbed with a vaccine when there

are so many unknowns. They can’t force
us to put something in our bodies when
we don’t know the effects it will have.
People are dying from the vaccine!” I
tried to calm her: “I haven’t heard any-
thing about people dying, except
450,000 dead from the virus.” 

A little backstory to this divisive fam-
ily gap. I led this relative to Christ when
we were teens. She was a party-girl and
I was a young evangelist. She saw my
devotion, how our fired-up youth group
shared our faith, sang gospel songs and
followed the long-haired rebel who
promised happiness and heaven. She
jumped on the bus of belief with us and
joined in the fun. Life got more compli-
cated for both of us and eventually we
chose different paths of faith – we were
separated by miles and mindsets. She
chose a more evangelical, conservative
worldview and I chose a more progres-
sive, liberal worldview. Interesting irony
there, especially since I was the one who
chose an evangelical college and a path
to ministry. She chose to drop out of col-
lege and leave a promising career to be a
mother homeschooling her children. We
both admired elements of one another’s
life choices, while carrying serious res-
ervations about each other’s beliefs. 

There are times I wish I could pull her
off the bus, lead her away from the

Christ who now stands to divide us. But
I know how much she finds comfort and
strength in her faith, so I don’t wish to
take that from her. I remember how long
it took me to become a freethinker,
choosing to leave faith behind and move
forward with a more rational, humanis-
tic view of life. Patience is good; re-
specting the freely chosen beliefs of
others is good. Except … what if you wait
for a long time and there’s no discernible
growth, no openness to other opinions?
What if it seems a person’s faith isn’t
very healthy for them or others? What if
they live in their own “God bubble,” not
accepting science, reason, facts? Do we
avoid difficult conversations and let it
go?

Our conversation became more heat-
ed. I explained that more people getting
vaccinated helps protect everyone, re-
minding her we got “jabbed” as children
– we survived – while many did not, and
still don’t, especially in poor countries. I
brought up the climate emergency as
another example of how human choices
can harm others, that our actions con-
tribute to our changing environment.
She wouldn’t accept the fact that a ma-
jority of scientists who study these
things generally agree humans have a
fundamental role in the crisis. I asked:
“What about our responsibility to oth-

ers, not just ourselves? We can choose
to live with our personal beliefs and
choices, but how does that affect oth-
ers?” She agreed that was an important
consideration; she cares about other
people too. I respect her sensitive na-
ture. I believe she knows that faith (and
being a good citizen) can’t only be about
her, her family, her God. I feel she under-
stands that our beliefs have an impact,
for good or ill, and we need to be mindful
of the effect on others, even when they
don’t believe as we do.

Our conversation circled back
around to the suffering of vulnerable
people and her own suffering. I won-
dered how she was handling her own
health challenges and her husband’s ill-
ness. I assured her that we love them
and want them to be safe and well.
Death may not be a great concern to her
but the rest of the family want her
around for a while!

I admit, when we ended the call with
“I love you,” I was left feeling sad, un-
certain. Did I make an impact? Should I
even try? Maybe it’s time to drop the dif-
ficulties? 

I have faith in our relationship. 
Chris Highland served as a Protes-

tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. Learn more at chigh-
land.com.
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