
Friends of the Boisi 
Center: Happy New 
Year!

This past fall  
semester was a 
busy one here at 
the Boisi Center. 
The two Boisi  
Center faculty sem-
inars – on “Thomas  
Merton and His 

Legacy” and on “Liberal Arts Education 
in the Age of Trump” –  met monthly 
over dinner and lunch (respectively) with 
lively conversation and delicious food. 
The faculty attending the two seminars 
were a diverse lot – from political science, 
history, philosophy, sociology, english, 
fine arts, and theology departments of the 
Morrissey College of Arts and Sciences, 
and from BC’s Law School and the School 
of Theology and Ministry. We found 
the conversations to be so enlightening 
and enjoyable that we’ll be continuing 
them this spring, with the Merton group 
morphing into a Flannery O’Connor 
symposium.  

The Boisi Center also convened three 
meetings of the Massachusetts Inter-
faith Climate Change Coalition over the 
course of the fall semester, for whom we 
are now the permanent host. This is an 
exciting initiative representing many faith 
traditions – Protestant, Jewish, Muslim, 
Unitarian, and Roman Catholic – all 
of whom are committed to addressing 
the serious challenges posed by climate 
change. Among the goals of the group 
is to present a united face of committed 
believers from many faith traditions to 
state elected officials and policy makers. 
The Boisi Center is honored to host the 
group and is pleased to have the support 
of Cardinal Seán O’Malley of Boston, 
among other faith leaders, toward the 
group’s efforts.

As is our custom, the Boisi Center 
sponsored three lunch-time talks. These 

are free and open to all members of the 
BC community, the wider community, 
and members of neighboring higher 
educational institutions. Two of the 
lunch meetings occurred in September: 
Christian Henkel of Tübingen University 
in Germany (one of our Visiting Schol-
ars last fall) spoke on “Utopia on the 
Small Screen: How Political-Theological 
Thought Translates into Digital Commu-
nity Organizing,” while Professor Andrew 
Prevot of BC’s theology department spoke 
on “Prayer in a Violent World.” Erick 
Berrelleza, S.J., of Boston University, con-
vened us in October on “Gentrification in 
an Urban Church: Reproducing Segre-
gation in a Neighborhood Institution.” 
All three lunch speakers generated lively 
conversation.

Four panel discussions drew large audi-
ences to signature Boisi Center events. 
In September we sponsored a screening 
of Wim Wenders’ film Pope Francis: A 
Man of His Word, which was followed 
by a panel discussion featuring Mary 
Ann Hinsdale, IHM, Peter Folan, S.J., of 
BC’s theology department, and Theresa 
O’Keefe of BC’s School of Theology and 
Ministry. Later that same month we host-
ed an exciting conversation on “Faith and 
Border Ethics: Immigration and Human 
Dignity in Trump’s America,” in which 
Kristin Heyer (BC theology), Daniel 
Kanstroom (BC Law School), Hosffman 
Ospino (BC STM), and Peter Skerry (BC 
political science) led an exciting conver-
sation with much back-and-forth with the 
audience. In October, Susannah Heschel 
(Dartmouth), Ruth Langer (BC theology), 
and Mark Silk (Trinity College/Hartford) 
led an interesting conversation with the 
audience on “What Does It Mean to Be 
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pope francis:  a man of his word
A film screening of Wim Wenders’ recent documentary of the Catholic pope was followed by a timely panel discussion with 
distinguished Boston College faculty.

From left to right: Jack Nuelle, Mary Ann Hinsdale, IHM, Theresa O’Keefe, and Peter Folan, S.J.

For the first event of the 2018-2019 
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reimagined. Utopias can be easily dom-
inated by singular figures and harmful 
ideologies. But utopian ideals – both 
good and bad – have been increasingly 
accomplished, almost without notice, 
by technology. Citing Saul Alinsky, Ruth 
Cohen, and Cornel West, Henkel pushed 

Talk of “utopia” often prompts a knowing 
wink and nod from seasoned consumers 
of culture: utopia, in life or fiction, is 
always either a convenient cover for, or 
a direct precursor to, dystopia. However, 
Christian Henkel, a fall visiting scholar 
at the Boisi Center and director of the In-
stitute for Ecumenical and Interreligious 
Research at the University of Tübingen 
in Germany, takes a slightly different 
view. For Henkel, utopian thinking is 
already all around us. It is embedded in 
the digital devices and social media that 
govern our lives. In his September 20th 
luncheon colloquium at the Boisi Center, 
Henkel argued that a reimagined under-
standing of utopia is one way to reframe 
political theology and social justice.

Henkel prefaced that utopias are likely 
to be irrelevant or even dangerous if not 

for a new, integrative, and interpersonal 
use of our digital utopias. In Henkel’s 
view, digitization can aid in community 
organizing, help with religious education, 
and foster real human relationships. 
Heeding the warnings of failed uto-
pias and the real limits, problems, and 
dangers of technology, we can reimagine 
these digital utopias in ways that bet-
ter our use of them. A workable utopia 
cannot forget the world’s injustices, and 
cannot be blind to its own shortcomings. 
In the end, Henkel’s argument relied on a 
“digital” version of Christian hope: utopia 
is possible, but only if we go about it in a 
responsible, ethical, and just way.

A recording of the colloquium and an 
interview with Henkel can be found on the 
event page.

utopia on the small screen
Boisi Center’s visiting scholar Christian Henkel shared how political theology can help us understand the digital utopia.

Christian Henkel outlines his project.

www.bc.edu/boisi-henkel

fears and anxieties of the American 
public, especially after 9/11. These 
anxieties include national security, 
protection of the rule of law, and border 
security. Heyer added that during times 
of economic downturns these anxieties 
are exacerbated.

The discussion of borders turned to ask 
whether it is ethical to deny entrance 
at the border. If so, to whom? Ospino 
argued that denying immigrants 
entrance based on their race and 
socioeconomic status is not morally 
permissible; we have an obligation to 
attend to the poor. 

Heyer pressed that legal distinctions 
are necessary to help clarify the 
discussion, distinctions like that 
between migrants and refugees. The 

From left to right: Mark Massa, S.J., Peter Skerry, Daniel Kanstroom, Kristin Heyer, and Hosffman Ospino.
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prayer in a violent world
Professor Andrew Prevot offered a method of “thinking prayer” that prioritizes the prayers of victims and peacemakers.

Andrew Prevot addresses concerns against prayer.

On September 25th the Boisi Center host-
ed Boston College’s Andrew Prevot for a 
luncheon colloquium covering questions 
growing out of his first publication, 
Thinking Prayer: Theology and Spirituality 
Amid the Crisis of Modernity.

Prevot opened by articulating traditional 
arguments in opposition to prayer: some 
claim it acts as an instrument that causes 
or encourages violence, citing modern 
religious violence as an example. Praying 
may induce greater victimization, critics 
further, especially when the victim feels 
that God is not listening. Finally, prayer 
doesn’t produce action or change and 
can even inhibit it, as with the call for 
“thoughts and prayers” in response to 
American gun violence.

Prevot offered a different take. He argued 
that there are ways prayer can play a role 
against violence: it can serve as a stable 
ground for victims in need of hope, and it 
often plays an essential role in the shap-
ing of moral character. Prayer has been 

known to play a critical role in shaping 
the character of major actors in liberation 
movements across the world. Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr., Dorothy Day, and Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer have all famously attributed 
their perseverance and desire for justice 
to experiences encountered in prayer. 

Prevot concluded that one way to begin 
making a tangible difference against vio-
lence in the modern world is to cultivate 
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how the debate over birth control changed catholic theology
Mark Massa, S.J. joined a panel of critics to discuss his newest book, The Structure of Theological Revolutions.

directions the conversation on natural 
law may develop. One may be a new 
paradigm arising from liberation 
theology in conversation with the global 
movements of the LGBTQ+ community 
and the Latinx and Black Lives Matter 
movements. 

Another possibility, Massa hopes, 
may be a deeper engagement between 
academic theologians and the papacy. 
After publication of Humanae Vitae, 
many of the sharpest oppositions to 
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