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owens:  I wanted to start with the first 
thing people might see about your orga-
nization: its name, Catholic Charities. 
The term “charity” has had an interesting 
history, and in the contemporary era it is 
in some tension with the term “justice.” I 
wonder if you might start by reflecting on 
how your organization sees the concept of 
charity in relation to justice in the kind of 
work that you do.

snyder:  We have had an evolution in 
our appreciation of the word “charity.” 
When we were first founded, everybody 
was called “Catholic Charities.” Then in 
the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, “charity” 
got a bad rap from those who claimed it 
was demeaning to people—the idea that 
you’re giving them charity. A lot of Cath-
olic charities then changed their names 
to, for example, Catholic Social Services 
and Catholic Family Services. That was 
the mode until the 1990s or so. But then 
people went back to the word “charity”—
to its biblical sense of being one of the 
theological virtues, in fact the greatest 
theological virtue. If you read the Gospel 
of John, which says that “God is love,” 
it’s originally “deus est caritas”—“God is 
charity.” Now charities who had changed 
their name are going back to “Catholic 
Charities.” That’s an interesting evolu-
tion in our thought, which says to me 
that we’re now concentrating much more 
on the theological meaning and under-

standing of caritas, rather than simply on 
what the English translation might be.

You bring up this distinction between 
charity and justice, which is interesting 
because there’s been an evolution in 
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kind of an easy fix. In some ways, then, 
we’re a corrective to the government, be-
cause we pick up the slack of the people 
that the government does not address. 

The difference, though, is not only in 
what we do, but in how we do it. That’s 
the critical thing: we don’t serve peo-
ple because they are Catholic, we serve 
people because we are Catholic. In other 
words, if we’re really taking the demands 
of our religion seriously, we don’t have a 
choice. We have to serve. Still, we do it in 
a way that does not proselytize. I think 
we evangelize by our actions, accepting 
people and spreading this message of 
the love of Christ—being the hands of 
Christ, the words of Christ. Part of that is 
respecting people, accepting them where 
they are. 

So if you were asking what makes us 
different from a purely humanitarian 
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hullabaloo around that office is centered 
around issues like contraception and the 
health care mandate. Setting those big 
things aside, though, how has the work-
ing relationship been there with regard 
to social services of the sort that your 
organization focuses on?

snyder:  I think that office has been a 
real gift. It was founded under George W. 
Bush, but then expanded under President 
Obama, and it has really leveled the play-
ing field for us. Previously, because of the 
bureaucracy of the government, things 
were often stacked against faith-based 
nonprofits. What that office has done 
is given us the ability to have a voice—
somebody who’s going to go and take our 
message and work with it. I think it’s 
been a hugely positive thing. 

As far as the taskforce that you talked 
about, it was interesting because there 
were twenty-five of us, about eighteen 
of whom were religious people. There 
were a couple agnostics on that commit-
tee who felt that there should be total 
separation of church and state and that 
no faith-based organization should get 
any money. Those were really interesting 
discussions and I was very apprecia-
tive of the fact that every opinion was 
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being involved in the messiness of life. If 
you go back to the “Cadre Report,” which 
was the Catholic Charities’ guiding doc-
ument from the 1960s, one of the points 
made there is that our work is to be about 
the messiness of life, and to understand 
that there’s something very sacramental 
about that. God is very much present in 
all of this, present in what appears to be 
dysfunction in people’s lives. What we’re 
hearing is the Holy Father validating 
that, and I think what he has done for 
charitable organizations in the Church 
has been amazing.

[end]
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