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In a class discussion concerning on-
line misinformation, one student grew
serious: “We don’t know what’s true
anymore! There’s no way to decide the
truth.” I sympathized, then replied: “But
don’t we have to? It just might take more
time, effort and questioning.” Since the
class included discussion of the scien-
tific method and skepticism, I called at-
tention back to the essential value of de-
termined investigation. Knowledge
comes through a learning process—not
an information dump or download. As
we’re aware, much of what’s passed
around on the internet is “info” that of-
ten isn’t very informative, “knowledge”
that really doesn’t help us know very
much. A lot of it is opinion disguised (or
out in the open) as “true knowledge”
that “must be shared!” How frequently
we see a post that looks like an adver-
tisement: “Stop Scrolling!,” “Wait for it!,”
followed by some ridiculous picture or
video that wasn’t worth stopping or
waiting for.

Truth, like wisdom, isn’t shouted to
demand attention, it doesn’t need to be
loud and flashy. Do you ever wonder

why Buddha, Moses, Jesus or Muham-
mad didn’t show up in the 21st Century?
Think of how many more people could
see them and hear from them directly,
instantly with the internet, radio, televi-
sion—“Wait! Stop Scrolling!” Maybe
good teaching allows for long reflection
rather than immediate answers. Per-
haps it’s best we don’t have the Foun-
ders of Faiths all over our screens every
day. Then again, that might be more ef-
fective than old languages in ancient
books? 

When I hear someone say, or imply,
there’s “no way to know” whether some-
thing they see or read is “truly true” or
“really real,” I normally respond (with an
air of confidence): “Yes there is.” There
is a way to know what’s true; actually
many ways. Once again, we have to be
willing to put in the time and effort to
discern and decide based on factual da-
ta rather than mere opinion or assumed
“authority.” And, this is critical to re-
member: we may not be able to defin-
itively discover the accuracy of a claim,
with a high degree of certainty. This is
why suspending final judgment, hold-
ing “tentative conclusions,” is a crucial
aspect to the constant pursuit of wis-
dom (assuming a person seeks such a
thing).

I came across an academic journal
whose editors described their intent in
this way:

“We hope that this journal will show

the value of embracing controversy as a
means of getting closer to the truth, ad-
vancing knowledge, and reforming so-
cial and cultural paradigms.” They think
that “even when mainstream views are
true or justified, if they are never chal-
lenged, they risk becoming dead dog-
mas rather than living truths.”

Now, imagine if you will, a religious
tradition, group or organization pre-
senting their intention, their reason for
being, in similar language: “We hope our
faith community will show the value of
controversy as a means of getting closer
to the truth, advancing knowledge, and
reforming social and cultural para-
digms. We believe that views and be-
liefs have to be challenged or they risk
becoming dead dogmas rather than liv-
ing truths.” Imagine that.

The journal managers followed their
description with another line that
would be fascinating to come from a re-
ligious group: “[We] do not support any
beliefs or doctrines other than freedom
of thought and expression.” Certainly a
controversial thing for any group or or-
ganization to say.

I’ve been reading about the life and
philosophy of the 16th Century skeptic,
Michel Montaigne. Montaigne was the
one who tried out a new kind of writing,
one that came to be known as the “es-
say.” The more he experienced in his life,
and wrote about those experiences, the
more he expressed his own ignorance.

“If others examined themselves atten-
tively, as I do, they would find them-
selves, as I do, full of inanity and non-
sense… We are all steeped in it… but
those who are aware of it are a little bet-
ter off—though I don’t know.” Refresh-
ing honesty.

When I responded to my student’s
concern about knowing what’s true,
that it may take more time and effort in
our culture right now to ferret out the
accuracy of things we hear and read, I
also was thinking: this is all fine and
dandy, IF we truly care about truth,
gaining knowledge, learning something
worthwhile. That’s a big IF.

“Truthy” opinions can be passed
around like a pack of candy. If we’re not
careful with information intake (sloppy
with our skepticism), we might get more
than bad nutrition and a bad stomach
ache. There may be no healthy value in
what we consume, and of course, that’s
probably why it’s a good thing we don’t
consume everything we see or read, es-
pecially online, or in religious traditions.
A suggestion for better digestion. 

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev.
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books
and blogs are presented on “Friendly
Freethinker” (www.chighland.com).

We don’t know, but we have to know
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May 20

Blessing of the Bikes: 10:30 a.m.,
blessing at 11:30 a.m., Mills River Pres-
byterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Motorcycles,
bicycles, children’s tricycles. 50/50 raf-
fles, $5 lunch, other activities. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Bazaar: 8:30 a.m.-1 p.m., St. John in
the Wilderness Episcopal Church, 1905

Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. Early
bird shoppers welcome at 7:30 a.m. with
a $10 entry fee. Call 828-693-9783.

Identify Your Spiritual Gifts work-
shop: 10 a.m.-3 p.m., Unity of the Blue
Ridge, 2041 Old Fanning Bridge Road,
Mills River. Bring your lunch. By dona-
tion. Visit www.unitync.net.

May 21

Online services: Some churches still
have online worship services. Visit
church websites for full information.

Ethical Humanist Society of Ashe-
ville: Via Zoom or in person at 2:30 p.m.,
Asheville Friends Meeting, 227 Edge-
wood Road. Anthony Thomas presents

“YMI Cultural Center” about history and
future goals of the YMI. Call 828 687-
7759 or visit http://EHSAsheville.org.

Biltmore Church: All campuses
open for on-site services. Online ser-
vices at 9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmo-
rechurch.com or Facebook. 35 Clayton
Road, Arden, and satellite locations in
Brevard, east Asheville, west Asheville/
Enka, Hendersonville, Franklin. Also 11
a.m. at Espanol campus, 220 Johnston
Blvd., Asheville. View times and loca-
tions at 
www.biltmorechurch.com.

Church of St. Philip the Apostle:
Visit Facebook page for daily medita-
tion, teachings and weekly homily. Visit
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216

Whitson Ave., Swannanoa. 
Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls:

Sunday services at 7:45 and 9 a.m. Eu-
charist (in person only) 11:15 a.m. Eucha-
rist livestreamed on www.allsouls
cathedral.org, YouTube and Facebook. 9
Swan St., Biltmore Village in Asheville.
Visit www.allsoulscathedral.org.

Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. in-per-
son services. Online service at 8:45 a.m.
on Facebook. 1895 Greenville 
Highway, Flat Rock. Visit 
www.stjohnflatrock.org/.

First Baptist Church-Canton: Wor-
ship service at 11 a.m. Academy Street, 
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Sister Margaret Egan recalled that
day and the emotional silence that filled
the meeting room on their leafy Bronx
campus when she and the other mem-
bers of the order’s executive council ac-
cepted their reality and charted a new
future. Grasping a roster of every sister
who had ever served the congregation,
they honored the women who preceded
them. 

“We just held up that book and said,
‘They’re here with us.’ (It’s) recognition
that we’ve all done what God asked us to
do,” said Egan, sitting in that same meet-
ing room days after the announcement.

It was Mother Elizabeth Ann Seton
who set their lengthy mission of service
into motion when she sent three sisters
to New York City in 1817 to start an or-
phanage. Eight years prior, in Maryland,
Seton had founded the Sisters of Charity
— the first community for religious
women in the U.S. 

In New York, their mission expanded
to schools and hospitals. In 1846 the Sis-
ters of Charity of New York spun off into
a separate order. 

Over the decades, they opened
schools, colleges and hospitals;
launched missions in the Bahamas and
Guatemala; protested the Vietnam War
and were arrested for doing so during
Mass at St. Patrick’s Cathedral in 1972.
They continued to serve people on soci-
ety’s margins, including immigrants,
the homeless and the aging. 

Their numbers ballooned, peaking in
the 1960s with 1,300 nuns. Today, they
have 154; their median age is 85. 

That drop reflects a global trend. The
number of Catholic nuns is in a free fall
as fewer young women devote their lives
to religious orders. 

The number of religious sisters in the
U.S. peaked in 1965 at 178,740, and has
sharply declined to 39,452 sisters in
2022, according the Center for Applied
Research in the Apostolate at George-
town University.

Several of the Sisters of Charity in
New York serving today made their
vows in the 1950s and the 1960s; they
have witnessed this drop in real time.
But that has not diminished their con-
gregation’s legacy nor the many ways
they’ve personally changed the lives of
New Yorkers.

On a recent day, six sisters on the ex-

ecutive council shared their hopes and
reminisced as they gathered at their
headquarters on the College of Mount
Saint Vincent, which evolved from an
academy founded by the congregation
in 1847.

Sister Donna Dodge, the congregation
president, recounted a favorite memory
– the unsolicited praise that followed
them as they marched along Fifth Ave-
nue in a St. Patrick’s Day parade.

“As we passed, many of them came
out and said, ‘Thank you for teaching
me. Thank you for helping me in the hos-
pital. Thank you! Thank you!’ ” she said.
“It was the first time in my life that I’ve
ever heard that from so many people at
once, because we don’t do what we do to
look for thanks. We do what we do be-
cause it’s right … and it’s a Gospel man-
date.”

In decades past, operating the order’s
hospitals and schools afforded the sis-
ters leadership opportunities that were
off limits to women elsewhere in society,
Sister Margaret O’Brien said. 

Eventually more avenues for leader-
ship opened up for all women, including
nuns across the U.S. who’ve become
champions for social justice causes and
leaders of vast hospital networks. In a
recent historic reform, Pope Francis
gave women voting rights at a global
meeting of bishops.

But members of the Sisters of Charity

in New York had hoped for more, said
O’Brien, who lamented that women still
cannot be Catholic priests.

“Back in the ’70s, in a lot of our docu-
ments and assembly minutes, you can
see the hope that we had at the time for
the ordination of women,” she said. “And
that’s much slower in coming … but it
will come.”

The sisters took turns sharing their
experiences while sitting beneath a
19th-century painting of the order’s
founder, Seton, who became the first
saint born in what would become the
U.S. A word that guides their life – “char-
ism” – came up repeatedly. It is defined
as “an extraordinary power (as of heal-
ing) given a Christian by the Holy Spirit
for the good of the church.”

They also spoke of all the changes. In
their beginnings, the Sisters of Charity
nuns wore long black dresses and bon-
nets. They gradually began to wear a
modified version of the habit and even-
tually secular clothes.

This came after reforms that followed
the Second Vatican Council, which
brought the 2,000-year-old church into
the modern era. Some wondered if the
updates to the life of the church eventu-
ally contributed to their recent decision
to stop accepting new sisters.

“When something like this is loom-
ing, you think, ‘What did we do wrong?’”
O’Brien said. “I’m sure there were many

times when we questioned all those
changes that we made back in the ’70s –
the habit, leaving schools, going into
other various ministries.”

“But when you stop and think, you
recognize that each person who did any
of those things was doing it in faith, try-
ing to read the signs of the time, and do
what they’re called to do. And that can’t
be wrong.”

Sister Dorothy Metz agreed.
“I don’t think that we ever got too in-

volved in the blame game,” she said. “We
knew we were subject to many societal
changes that affected our ministries and
our way of life.” 

Together, they’ve also faced personal
challenges. Sister Claire Regan said
she’s been blessed by the love and sup-
port she’s received from other sisters
while she’s been battling stage 4 cancer.
She also drew parallels between the fi-
nality of her life and her congregation’s
end.

“Not only did I receive the response of
community and love and charity, but
also God’s wisdom and grace to take this
time to pause and to recognize in my
personal story of what is completion,”
she said.

Today, some of the nuns offer minis-
try to sisters in retirement. Others help
with food preparation and distribution
at pantries, work at the college, or travel
to the order’s mission in Guatemala.

For fun, they dance, sing and play in-
struments (Sister Egan is a drummer) –
or listen to music (the ringtone on Sister
Dodge’s cell phone is from the theme
song of “Jaws”). They enjoy a laugh and
some good-natured competition.

The sisters recently purchased two
golf carts to save on gas while driving on
campus. Dodge beamed recalling how
she challenged the president of the Col-
lege of Mount Saint Vincent to a golf cart
race down a hill.

“Life is very serious … But at the same
time, you have to be balanced and try to
look for some joy in the moment,” Dodge
said. “And for me, that was joy.”

The Sisters of Charity remain hope-
ful. Their recent decision will only im-
pact the order’s New York branch; they
trust that faithful lay people will take
over their work and sustain the spirit of
their mission.

“We’ve handed the torch over to peo-
ple who … have the charism of charity
and the spirit of the Sisters of Charity,”
Dodge said. “They’ll take that into the
future, and they’ll pass it on to another
generation.”

Sisters 
Continued from Page 1C

Sisters Margaret M. O’Brien (from left), Margaret Egan, Dorothy Metz, Donna
Dodge, Claire E. Regan and Sheila Brosnan pose for a photograph inside the
Chapel of the Immaculate Conception where they took their vows at various
times at the College of Mount Saint Vincent. JOHN MINCHILLO/AP


