
At the end of 2018, the Catholic bishops of the United States 
approved “Open Wide Our Hearts: The Enduring Call to Love,” 
a pastoral letter against racism.

Have you read this important letter? Did you know that such 
a document existed? Have you heard about it in homilies and 
catechetical sessions? Do you know what it says about Hispanics?

These sound like facetious questions. However, in the past few 
months, I have brought them to the attention of a good number 
of Catholics in diff erent parts of the country. The answer to most 
questions was no.

I heard several Catholics, including some Hispanics, fairly 
surprised that the letter speaks of racism and the Hispanic 
experience. “I thought that it was only about injustices against 

black people, not Hispanics,” 
someone commented.

Perhaps this is where the 
crux of the matter is. Our 
society, the larger Catholic 
community and many 
Hispanics in particular 
continue to defi ne racism in 
binary terms: black and white. 

Yet, racism is more complex and it aff ects everyone.
About 24% of Hispanics in the U.S. self-identify as Afro 

Latinos, Afro Caribbean or Hispanics with direct roots to a 
specifi c African country; hundreds of thousands as indigenous; 
millions are mestizos and mulatos.  

It is not that Hispanics are oblivious to racism and its eff ects. 
In fact, many of us have experienced this evil. Hispanic 
Catholics, however, need to do much better to engage in this 
urgent conversation and educate ourselves about racism.

Pastoral leaders working with Hispanic Catholics have a 
responsibility to speak explicitly of racism in their engagements 
with this community.  

Many Hispanics do not see themselves or their children 
aff ected directly by racism, which reveals a lack of awareness of 
how pervasive this social ill is in our midst, not to mention a lack 
of historical memory.

This is why reading the letter “Open Wide Our Hearts” may 
be a good exercise in the context of Catholic Hispanic ministry. 
Many events occurring in our society, including persistent anti-
immigrant sentiments, clearly embody racist attitudes against 
Hispanic people and Hispanic ways of life.

To counter such trends, Hispanics need to take this letter, 
and other resources against racism, and discuss them in our 
churches, schools and homes. The bishops’ letter, grounded in 
key insights from the Scriptures, theology and Catholic social 
teaching, deserves to be more widely known.

The fact that many Hispanic Catholics have not read the 
letter and not even heard of it in their churches or catechetical 
programs worries me. It would be a shame that its message 
never reached the ears of a community in which many struggle 
precisely because of racial biases.

“Open Wide Our Hearts” gives more attention to the Hispanic 
experience than previous documents by the U.S. bishops on 
racism by dedicating a section to it.

The letter names the fact that Hispanics “have experienced 
discrimination in housing, employment, health care and 
education,” called derogatory names, been denied just labor 
opportunities and access to political participation, just for being 
Hispanic. Hispanics often endure racially motivated immigration 
raids and mass deportation policies. 

The document highlights that “there have been over 550 
documented cases of Hispanics being lynched, and experts 
estimate that the number could actually be twice as large.” It is 
no secret that far too many people in our society, including some 
Catholics, consider Hispanic cultures inferior.

Racism will not be uprooted from our society, homes and faith 
communities unless we confront it in a direct and informed way. 
Hispanic Catholics at all levels must engage in this conversation. 
We have no choice if we want to build a just society and a 
welcoming Church.

What Does Racism 
Mean to Hispanics?

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, 
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of 

speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, 
and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

— The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
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Every morning the news 
from overnight events 
persuades us to pull up 
the covers and dive back 
into bed, even though 
we won’t be comfortable 
because we have yet to 
make that needed fi rst trip 
to the bathroom. 

Many don’t even need the fi rst news 
reports of the radio or television or 
newspapers. Instead, family crises and 
fi nancial worries compete for immediate 
and complete attention. 

Why do we put ourselves through this 
regular and torturous ritual? Because we 
have responsibilities and worries. Parents 
want to make sure their children have 
advantages they did not enjoy growing up. 
Children have peer pressures to either resist 
or overcome. Seniors have the aches, pains 
and worries that seem to be unfair rewards 
of aging, only sometimes overcome by the 
joys of an extended family 
— and the concerns that 
devolve from worrying 
about that next generation. 

Families, health, jobs 
and economics make for 
personal worries. They 
dictate our behavior by 
requiring us to make plans 
for negative unknowables. 
But typically there are 
actions we can take to 
address some of our 
worries:
 Even for those without much money or 

property, making a will reduces the worry 
for the next generation. It does not have to 
serve as an unpleasant reminder of our own 
mortality or lack of a Rockefeller-sized 
estate to pass on.
 Scheduling and keeping health care 

appointments when young and following 
medical advice can remove some health 

worries. It’s sad to consider 
that some people have to 
balance the costs of food 
or medicine to sustain a 
comfortable living or life 
itself.
 As diffi  cult as non-

stop campaigning has 
become, listening to candidates and 
voting keeps the system alive even when 
not sharing individual agendas. Doing so 
without cynicism after repeated failures to 
keep promises to minorities, the poor or the 
oppressed should spur us to more not less 
involvement.
 Working beyond a normal retirement 

age can help some maintain a particular 
lifestyle and survive on more than Social 
Security. We can also work with dedication 
and good humor to maintain human contact 
irrespective of whether retirement or 
employment is the chosen option.

Without adopting Mad Magazine’s Alfred 
E. Neuman’s mantra of 
“What, me worry?” to 
the extreme, we can also 
look at the opportunities 
to serve our communities. 
That includes contributions 
of time and ideas, or 
of helping our favorite 
humanitarian agency best 
fulfi ll our religious or 
social commitments.

Spoiler alert: Catholic 
Charities’ principles, 

programs and advocacy will remain 
focused on service to the poor and 
marginalized. We can make a diff erence by 
relieving some of the worry and burden that 
others carry just to survive. 

For every program we off er or consider, 
those will remain our priorities. Through 
service, one day, perhaps, we can sing the 
old Kingston Trio song, “We’re worried 
now, but we won’t be worried long.”

‘We’re Worried Now, But 
We Won’t Be Worried Long’
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‘I remember the story of 
the old man who said 

on his deathbed that he 
had had a lot of trouble 
in his life, most of which 
never happened.’
— Winston Churchill
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