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 A species is commonly defined as a group of living 

creatures within which two individuals can breed to produce 

fertile offspring.  Many scientists believe there are 1.6 million 

species on our planet, and others say there could be as many as 

100 million!  Worst-case scenario writers estimate the daily 

rate of species extinction is about 273 per day.  New creatures 

were discovered in 2021 and I marvel at the diversity and even 

humorous complexity of some of them.   

 From Australia comes a Screaming Tree Frog, which 

actually turned out to be two different frogs – the screamer, whose noise is the loudest of all frogs and 

the Slender Bleating Tree Frog.  You laugh?  Just wait!  The Leaf-Litter Ant is one of six new ants 

discovered in western North America. And how about the Horsehair Worm found in Peru? It’s as long 

and thin as its namesake. A new, iridescent Tiger Beetle was discovered; its scientific name is 

mecochelid because it has a flattened cuticle comparable to an upper lip. Meco means long and  chelia 

is Greek for lip.  Star Octopus was so named to distinguish it from its relative Gloomy Octopus, both 

of which are found in Australia.  If you’ve watched the film “Octopus Teacher” you’ll understand 

what marvelous creatures octopi truly are.  The Killer Tobacco Plant is called that because it has 

glands that capture, kill and absorb small insects.  [“Feed me, Seymour! If you like musicals you may 

know what that I refers to.] You need to know what may be the smallest reptile on Mother Earth – 

drumroll!! – Brookesia Nana – a chameleon that lives in Madagascar [at left]. The male’s body is a 

mere 13.5 mm long, a half inch!  Other new spiders have been named after activists Greta Thunbera, 

Malala Yousafzai and another after environmental entrepreneur, Boyan Slat. These are just a few of 

newly discovered creatures. BTW, if an animal were named after me, I’d prefer it be a cuddly dog 

rather than a spider, beneficial as they are for many reasons. 

 New medical discoveries you may find pertinent to your life are wonderful.  38 million people 

in the U.S. suffer with migraines; a new group of drugs were developed; they block a certain molecule, 

calcitonin, to lower pain.  Prostate cancer is the 2nd leading cause of cancer death in men. Two new 

PARP inhibitors, a cancer treatment for women, were found to block proteins that are effective in 

treating prostate cancer.  The COVID-19 pandemic forced great developments in telemedicine.  

Whoever thought we would facetime with a doctor about medical problems?  The days of Dick 

Tracy’s wrist radio passed into oblivion long ago.  There have been improvements in the treatment of 

cystic fibrosis and the FDA approved a new treatment for a subtype of multiple sclerosis, both of 

which bring some relief and hope to people who live with those diseases. The Galleri Test is a 

fantastic new way to screen blood samples for DNA fragments that can alert doctors to over 50 types 

of cancer!  There are new ways to test fertility and for the estimated 38 million U.S. citizens who are 

hearing impaired, lower cost hearing aids are available because of a call for help from the White 

House.   

The Church was given 9 new motu proprios from the heart and pen of Pope Francis.  These are 

apostolic letters about certain topics he felt inspired to write about. Most of these 9 dealt with legal 

aspects of the Church that almost all of us are never involved with personally. One letter clarified the 



regulations for celebrating the Mass of the Roman Rite in Latin; the pope addressed the problems that 

often brought about dissension when changes to the Roman Rite, revised in 1970 by the Second 

Vatican Council, were disregarded and/or proclaimed as wrong.  A significant apostolic letter he wrote 

in February of 2021 modified Canon 230, §1 of the Code of Canon Law that opened access to the 

ministries of Lector and Acolyte to women. Other motu proprios the pope wrote addressed matters of 

justice and Church finances.  

One of the 9 letters I particularly loved was the one Pope Francis wrote to commemorate the 

7th Centenary of the Death of Dante Alighieri, 25 March 

2021, Candor Lucis Aeternae- Splendor of Eternal Light.  

The pope wrote extensively about Dante’s Divine Comedy 

(completed in 1320 after 12 years of writing). Francis 

quotes numerous passages that reveal the author’s theology 

of God and his image of human beings. The Incarnation 

reveals an image of God Dante described in delicate detail; 

he also illuminates the moment when human beings are taken up into the Mystery of God in this way:  

“More the desire should be enkindled in us 
 that essence to behold, wherein is seen 

 how God and our own nature were united. 
 There will be seen what we receive by faith, 

 not demonstrated, but self-evident 
 in guise of the first truth that man believes.” (II, 40-45) 

Dante sings the praises of Mary, “humble and high beyond all other creatures,” and 

throughout the Divine Comedy Mary is singled out as the “morning star” who helps the poet ascend 

the mountain of God. And then, this writer extraordinaire hails the poor man of Assisi, Saint Francis.  

Dante acclaims Francis’ “admirable life” because of his relationship with Lady Poverty.  Keep in mind 

13th century romantic poetry and the similarities between Dante and Francis are amazing.  They both 

used strikingly similar poetic images. E.g., Dante’s paraphrase of the Our Father echoes Francis’ 

Canticle of the Sun: “Praised be thy name and thine omnipotence by every creature…” (Purgatorio 

XI, 4-5) and “Praised be you, my Lord, with all your creatures…” (The Canticle).  Even more striking 

is that both poets wrote in their own native dialects.  The friars I lived and worked with in Assisi (and 

other scholars) claim that Dante and Francis gave birth to the modern Italian language.  Francis wrote 

The Canticle in his own Umbrian dialect in which one can see Latin and the beginnings of Italian.  My 

inner artist cherishes these words of Pope Francis in this letter: In a special way, I encourage artists to 

give voice, face and heart, form, color and sound to Dante’s poetry by following the path of beauty 

which he so masterfully travelled. And thus to communicate the most profound truths and to proclaim, 

in the language of their art, a message of peace, freedom and fraternity. These are inspiring words, 

Pope Francis, that encourage me and numerous artists to keep creating! 

I would venture to say that the most significant, newly created things to enter human life in 

2021 are the life-saving vaccines for COVID-19. Even so, as of December 2021, the United States has 

recorded the highest number of COVID deaths (800,000+) than any other country in the entire world!  

I do not understand why we must continue to watch interviews of people in ICU beds wishing that 

they had gotten the vaccinations.  So many deaths because misunderstanding, ignorance or 

stubbornness. For those of us who are old enough – remember being vaccinated for polio and its 

forever scar? The last case of polio that originated in the U.S. was in 1979 and the last to be brought 

into the U.S. was in 1999. Smallpox - the last diagnosed case was 1977 and in 1980 the World Health 

Organization declared it was “eradicated solely through vaccination.”  Vaccines work and bring life. 

In December of 2021 the Public Religion Research Institute and Interfaith Youth Core 

published a huge study that discovered 60% of the U.S. population say there is no valid religious 



reason to refuse a Covid-19 vaccine. More than 50% of those who said they attend religious services 

regularly also said that a faith-based approach encouraged them to get vaccinated.  Our own Ordinary 

in Chicago, Cardinal Cupich, sent a message to us priests of the Archdiocese in August, 2021. He 

made it very clear that religious exemptions for the vaccine go against 

Church teachings and priests should not provide them to parishioners. Why? 

The Catholic Church supports the vaccine because it promotes the common 

good.  In his encyclical Materet Magistra (On Christianity and Social 

Progress, Pope Saint John XXIII defined the common good as “the sum of 

total social conditions which allow people, either as groups or as 

individuals, to reach their fulfillment more fully and more easily.” 

In the October 2017 issue of U.S. Catholic Beth Haile wrote: “Our society, the culture we have 

created ourselves in the U.S. is one that is so individualistic that it’s often difficult to see beyond our 

own happiness.”  This explains why the Gospel and its inherent value system do not make sense in our 

country.  When is the last time you heard the CEO of a multi-national corporation proclaim the need 

for and benefits of the virtue of humility? Why would parents give a 15 year old child a gun, a killing 

machine, and allow him to take it to school? Who has given people the right to make rapid raids on 

stores and take as much as they want in less than 5 minutes just because they can?  Can we ever 

restore some semblance of order and a respect for the common good?   

My reflection on all this: for the past 50 years or more people in this country have screamed for 

freedom. The sexual revolution of the tumultuous ‘60’s led to people demanding more and more 

freedom yet we’ve allowed misguided understandings of freedom to be turned into freedom without 

responsibility.  Why else are little ones afraid to walk to school? Because anyone can carry a gun, 

legally or not.  The expressways, Nieman-Marcus, a pet store - all targets! And why? Because after all 

these years of crying out for more and more freedom, we live in a country where people are not free. 

Have all of us reached our “fulfillment more fully and more easily?” as John XXIII wrote? Have race 

relations made progress since the day Emmet Till was killed in 1955?  Is there the possibility that we 

can restore and rebuild the idyllic picture of the common good found in Acts of the Apostles: They 

devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles and to the communal life, to the breaking of the 

bread and to the prayers. Awe came upon everyone, and many wonders and signs were done through 

the apostles. All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their 

property and possessions and divide them among all according to each one’s need.  

I believe human nature is inherently good and holy because it is of God. I believe we can 

restore creation to some semblance of its pristine purity as created by God.  I believe that Covid-19 has 

taught and will continue to teach us how to live together in ways that promote and protect our common 

good. Masks, hygiene, vaccinations – yes, these are known to protect lives.  But compassion flowing 

from broken hearts helps us to see and understand that life is precious and we have each other for 

support, love and care. The common good is rediscovered in the face of horrible suffering after natural 

disasters, this pandemic, crimes against innocent people.   

But I encourage each of us to not wait for something bad to happen.  See in the person across 

the aisle on the bus as one like yourself who just needs to be loved.  Watch a child reveal God’s 

goodness with her or his natural propensity to give a hug.  Accept a smile offered by a checker in a 

grocery store as genuine.  In the face of seemingly insurmountable odds, how can we do those things? 

It begins within us, as St. Paul reminds us:  Whoever is in Christ is a new creation: the old things have 

passed away; behold, new things have come. (2 Cor. 5:17)  Mother Earth has witnessed any new 

things in 2021, including each of us every day when God transforms us with amazing grace into new 

beings.  So 2022 will be a Happy New Year for all of us – if we but look around and look within.  Be 

happy! Be new!  Blessings on you for the prayer and financial support you offer the friars and our 

ministry here at St. Peter’s.  Together we can and do and will bring about God’s goodness to broken, 

lonely lives and fill them all with peace and everything that is good!   You are in our prayers every 

single day!                               Fr. Bob Hutmacher, ofm 


