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 Some days it is painful to watch the 

news, isn’t it? All of us have been 

bombarded with images and stories in which  

violent behavior seems to be completely out 

of control, yet virtually acceptable in some 

segments of society. Airplane flights are 

disrupted, even grounded, by irate 

passengers. I’ve witnessed an outburst 

during Mass in another city by a troubled 

person. And we all know the rapid rise in 

violence that happens in many forms: mass 

shootings, car jackings, robberies, smash-

and-grabs and so on. More than once I’ve 

cried at sights we’re given from Ukraine, but 

there are many places in Asia and Africa 

that are torn by civil and religious warfare 

and genocide. All immoral. Wrong. Painful. 

Sinful. Destructive. Why so much violence? 

 One of my degrees is in sociology 

and I always admired Emile Durkheim 

(1858-1917), a Frenchman considered to be 

the father of modern sociology. He believed 

that society exerted a powerful force on 

individuals; our norms, beliefs and values 

make up our collective unconsciousness, a 

shared way of behaving in the world.  That 

collective unconsciousness has, in many 

parts of our world over time, eroded or 

begun to fray in such a way that personal 

interests become more important than those 

of the public or other individuals. Durkheim 

termed this state anomie – a complete lack 

of social norms that leads to lawlessness. He 

wrote “we are moral beings to the extent that 

we are social beings.”  Today, observers of 

social behavior state that we have stopped 

being social and stopped being moral 

altogether.  

 I have many photographs another 

friar and I took during the civil unrest here 

in the Loop in May of 2020. Scary! Who 

gives people permission to take an ice pick 

to the tires of a CPD squad? Smash windows 

in every single business around us? Since St. 

Peter’s has no windows someone scrawled 

graffiti on the marble façade of our church. I 

asked a young man who was scrawling on a 

traffic sign “why?” and his response was 

one digit. Social media has become a way to 

organize some of the largest attacks on 

major department stores. One policeman 

told me that during one of the 2020 raids 

they found people throughout the store up to 

the 7th floor of Macy’s, taking anything and 

everything. Vans waited 

outside in lines for those 

bringing out loot. One 

article I read asked the 

question: “How did 

Americans go from 

clapping for health care 

workers to threatening 

to kill them?” 

 The pandemic of Covid 19 will be 

studied for years to come. I see many 

reasons why behavior has devolved but 

Covid did lead to layers of frustration, stress 

and an overwhelming sense of helplessness. 

Those factors coupled with blatant racism, 

political divides, amoral leadership and an 

extraordinary divide between economic 

strata (the have’s and the have-not’s) have 

led to social unrest, and a smoldering unrest 

that seems impossible to heal. In some 

interviews on tv I can sense anger that is 

barely below the surface of the person being 

interviewed; it takes nothing to unload it. 

 When anger is so pervasive yet latent 

and so volatile in many people, it only takes 

a minor incident like a cancelled flight to 

release months of pent-up anger, and 

whoever is in the way must take cover. Ryan 

Martin, a psychology professor at the 

University of Wisconsin at Green Bay, 

studies anger and observed that “Americans 

don’t really like each other very much right 

now.”  Sociologically there are many 

theories about crowd and mob behavior, as 



there are many about systemic racism that is 

part of more than one society on Earth.   

 Certainly the pandemic has had a 

profound impact on the world. I’m just 

beginning to formulate my own observations 

about the effects it has had on our Catholic 

worship, both on attendance and on a depth 

of faith that lacks any sense of shared 

communal expressions. But I’ll leave my 

own observations for a later article. One I do 

have about our cultural expressions for this 

month’s article is the proliferation of 

rudeness. Because of two solid years of 

being stifled and contained, it’s clear that 

crass or mean behavior in public is 

contagious.  Whether at work, in cars or 

planes, a check-out lane or on Zoom calls, 

built up tensions explode through language 

and outright physical altercations. The 

whole phenomenon of (and pardon to every 

woman who bears this name) “Karen” is 

endemic of people who’ve been boxed in for 

a long time; in this case videos of offensive 

and attacking women reveal all sorts of 

frustrations exhibiting misdirected feelings.   

 Alcohol and drug use skyrocketed 

since 2019. Not surprisingly, so have the 

purchase and use of firearms, much to the 

detriment of our whole world. Latent anger 

and proliferation of guns with no restrictions 

have, in the United States, contributed to a 

disgusting cheapening of life. I’ve written 

about this before and certainly preached 

about gun control. But the underlying 

reasons for this disregard for human life are 

overwhelmingly present in every facet of 

our society. Who in the world said it is okay 

to shoot a child in a school yard or to break 

up a party with semi-automatic weapons?  

Champe Barton wrote in The Trace that  

“thousands of guns purchased in 2020 were 

used almost immediately in crimes.”  

 Aberrant behavior has numerous 

underlying sources and I’ve read a number 

of articles that explain the uptick in assaults. 

Covid 19 patients ‘squeezed’ beds from 

those who needed serious psychiatric 

attention. As a result more mentally ill  

people had to suffer in the public arena, 

causing everything from angry outbursts on 

planes to murder. But some research shows 

that seriously mentally disturbed people 

commit only 3-5% of violent acts. So there 

is a huge chasm between mentally disturbed 

people and those who simply choose to do 

egregious things. 

 Olga Khazan wrote recently in The 

Atlantic: “There have been periods where 

the entire nation is challenged and you see 

both things: people who do heroic things, 

and people who do some very defensive, 

protective and ridiculous things.”  

 Holy Week and Easter 2022 were a 

pleasant experience for me, especially 

during the great rites of the Triduum. It was 

thrilling to see so many people in church, 

yes. But the social interaction (community) 

was the true blessing always inherent in 

sharing the Eucharist. I still have very mixed 

feelings about live streamed Eucharist (not 

those for the benefit of the homebound). But 

I sense a return to some semblance of being 

with other people in a more normal manner. 

A tiny example: I don’t have to guess who’s 

behind the mask at Communion or realize 

inside myself that “Oh, it’s Ruth” because I 

know her hairstyle.   

 The Gospel of John records only 

seven miracles of Jesus and they are 

stunning, all pointing to the power of God 

flowing through Jesus. Just as in the Gospel 

stories of healing, people remember what we 

DO more than what we SAY. So here’s a 

story from my Holy Saturday this year to 

give an example of how we can, little by 

little, melt stony hearts and gradually return 

to a semblance of order with social grace. 

Because we live in the Loop, it’s necessary 

to park our cars in a garage two blocks 

away. The garage office is a large room by 

the exit with lots of security cameras and a 

watchful guard. For a few years a particular 

guard has waved at me as I leave the garage, 

but I never had a chance to talk with him. 

But this Saturday morning he was outside 

the office so I stopped to briefly talk. After 

exchanging names, I thanked him for always 

waving and being nice. His reply: “I always 



try to be nice to 

people.” Perhaps you 

think this is 

oversimplistic but this 

may be one key to 

restoring our collective 

unconscious that reveals how social and 

moral we truly are as humans. We are social, 

moral and Christian people who are 

challenged from Baptism on to be the Body 

of Christ in the world. I hope for a better, 

healed Church and a healed even if different 

society wherein all people are cherished and 

respected equally as children of a loving 

God. 

 I suspect the effects of the Covid 

pandemic will be studied for years. 

Scientists will continue research and 

development for our future protection from 

the virus, just as we are used to getting an 

annual flu shot. But see the restoration 

happening around you: the slow relaxing of 

mask mandates, a large decrease in 

hospitalizations and deaths, the chance to 

talk with and touch others at church, the 

beauties of spring and freedom to gather for 

concerts. There are a few stories of Jesus not 

being able to heal because of a lack of faith. 

Well I, for one, refuse to live in dark 

isolation surrounded by fear and angry 

people. Take the man’s advice and “always 

try to be nice to people.” This is how we 

return to normal, whatever that was or will 

be. This is how we live the Gospel day by 

day and how we bring Christ to others. 

People really do remember what we Do to 

and for them.  

Assuage the anger of a nation? It 

begins with one heart. Remember that Jesus 

died with just a few devoted followers after 

he cured and healed and lovingly touched 

many people. But what he birthed by what 

he did! His love and compassion brought the  

Church into being. Now let’s do our share of 

the Lord’s mission: be people of peace, 

integrity, reconciliation and good manners. 

May God fill you with courage, strength and 

everything that is good. Thank you for your 

constant support and know you are in our 

daily prayers of gratitude. 

Fr. Bob Hutmacher, ofm  
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