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— Celebrating 175 years • 1844-2019 —

On Jan. 26, the universal church 
celebrated the Sunday of the Word 
of God for the first time. This 
celebration was instituted by Pope 
Francis last September through a 
special document titled “Aperuit Il-
lis.” The Latin words come from the 
opening lines of St. Luke’s Gospel: 
“He opened their minds to under-
stand the Scriptures” (Luke 24:45). 

According to Pope Francis, this 
new celebration is to be devoted to 
“the celebration, study and dis-
semination of the word of God.” The 
importance of the Bible is to be em-
phasized and reflected on as a most 
essential aspect of our Christian 
identity. The Holy Father, wishing 
to underscore the importance of 
refocusing on the word of God for 
Catholics, also declared 2020 as the 
Year of the Word of God.

For some reason, American 
Catholics are generally viewed as 
not knowing the Bible. Over time, it 
seems some people wear this label 

like a badge of honor. If it is true that 
American Catholics are not familiar 
with the Bible, it casts a shadow on 
our parish and school programs 
for ongoing faith formation. We 
encounter the word of God at the 
sacred liturgy of the Eucharist and 
in all of our sacraments. However, a 
personal encounter with the word 
of God is a necessity for growing in 
faith. 

The church was the first to 
establish what is now regarded as 
the Bible. How then can we explain 
not being “people of the book” as we 
ought to be? Perhaps the dwindling 
numbers in our pews is also a reflec-
tion on a religious people who did 
not grow in faith. This happens 
when we go through the motions 
of religious traditions without a 
personal experience of the divine. 
One of the ways to experience the 
divine is to engage and live the word 
of God fully.

Calling attention to the word of 
God has increased in the church 
through many ministries, theolo-

gians and even the creation of online 
sites and apps to help us get closer 
to sacred Scripture. Such resources 
include Bishop Robert Barron’s 
Word on Fire, Dr. Scott Hahn’s St. 
Paul Center for Biblical Theology, 
the Formed Daily community and 
many more that are available to 
everyone.

In “Aperuit Illis,” Pope Francis 
urgently called every Catholic to 
a renewal, a new encounter and 
engagement with Jesus in sacred 
Scripture. Among other things, the 
Holy Father stated, “The relation-
ship between the risen Lord, the 
community of believers and sacred 
Scripture is essential to our identity 
as Christians. Without the Lord 
who opens our minds to them, it is 
impossible to understand the Scrip-
tures in depth.”

“Regular reading of sacred Scrip-
ture and the celebration of the Eu-
charist make it possible for us to see 
ourselves as part of one another,” 
he said. “For this reason, we need to 
develop a closer relationship with 

sacred Scripture; otherwise, our 
hearts will remain cold and our eyes 
shut, struck as we are by so many 
forms of blindness … the Scrip-
tures teach with a view to salvation 
through faith in Christ, the truths 
contained therein are profitable for 
our salvation. Everything is directed 
to this purpose and essential to the 
very nature of the Bible, which takes 
shape as a history of salvation in 
which God speaks and acts in order 
to encounter all men and women 
and to save them from evil and 
death.”

Lent offers each of us an oppor-
tunity to explore the sacred book 
to learn its structure and how God 
continues to act in the unfolding 
drama of the eternal redemption of 
all creatures. It may be worthwhile 
to find a good Bible study group for 
the season of Lent, making it part 
of your Lenten journey. I encourage 
families to read and pray with the 
Bible daily, especially through the 
practice of lectio divina, a method of 
meditative reflection on Scripture. 

There are various Catholic study 
Bibles and programs designed to 
guide biblical study. As you engage 
the Bible, you come across different 

issues that will prompt questions. 
Always seek out qualified people 
among clergy and lay leaders in 
your faith community to get clarifi-
cation.

The celebration of the Year of the 
Word of God is a gift from Pope 
Francis to help us jumpstart an 
incredible journey of faith by im-
mersing ourselves in the word of 
God. A wise elderly priest told me a 
long time ago: “John, sometimes life 
will ask you very difficult questions. 
The only place the answer is already 
provided before the question is ever 
asked is in the word of God!” 

I join the Holy Father and ask 
you to enter into a relationship with 
Jesus in his words. Own a Bible, 
read the Bible, pray with the Bible 
and get to know the Bible. As you 
begin to grow in the word, become 
an apostle of the Bible. Be one of 
those who will help reignite and 
reinsert the Bible into the heart of 
our beautiful Catholic faith, where it 
has always been.

Father Odeyemi is a parochial 
vicar in the Pittsburgh parish 
grouping in Greenfield/Hazel-
wood/Oakland.

The word of God and Lent
By FATHER JOHN SEGUN 
ODEYEMI

Congregations of women 
religious are making a differ-
ence every day in the Diocese of 
Pittsburgh. Permit me to offer a 
snapshot view as to why we cel-
ebrate them during this National 
Catholic Sisters’ Week.

More than 700 religious 
women in the diocese are pray-
ing, sacrificing, reaching out and 
touching lives as they respond to 
their vocational call from God, 
our creator, redeemer and life-
giving Spirit. Catholic sisters are 
making an impact in the church, 
in society and in the world 
through their ministries involv-
ing leadership, parishes, educa-
tion on all levels, retreat and 
faith formation, outreach centers, 
board memberships, pastoral 
care, soup kitchens, administra-
tion, advocacy, day cares, and the 
list goes on. 

With a diversity of charisms 
and a specific congregational 
mission to offer the church and 
the world, women religious un-
doubtedly are living one mission: 
to give vibrant witness to Gospel 
living as they faithfully live the 
consecrated, vowed life.

As religious life undergoes 
many changes and is in transi-
tion, there have been difficult 
decisions to make as each 
congregation faces limitations 
and challenges. Yet undeterred, 
religious women move forward 
dedicated and passionate in their 
pastoral response to the cries of 
the poor, the bereaved, victims 
of social injustice and those with 
spiritual hunger. These women 
remain open to God’s providence 
with love, mercy, compassion and 
courage.

Today women religious col-
laborate and network with each 
other more than ever in living 
the spiritual and corporal works 
of mercy, often in innovative 

ways modeled by their pioneer 
founders who took the neces-
sary risks to bring about the 
reign of God. Side-by-side with 

lay partners, clergy, associates, 
volunteers, neighbors and each 
other, communities of women 
religious move ahead in trust to 

an unknown future full of hope 
and promise. As each congrega-
tion lives the paschal mystery, a 
transformation is occurring in 
their ongoing efforts to address 
the signs of the times. It is truly a 
time of great grace.

As the delegate for religious, 
I am happy to collaborate with 
sisters in the diocese, to advocate, 
support, companion and address 
issues that affect all of us. It is 
with a heart full of gratitude that 
we journey together in our com-
mitment to bring healing, peace 
and reconciliation to a broken 
world.

As you read the articles on 
Pages 1 and 8, be assured of the 
prayers of the religious women 
in our diocese. During National 
Catholic Sisters Week, March 
8-14, let us pray for each other 
as we bring awareness of the 
presence of women religious who 
make a difference each day.

 
Sister Sharon, diocesan del-
egate for religious, is a mem-
ber of the Felician Sisters, Our 
Lady of Hope Province, in Moon 
Township. 

Women religious: Living one mission
By SISTER SHARON  
IACOBUCCI

As technology rapidly changes 
and children have increased ac-
cess to the internet from younger 
ages, there are extensive avenues 
for their victimization. In particu-
lar, there are a growing number of 
online sexual exploitation and ex-
tortion cases among children and 
teens, referred to as sextortion.

What is sextortion? Sextortion 
is a federal crime. It occurs when 
an adult coerces a youth to pro-
duce and send sexually explicit 
images or videos over the inter-
net. Then the adult threatens to 
distribute the material unless 
the victim complies with their 
demands, which can include re-
quests ranging from additional 
explicit material to in-person sex-
ual actions.

Initially performed through the 
vehicle of the internet, sextortion 
can be relentless. Manipulators 
can groom and coerce 24 hours 
a day from any geographic loca-
tion, and are constantly patrol-
ling gaming systems, social media 
platforms and chat services look-
ing for vulnerable youth. What 
can differ from in-person groom-
ing is the faster speed at which 
online manipulation can occur.

How is it done? Scenarios often 
involve the adult pretending to be 
another youth. They might gain 
knowledge about the child based 
on the youth’s existing social me-
dia footprint (linked accounts, 
user names, images, posts) and 
use it to begin conversations. 
They comment on how cute or at-
tractive the youth is, which can 
quickly escalate to asking for 

sexual content, sharing their own 
explicit images for reciprocation, 
teaching the youth about sexually 
explicit matters or other coercion 
tactics. 

Similar to other types of child 
sexual abuse, the perpetrator 
may threaten to hurt loved ones 
to get what they want. One case 
involved a man who threatened to 
expose compromising material to 
the victims’ entire list of friends.

Children as victims
It is easier than we realize for 

youth and teens to become vic-
tims of sextortion and other types 
of sexual abuse. There is an in-
creased sense of safety when one 
is in a familiar environment, such 
as a home or school. When we feel 
safe, we are more likely to share 
images of ourselves, speak freely 
about what we are going through 
and share personal details using 
the seeming anonymity of a tech-
nological device, which is more 
like a flimsy mesh screen than the 
protective wall children envision 
it to be. It is also a given they will 
not always make the best deci-
sions because the rational, deci-
sion-making part of their brains 
are not fully developed.

As easy as it is to become a vic-
tim, it is incredibly difficult to 
then share what is going on. The 
youth often initially feels flattered 
by the attention given to them 
and cannot find a way out. The ef-
fects of sextortion among young 
people are numerous and devas-
tating. Youth feel shame, anxiety, 
depression, embarrassment, fear 
and helplessness. They do not 
trust that anything can actually 

be done to help. The abuser has 
told them that they have covered 
their tracks and are not “catch-
able.” The youth fears, justifiably 
so, that they will get into trouble 
and their lifeline of the internet 
might be revoked, which both be-
come strong impediments to dis-
closure.

Is anything good about the in-
ternet? Not everything about the 
internet is bad; it can be a wonder-
ful source of information, a fan-
tastic platform for good causes, a 
social connector across the globe, 
it can give young people a voice — 
the list of positives is never-end-
ing. However, as deftly described 
by the FBI, the “internet connects 
your kids to the world. ... Do you 
know who in the world is con-
necting to them?” 

Our relationship with tech-
nology grows each day, and the 
truth is that children and youth 
will have unsupervised moments 
without us there to protect them. 
We need to expect this and com-
pensate both by managing their 
access to the internet and com-
municating specific information 
to them.

Managing the youth’s 
internet access

Sometimes managing the risks 
of the internet for young people in 
our care can seem overwhelming, 
especially if we do not feel techno-
logically savvy. You are not alone, 
and there are tangible things that 
you can learn to help keep people 
safe:

• Manage the youth’s access as 
much as possible with appropri-
ate limits per the environment 

(i.e., a parent will have much 
more authority to limit a teen’s us-
age and access to specific content, 
while an organization/school/
program has the ability per tech-
nology use agreements to limit 
the operation of a technological 
device during an activity).

• Perform frequent device or 
network status checks (i.e., par-
ents should conduct frequent 
content checks of devices; organi-
zations should monitor networks 
and activity on loaned devices).

• Install monitoring and filter-
ing software to help identify is-
sues.

Communicate the following 
information to the youth in your 
care for when (note: not “if”) 
something unsafe comes their 
way. As much as we give youth 
enhanced responsibility and op-
portunities for independence in 
their journey to adulthood, we 
still must educate them on these 
types of risks. It is essential that 
we speak regularly about online 
activities and risk, and that we 
give them tools to communicate 
with us as safe adults:

• You have a right to be safe 
from abuse, exploitation and sex-
tortion.

• Regardless of how well you 
think you may know someone 
online, or even in person, never 
share a naked, compromising or 
sexually explicit image of yourself 
or anyone else. Even if it is not an 
actual image, someone could be 
recording your interaction. Not 
everyone is who they say they 
are, and online perpetrators will 
do and say anything to try to gain 
your trust.

• Nothing is private on the in-

ternet, despite promises made by
the person, application, program
or site.

• Once an image is captured 
and posted, or shared, it could 
be available, in some form, for-
ever. But please do not let this be 
a deterrent to speaking up if you 
know that your content is already
“out there.” There is always hope!

• You must tell an adult if you 
(or even a friend) are being vic-
timized or threatened via the in-
ternet/technology, even if feels 
like you did something wrong. 
If you’ve been exploited, it’s not 
your fault. Perpetrators are count-
ing on you to feel too ashamed or
worried to tell anyone who can 
help. If it’s being done to you, it’s
likely being done to others, too. 
Try not to panic. You do not have
to deal with it on your own; there
are people who can help.

To make it stop and prevent it 
from hurting others, you must 
have the courage to do the right 
thing and report:

• You can always call your lo-
cal FBI office, or call toll-free at 
1-800-CALL-FBI.

• You can also make a Cyber-
Tipline report to the National 
Center for Missing & Exploited 
Children at report.cybertip.org or
call their 24-hour hotline at 1-800-
843-5678.

• For immediate danger or 
emergencies, call 911.

This article is the copyrighted 
property of National Catholic Ser-
vices, LLC (National Catholic), all 
rights reserved, and is republished 
here with National Catholic’s per-
mission. It originally appeared on the
VIRTUS Online website as continu-
ing training for adults at www.virtus.
org. For information about VIRTUS
Online or other VIRTUS products 
and services, call 1-888-847-8870 or 
e-mail helpdesk@virtus.org.

When children are at risk of sextortion
By CRISPIN KETELHUT  
MONTELIONE

Divine Providence Sister Margaret Mertens with a friend. 


