
Pope Francis was met with
near universal praise dur-
ing his U.S. visit as he
called on us all to work to-

gether in charity to address the
challenges we face as a nation
and world. Then word came that
he had met with Kim Davis dur-
ing his visit.

The Internet did not welcome
the news.

It led to a strange realization.
The Pope can meet with Phila-
delphia prisoners accused or
convicted of breaking various
laws and receive praise. Yet his

meeting with a
woman who was
jailed for ignor-
ing the law is de-
rided and ridi-
culed. Why are
the former wor-
thy of mercy and
encouragement
but not the lat-
ter?

That is not to
say Kim Davis’s actions were
correct — they weren’t. If you
are an officer of the government,
your oath is to uphold the Con-
stitution and the system it cre-
ates. Once the court rules, you
abide by the decision. If you
think the decision is wrong, you
work to change it through stat-
ute, constitutional amendment
or judicial appointment. If you
cannot do that, step down.

But this dichotomy — only
certain jailed people are worthy
of visits — illustrates one of the
biggest challenges for those who
attempt to paint Francis as a
“socialist” or “caveman.” The
reality is the Pope remains Cath-
olic. And the Catholic faith his-
torically has not been well un-
derstood or well liked in this
country.

Anti-Catholic slurs were prev-
alent during Maine Sen. James
Blaine’s 1884 presidential run,

while John F. Kennedy felt the
need to publicly distance himself
from his faith in his 1960 presi-
dential campaign. Some of the
largest Ku Klux Klan rallies oc-
curred in Maine, opposing Cath-
olics and attempting to prevent
them from engaging in public
life.

While most but not all anti-
Catholic bias has dissipated in
our more modern history, the
faith remains misunderstood by
many in public life and the
press. Case in point: headlines
throughout the English-speaking
world trumpeting Francis’ deci-
sion to “ allow priests to forgive
abortions.”

A lot of Catholics scratched
their head at this phrasing.
Haven’t priests always had the
ability to forgive sins? If you

read deeper, you would see the
Pope’s pronouncement applied
in a limited number of dioceses,
where there was an additional
step to absolution involving the
local bishop, himself a priest.
The change really amounted to
Catholic regulatory reform, but
you would not guess that from
the coverage.

There have been numerous
other miscommunications in re-
porting on the Pope, which can
be chalked up to difficulties in
translating from Italian, Span-
ish, Latin or other languages, as
well as the 2,000-year-old context
through which Church teachings
must be viewed. By itself, this
would be nothing more than a
passing problem. But there has
been merger of politics and faith
this political season, with politi-

cians wrapping themselves in
the Vatican flag to glom onto
Francis’ star power.

You saw it with Bernie Sand-
ers, who almost immediately
sent out fundraising emails
quoting portions of the Pope’s
speech before Congress —
though Francis actively omitted
the words ascribed to him. Sand-
ers constantly references the
Pope’s teachings and holds him
up as a great moral teacher. Yet
when it comes to abortion, the
Vermont Senator dismisses the
Pope’s message out of hand.

You saw it with the president
and with public praise for the
Pope’s teachings. Yet President
Barack Obama ignores the
Pope’s visit to the Little Sisters
of the Poor, a Catholic charitable
institute. They also happen to be
suing the Obama Administra-
tion over the president’s signa-
ture achievement: the Affordable
Care Act.

Some Republicans are no bet-
ter. Donald Trump’s praises the
Pope as humble and “just like
him” while simultaneously
crowing about a $10 billion net
worth. Francis said clearly
“business is a noble vocation …
especially if it sees the creation
of jobs as an essential part of its
service to the common good.” It
seems Mr. Trump believes nobil-
ity in business is derived from
money.

There is a level of confirma-
tion bias with all these candi-
dates claiming Francis as their
own. It is compounded by misun-
derstandings of his pronounce-
ments perpetuated by the press.
And it leads to shock when he
does things out of the character
others have invented for him,
such as meeting Kim Davis.

Many will state they have the
Pope’s imprimatur on their poli-
cy. With a few exceptions, they
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Last week, I brought a recent
news article about the con-
troversy over the Bangor
High School dress code to

my women’s gender and sexuality
101 class. We talked in particular
about the students’ argument that
the language of the dress code —
that students should not wear
clothing that is “provocative” or
“immodest” — targets and sexual-
izes female students.

I asked students to think about
this argument in the context of
discussions we were having about
social norms, with particular at-
tention to gender norms.

Our textbook introduces the
idea that gender is something we
do rather than something we are.
To explain, very few scholars
argue that biology — or biological
sex — is meaningless, but nearly
all now agree that what we think
of as “gender” is actually a dy-
namic interaction between the
inner psyche and social norms.

For example, gendered behav-
iors are modeled for us from our
earliest days onward, sometimes
explicitly. For example, here in
the U.S., girls often hear that
they should sit with their knees
together; boys are told they
should not be crybabies. But
often the behaviors are modeled
implicitly.

For many people, gender comes
to feel as obvious and as natural a
part of them as their eye color.
But no matter how natural gender
feels, the meanings we attach to
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The longandwinding
road to recovery

What I learned about
surviving cancerwhile ridingmybike
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My cancer diagnosis
in 2013 was a rude
awakening to my
own physical vul-
nerability, and to
personal mortality.
It also was another
kind of awakening,
one that prompted
me to appreciate

people and opportunities that may have
previously gone unnoticed or been put
off for a more convenient place or time.

After 15 months of treatment — the
full monty of surgery, chemo, radiation
and targeted therapy — I came out the
other side. I am stronger in who I am. I
find more joy in blessings, and I find
moments of contentment in adversity.

As part of the process of reclaiming
my life and body, I started biking daily
this past summer, and I continue to
ride on the weekends now that I have
returned to work as a teacher at Leon-
ard Middle School in Old Town. I love
to breathe the outdoor air, observe life
around me, and feel the wind blowing
over me.

During one of these rides, I realized
that bike rides are a nearly perfect rep-
resentation of my course of cancer
treatment.

In the middle of a ride, sometimes
it is difficult to tell whether I am
going uphill or downhill. The ground
immediately beneath seems flat, and
looking ahead provides no further
perspective. Only that occasional look
backward can show me where I’ve
been — the hills I’ve conquered, the
speedy rides downhill when I could fi-
nally catch my breath.

When I realize I’m on an uphill
climb, sometimes I just have to push
through — and that’s good enough. In
the middle of a long climb, I glance
only quickly to see if there is an end
in sight, and then quickly focus on ex-
actly where I am. I say to myself,
“Just grind through it.” Although I
am tired and somewhat out of breath,
I can always push myself just the cur-
rent short distance. Finally, after
much hard work, I’ve climbed that
hill that used to seem impossible.

Distances become a matter of per-
spective. When starting any ride, 10
miles seems impossibly long — let
alone 20, 30 or more. Looking back
after finishing, however, it doesn’t
seem so long after all.

I remember when I met with my
surgeon after my lumpectomy and the
detailed diagnosis that comes with it
— tumor analysis, lymph node in-
volvement and staging. After explain-
ing my specific breast cancer, she told

me I’d likely undergo about 20 weeks
of chemotherapy followed by radia-
tion, then round out 15 months of
treatment with targeted therapy in-
fused every three weeks. It seemed
like treatment would last forever —
over a year of my life. Yet, looking
back, it didn’t seem so long. Difficult
times go by, and faster than I could
imagine in my hours of fear.

When pushing through a difficult
ride, I learned not to be distracted by
things that don’t matter: a bit of grease
smudged on my leg from the chain or
thoughts of what could have been. In
cancer treatment, every day can be an
assault of distracting and sometimes
disheartening details: a house that
could use cleaning, work performance
that isn’t up to my usual standards,
the lack of energy to read or do some-
thing productive rather than lie on the
couch and watch bad television. I
learned it’s sometimes acceptable to let
all those details slide by and just
breathe.

On the other hand, I learned to focus
on all the experiences that do matter.
Be present to all that lightens the spirit
and awakens the senses. Be aware of all
surroundings — the sights, sounds,
smells, textures. Tune into and appreci-
ate every moment with the people who
share my life. Especially notice myself,
how I feel emotionally and physically.

While biking, I am aware of my
body and my breathing, the feel of the
wind, my moving muscles as they
wake up and eventually tire. I feel my
toes go numb from one of my chemo-
therapies, a neurotoxin, so I wiggle
them. I see trees, streams, the Penob-
scot River, the houses I pass and their
animal and human inhabitants. I hear
the noises in the woods. I am aware of
dangers — cracks in the road, an ap-
proaching car. I experience the whole
ride.

In cancer treatment, that same
awareness is crucial. I had to pay at-
tention to my own body and what it
told me. Frustratingly, I often grew
tired from small tasks or events and
had to give in to a rest or early bed.
Low blood counts, allergic reactions,
organs affected by treatment. It’s im-
portant to observe, process and report
accurately to the doctors who are try-
ing to help.

It’s just as important to be present
for every small joy. When I paid atten-
tion, I found there were many: a good
laugh, food that tasted good, a small
walk outside, sunset over the river, a
beautiful snowfall. I found that any
difficult time in life has its joys, if I
just stayed present and looked for
them. It’s those small joys that helped
me push through.

MICHAEL
CIANCHETTE

Why the outrage over Popemeeting Davis? Lessons
about
gender in
dress codes

This dichotomy — only certain jailed people are worthy
of visits — illustrates one of the biggest challenges for those
who attempt to paint Francis as a “socialist” or “caveman”
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Pope Francis blesses an inmate as he meets with prisoners at Curran-
Fromhold Correctional Facility in Philadelphia, on Sunday.
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