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Why Catholics Will Not Get Abortion Out of the Health Care Bill 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

8/3/09 

he Congress and the White House have little to 

fear from the bishops' official statements 

opposing the abortion provisions in the health 

care bill. Unlike with President Barack Obama's 

appearance at Notre Dame, there is no chorus of 

bishops' voices rising in protest against the bill; most of 

the Catholics in Congress support it, and mainstream 

Catholic organizations like Catholic Charities USA and 

the Catholic Health Association -- which some assume 

speak for the bishops -- have also voiced their support.  

The overall impression given by Church leadership 

thus far is that universal health care coverage is so 

badly needed that they are not willing to endanger the 

legislation by protesting too loudly against abortion 

coverage.  

The only notable resistance against the abortion 

provisions has come from a Catholic, Rep. Chris Smith 

(R-NJ); an Evangelical, Rep. Mike Pence (R-IN); and 20 

"blue dog" Democrats, led by Catholic Bart Stupak (D-

MI), who signed a letter asking explicitly that abortion 

coverage be removed from the bill.  

Two official letters from the USCCB have been sent 

to members of Congress. Bishop William Murphy, 

chairman of the USCCB's Committee on Domestic 

Policy, wrote on July 17 asking Congress to remove 

abortion coverage. And on July 26, Cardinal Justin Rigali, 

Chairman of the Committee on Pro-Life Activities, wrote 

asking them to support an amendment to exclude the 

abortion mandate from any health care bill.  

President Obama continues to talk about abortion 

reduction (as he did with Pope Benedict XVI on his 

Vatican visit) at the very moment the Senate version of 

the bill -- which contains abortion coverage -- is being 

considered in committee.  

Obama also feigns indifference to abortion 

coverage as part of federally mandated universal health 

coverage. When asked directly about abortion and the 

health care bill in a July 21 interview with Katie Couric, 

Obama said any decision about abortion coverage 

would be left to experts, like pro-abortion Health and 

Human Services secretary Kathleen Sebelius.  

Yet only a few days earlier, one of Obama's closet 

advisers assured members of Planned Parenthood that 

the Obama administration would not buckle to 

pressure and remove abortion coverage from the 

health care reform package. Tina Tchen, director of the 

White House Office of Public Engagement, supported 

her promise by quoting from a January 22 statement 

from the president praising Roe v. Wade.  

Tchen's reference to one of Obama's presidential 

statements is ironic: Obama complained to Catholic 

journalists about the pro-lifers who expect "the worst" 

from him, claiming there was nothing in his record as 

president that should be cause for such concern. He 

argued, "It's not based on anything I've said or done, 

but is rather just a perception, somehow, that we have 

some hard-line agenda that we're seeking to push." 

Tchen evidently disagrees.  

  

Many Catholics are asking why Catholic Charities USA 

and the Catholic Health Association are backing a 

health care bill that two USCCB letters have sharply 

criticized for its abortion coverage. A LifeSiteNews 

(LSN) interview with the head of another mainstream 

Catholic organization supporting the present health 

care bill may answer the question.  

When told by the LSN interviewer that the health 

care bill included an abortion mandate, Roger Playwin, 

the national executive director of the venerable St. 

Vincent de Paul Society, replied:  

The bishops' office has advised us that that's not 

accurate. So I can't speak to it, because all I know 

T 

http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/jul/09072905.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bart_Stupak
http://www.newsmax.com/insidecover/us_health_care_overhaul_abortion/2009/07/21/238408.html
http://www.lifenews.com/nat5266.html
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/jul/09073106.html
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6473&Itemid=48
http://www.cbsnews.com/blogs/2009/07/21/politics/politicalhotsheet/entry5178972.shtml
http://www.lifenews.com/nat5267.html
http://www.lifenews.com/nat4774.html
http://www.catholicnews.com/data/stories/cns/0903039.htm
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/jul/09072905.html
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is that the bishops' office has said that story is going 

around, but it's inaccurate. That's all I know. 

When asked for clarification about where he got that 

information, Playwin clarified that it did not come from 

the USCCB but rather from Catholic Charities USA. In 

other words, Playwin somehow received a message 

from Catholic Charities USA that abortion coverage was 

not contained in the House and Senate versions of the 

bill -- which is simply not true, as the letters from Bishop 

Murphy and Cardinal Rigali attest.  

Yet both Catholic Charities USA and the St. Vincent 

de Paul Society sent out legislative alerts asking for 

support for health care reform and did not mention the 

issue of abortion services. 

So why should either Congress or the White House 

be afraid of Catholic criticism of the health care bills as 

they now stand? Yes, the USCCB has made its official 

statements, but there's no great roar of opposition to 

the prospect of federally funded abortion services as a 

part of universal health care.  

As far as the public's perception is concerned, the 

"Catholic" imprimatur on health care reform has come 

from Catholic Charities USA, the Catholic Health 

Association, and the St. Vincent de Paul Society. (God 

help us if L'Osservatore Romano weighs in on this!) 

The good news is the two-month delay in voting on 

the bill. Richard Doeflinger, associate director of the 

bishops' Secretariat of Pro-Life Activities, told the 

National Catholic Register, "Right now, these bills are a 

moving target.... But we will stay on top of it and 

continue to educate the public."  

Whether or not abortion services remain in the 

health care bill will be a definitive test of the bishops' 

ability to educate and to put the "fear of God" in the 

Congress and the White House. It is a test, I fear, they 

will fail. 

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals 

in the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://catholicforum.fisheaters.com/index.php/topic,3423196.0.html
http://www.ncregister.com/daily/health_care_big_abortion_push/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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Faith in the Time of Jim Crow 
Arturo Vasquez | Column 

8/3/09

ver my fried alligator and onion rings at a 

restaurant outside New Orleans, Mr. and Mrs. 

G. spoke of their lives growing up in segregated 

southern Louisiana. The conversation was light and 

nostalgic until I brought up the issue of what the 

relationship was like in their childhood between 

"Creoles of color" and Cajuns. Mr. G., not at all in a 

bitter tone, said that the relationship was practically 

non-existent: Cajuns would not have anything to do 

with them because they were black.  

Then he proceeded to tell anecdotes that many 

African Americans who grew up under Jim Crow can 

recount: having to use different bathrooms from 

whites, having to eat outside in the rain at a restaurant 

even if there was seating inside, not being able to go 

into certain parts of town, etc. The most heartbreaking 

stories for any Catholic, however, are the stories of the 

Church's collaboration with this form of segregation. In 

some places there were separate churches for both 

blacks and whites. In others, however, they attended 

the same church, but barely saw each other; the blacks 

had to make sure that white Mass-goers never noticed 

them. 

Perhaps the most unfortunate story I heard about 

black Catholics during these times comes from Ms. 

Eunice, a friend of Mr. G.'s who is now a Catholic lay 

oblate. In her town growing up, there was only one 

church, but she and other black Catholics were not 

allowed to sit down during Mass. There were a few 

benches in the back that constituted the "colored" 

section, but if white parishioners needed to sit in those 

benches for some reason, the few black parishioners 

who could sit had to cede their place -- even if 

pregnant, old, or otherwise infirm. What's more, the 

black members of the congregation had to come late 

and leave early so that white Catholics didn't have to 

see them. They had to depart after the final blessing 

and be across the bayou by the time the rest of the 

congregation exited the church. Those who could not 

rush across the bridge and be out of sight of white 

churchgoers when they came out of Mass were subject 

to a severe beating. 

It would be a mistake to say that such actions 

characterized the perennial attitudes of the old, 

provincial South. The system of racial separation that 

we now know as Jim Crow in many places did not 

really take affect until the late-19th and early-20th 

centuries. In the case of Mr. G.'s family, as "Creoles of 

color" or "mixed race," they were well aware of who 

their white relatives were; his mother, born in 1920, 

still remembers being baptized in the one Catholic 

church in town and going over to play with her white 

cousins on Sundays. It was only in her late childhood 

that the strict codes of racial apartheid began to be 

taken seriously in all circumstances.  

In terms of religion, it was on one Sunday that her 

family was told that they were not allowed to come to 

Mass at their church anymore. They and other Creoles 

had to scramble to build another church and find 

priests who would minister to them. This was often 

not easy, since most of the all-white clergy didn't want 

to serve them. In many cases, it was only members of 

religious congregations like the Holy Ghost Fathers, set 

up to do missionary work in the "pagan" world, who 

would come and service their churches. As in the case 

of Ms. Eunice's church, these situations were often 

framed by violence and threats of violence. When one 

priest suggested in the early 1970s that the 

congregations should integrate and go to Mass 

together, his own parishioners beat him to within an 

inch of his life.  

  

Most of the "resistance" to Jim Crow when it came to 

the Church, however, was done by a rebellion of the 

feet. Driving through rural Louisiana and seeing many 
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of the black Protestant churches now present there, it's 

easy to forget that many of those congregation's 

ancestors were probably Catholic at some point. Instead 

of putting up with the idea of having to sit in the back of 

the church, or trying to organize their own church and 

finding a white priest who would administer the 

sacraments to them, many left Catholicism altogether 

and sought refuge in the black Protestant churches as 

something that could be truly and unequivocally theirs. 

In places like New Orleans, there was also the 

emergence of the black spiritual churches, which 

incorporated Catholic ritual and imagery into a 

Pentecostal-style worship service. The Catholic Church 

lost many souls because it chose to go along with Jim 

Crow, seeking not to upset the status quo even when it 

came to the seating arrangements of its own churches. 

To those who did not leave, who stuck with it in 

spite of the brutality and bigotry, it must have been 

difficult at times to see that this was indeed the Church 

that Jesus Christ founded. It is one thing to be 

persecuted by those outside the Church who seek to 

shutter your buildings and make you renounce Christ 

and His Church; it's quite another for people within the 

Church, those other members of the Body of Christ, to 

persecute you and tell you that you are not wanted 

there. It would be difficult forus to keep the faith in 

those circumstances. 

These stories reminded me of my now-deceased 

grandmother, who once told her children not to be 

bitter toward their father who regularly abused her. My 

father told me that this was not out of some overly 

pious sentiment of "carrying her cross" as a battered 

wife or due to some masochism akin to Stockholm 

Syndrome, but rather that she did not want her children 

to be consumed by the hatred of their father. In the 

end, if they could not have enough respect for their 

father to not hate him, they would never be able to lead 

a normal life or love someone else deeply and truly. It is 

something akin to this suffering love -- enduring, 

persevering, and dignified -- that I think Catholic Creoles 

demonstrated in the face of Jim Crow.  

It was not a sign of weakness that they stayed in the 

Church, standing in the back, and slipping out before 

the end of the service so that white Catholics would not 

have to see them. It was the attitude of the apostles in 

the face of the crowd's unbelief: "Lord, to whom shall 

we go? Thou hast the words of eternal life" (Jn 6:68). 

But it also, no doubt, had the spirit of another of Our 

Lord's sayings: 

All things therefore whatsoever they shall say to 

you, observe and do: but according to their works 

do ye not; for they say, and do not (Mt 23:3). 

Such is the spirit of real Christianity in the face of 

injustice and hatred. I could not help but feel great 

admiration for those who loved in spite of rejection, 

who fought the good fight and stayed the course. Their 

stories are indeed great examples of faith -- ones that 

must be remembered both as a pillar of edification for 

us in our own trials, and as a warning against the evils 

that man is capable of committing, even within the 

walls of the Church itself. 

 

Arturo Vasquez is a writer and independent researcher 

in New Orleans, Louisiana. He blogs regularly at 

Reditus: A Chronicle of Aesthetic Christianity. 

http://arturovasquez.wordpress.com/
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Tribalism Is Unhealthy 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

8/4/09

mportant differences between people who get 

their teaching from American Tribal Pieties and 

those who get it from the teaching of the Catholic 

Church are much in evidence in the health care debate. 

Those moved primarily by tribal loyalties (and let 

me state from the outset that this by no means 

describes everybody) tend to react in terms of acoustic 

Pavlovian responses to certain stimuli, rather than in 

terms of, "What does the Church teach?" 

So, for instance, many lefty Catholics have 

developed a peculiar habit of assuming that "Catholic 

Social Teaching" and "Whatever Congressional 

Democrats and Obama want to do about Health Care" 

are basically identical and coterminous. If you have any 

misgivings about that proposition, it most certainly 

cannot be because you are worried that the people who 

gave you the "Cash for Clunkers" fiasco are not self-

evidently competent to reform an infinitely more 

complex system governing life-and-death matters in a 

matter of weeks. Neither could it possibly be that, when 

voices like Peter Singer call for health-care rationing and 

states like Oregon cut costs by telling cancer victims, 

"We won't treat you, but here's a great way you can off 

yourself and we'll cover that instead," some of us are 

worried that "health reform" crafted by the very people 

most enthusiastically supportive of abortion and 

euthanasia will solve cost problems by murdering the 

weak.  

 No, the only real reason anybody could have any 

qualms about Democrat Health-Care Reform is that 

they are in the tank for insurance companies and the 

GOP or are simply and solely motivated by insanity. For 

some Lefty tribalists, any criticism or misgivings about 

Obamacare are due purely to the moral perfidy of 

Catholics who despise the clear teaching of the Church 

and are blind to the greatness of our president. 

Meanwhile, on the Right, much the same dynamic 

plays out with the tribalists who live there. People who 

say "Health Care Is a Right" can't be saying this because 

the Catholic Church says: 

The political community has a duty to honor the 

family, to assist it, and to ensure especially:  

- the freedom to establish a family, have children, 

and bring them up in keeping with the family's 

own moral and religious convictions;  

- the protection of the stability of the marriage 

bond and the institution of the family;  

- the freedom to profess one's faith, to hand it on, 

and raise one's children in it, with the necessary 

means and institutions;  

- the right to private property, to free enterprise, 

to obtain work and housing, and the right to 

emigrate;  

- in keeping with the country's institutions, the 

right to medical care, assistance for the aged, and 

family benefits;  

- the protection of security and health, especially 

with respect to dangers like drugs, pornography, 

alcoholism, etc.;  

- the freedom to form associations with other 

families and so to have representation before civil 

authority (CCC 2211, emphasis added). 

No, they must be saying it because they really mean, 

"Free health care for all! Obama is our God! Socialism 

Now! Agree or go to Hell!" 

  

Now, given the ingenuity with which Catholic sophists 

in the service of tribalism have treated the Church's 

I 

http://www.google.com/search?sourceid=navclient&ie=UTF-8&rlz=1T4GGLG_enUS309US309&q=cash+for+clunkers+fiasco
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/19/magazine/19healthcare-t.html
http://current.com/items/89165901_oregon-health-plan-wont-pay-for-cancer-treatment-but-it-will-pay-for-assisted-suicide.htm
http://vox-nova.com/2009/07/30/heathcare-facts-and-slogans/feed
http://vox-nova.com/2009/07/30/heathcare-facts-and-slogans/feed
http://www.google.com/search?sourceid=navclient&ie=UTF-8&rlz=1T4GGLG_enUS309US309&q=%22Health+care+is+not+a+right%22
http://www.splendoroftruth.com/curtjester/archives/2009/07/mary-mother-of.php#comment-114084
http://www.splendoroftruth.com/curtjester/archives/2009/07/mary-mother-of.php#comment-114084
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obvious teaching about abortion and torture in the past, 

I have little doubt that those dedicated to propositions 

that range from "Herd Culling as a Cost-Cutting 

Measure" to "Health Care Is Not a Right" will be able to 

make short work of the rather plainly worded teachings 

concerning the rights to life and health care.  

First of all, of course, it's not a dogmatic teaching. 

The Church has never, for instance, defined exactly, 

precisely, and dogmatically when a person comes into 

existence any more than she has dogmatically defined 

what "health care" or "right" means. So that, of course, 

means all Catholics are free to ignore the Church and 

think whatever they like, just as they are free to think 

whatever they like about abortion and torture and 

ignore the bleedin' obvious with pettifogging quibbles 

about "whether killing a zygote is technically, precisely, 

legally, you know, murder" or "whether subjecting 

somebody to simulated drowning is technically, 

precisely, legally, you know, torture."  

Those on the Left eager to justify Caesar's forced 

funding of abortion will note that Caesar also forces 

funding of lots of other things people disagree with, so 

why not this? Those eager to categorically deny health 

care as a right at all will point out that qualifier in the 

Catechism about the right to health care being "in 

keeping with the country's institutions." From there it's 

a short hop to the standard pleas for the status quo we 

presently have, which is that the requirements of 

insurance companies and state bean-counters trump 

the good of the family and the person. The evidence of 

this is everywhere: bankrupted patients, people dying 

because they could not afford care, etc. What it comes 

down to is this, however: In their struggle to keep the 

good of the person and the family subordinate to the 

powers of the state and corporations, tribalists of Left 

and Right are typically in happy concord. How good and 

pleasant it is when brethren dwell together in unity! 

 

Still and all, those of us who have come under the 

sinister influence of Church teaching and the thought of 

people like Chesterton cannot help but think of 

passages like this (from What's Wrong with the World) 

when the matter of health care arises: 

Now the whole parable and purpose of these last 

pages, and indeed of all these pages, is this: to assert 

that we must instantly begin all over again, and begin at 

the other end. I begin with a little girl's hair. That I know 

is a good thing at any rate. Whatever else is evil, the 

pride of a good mother in the beauty of her daughter is 

good. It is one of those adamantine tendernesses which 

are the touchstones of every age and race. If other 

things are against it, other things must go down. If 

landlords and laws and sciences are against it, landlords 

and laws and sciences must go down. With the red hair 

of one she-urchin in the gutter I will set fire to all 

modern civilization. Because a girl should have long 

hair, she should have clean hair; because she should 

have clean hair, she should not have an unclean home: 

because she should not have an unclean home, she 

should have a free and leisured mother; because she 

should have a free mother, she should not have an 

usurious landlord; because there should not be an 

usurious landlord, there should be a redistribution of 

property; because there should be a redistribution of 

property, there shall be a revolution. That little urchin 

with the gold-red hair, whom I have just watched 

toddling past my house, she shall not be lopped and 

lamed and altered; her hair shall not be cut short like a 

convict's; no, all the kingdoms of the earth shall be 

hacked about and mutilated to suit her. She is the 

human and sacred image; all around her the social 

fabric shall sway and split and fall; the pillars of society 

shall be shaken, and the roofs of ages come rushing 

down, and not one hair of her head shall be harmed. 

Chesterton, like the Church, begins with the good 

of the person, because that's where God begins. State 

and corporation are all well and good, and profit is 

good and has its place. But at the end of the day, any 

defense of any corporate or state entity that puts 

profit above the good of a human being in need of a 

new kidney or lifesaving antibiotic is an elaborate way 

of saying, "Man was made for the corporate/state 

entity, not the corporate/state entity for man." In the 

end, it boils down to the claim that things are more 

important than persons.  

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1717/1717-h/1717-h.htm
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The Left has embraced such thought since Roe v. 

Wade, which is all about the exaltation of the things 

called "personal autonomy" and "profit" over the 

persons called "babies." The Right took a while to catch 

up but has made good progress toward the same abyss 

in its stirring defenses of torture, which subordinate the 

good of persons to the power of the state on the theory 

that if we combine the investigation phase of police 

work with the punishment and execution phase of the 

judicial system, Caesar will make us all safer by torturing 

people to find out if they are guilty of something.  

Now the tribal members of the Right are taking 

another step (along with the Left) toward subordinating 

persons to lesser goods by embracing the ridiculous 

nostrum that "health care is not a right." If pro-lifers 

parrot it as broadly as so many of them parrot the 

defense of torture, this blatant falsehood, in direct 

contradiction to the teaching of Holy Church -- again 

and again and again and again -- really put the boots on 

any claim to talk about the immorality of abortion. 

 

For what "health care is not a right" means is not "I am 

suspicious of what ardent pro-abortion and euthanasia 

zealots will do if they get their claws into the health 

care system" (a suspicion I heartily share), but "I reject 

the teaching of Holy Church on the dignity of the human 

person and the primacy of the human person over 

lesser goods in favor of knee-jerk Talk Radio junk that 

owes far more to maintaining a system in which money 

is exalted over the good of the person than to anything 

remotely connected with Catholic teaching or common 

sense." 

One can base a credible opposition to "health-care 

reform" on worries that it's going to wind up killing a lot 

of innocent people as a cost-cutting measure. That I can 

respect. The Church expresses the same concern. But 

basing opposition to reform on the parroted claim that 

"health care is not a right" -- a claim as demonstrably 

false as the lie that "health care" consists of abortion 

and euthanasia -- makes clear that other agendas 

besides the desire to enact Catholic social teaching are 

the guiding principles at work in our thinking.  

For the Left, tribal loyalties tend to consist of trying 

to downplay and deny the primacy of the human person 

when he or she conflicts with pelvic issues and our 

desires for the things called sex and power. This has 

long meant (for Lefties in positions of power) an 

absolute and unwavering dedication to the Most Holy 

Sacrament of Abortion and the crushing of all dissent on 

the matter (with the conspicuous craven cooperation of 

Catholics eager to win the Sir Richard Rich 

ambassadorship to Wales and other perks).  

Meanwhile, on the Right, tribal loyalties tend to 

dictate that partisanship and un-Catholic thinking are 

only in evidence when somebody dissents from the 

bishops' teaching on the right to life for the unborn, 

not when somebody rejects the bishops' teaching that 

there is such a thing as a right to life for people who 

can't afford it. What this means in practice is that 

those who urge a right to life but deny a right to health 

care are saying: 

The right to life impinges on some teenage mother 

when she wants to abort rather than bear the 

burden of responsibility for her baby. Let us all 

blame her for being so selfish. She is bad. 

However, if the baby is born needing a heart 

transplant or develops kidney trouble and it could 

somehow cost me something too, the bishops 

have no idea what they are talking about when 

they say the child has a right to health care -- and 

my saying so is not participation in the culture of 

death but a courageous stand against socialism. 

Solidarity and regard for the common good is for 

unwed mothers, not for me. 

In contrast to all this party tribalism of Left or Right, 

the key to Catholic social teaching is, "What helps the 

person and the family?" not "Who wins -- gigantic 

corporations or All-Consuming State?" If it's good for 

the person and the family, it's good. If it harms the 

person and the family, it's bad. Both gigantic 

corporations and all-consuming states are bad for the 

family, so I don't take much stock in either party, since 

they labor to serve both in their own ways. 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/messages/migration/documents/hf_jp-ii_mes_20031223_world-migration-day-2004_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/speeches/2000/jul-sep/documents/hf_jp-ii_spe_20000707_catholic-doctors_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/justpeace/documents/rc_pc_justpeace_doc_20060526_compendio-dott-soc_en.html#The%20specification%20of%20rights
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/secretariat_state/2009/documents/rc_seg-st_20090709_tomasi-ecosoc_en.html
http://lifenews.com/nat5309.html
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=16452
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=16452
http://www.mark-shea.com/family_f.html
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I reject right-wing agitprop that denies that a right 

to health care exists. I also reject any attempt the Left 

may make to pit the right to health care against lesser 

goods like profit, or to cast the weak, sick, and old as 

Lebensunwertes Leben. It's not either/or but an ordered 

both/and: the hierarchy of goods. I will vehemently 

oppose any attempt to subordinate the good of persons 

to systems that urge the death of the costly for the sake 

of cost-cutting, whether by neglect (the preferred 

method of the "health care is not a right" crowd on the 

Talk Radio Right) or euthanasia and abortion (the 

preferred Lefty method).  

Both parties are, in their own ways, about power. 

Only the Church's teaching is actually ordered toward 

the primacy of the person and the family. Rather than 

with the tribal pieties, shibboleths, Pavlovian responses, 

and slogans of our tribal political culture, we should try 

to begin our thinking with that. 

 

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor for 

www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for 

InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at 

markshea.blogspot.com. 

http://www.catholicexchange.com/
http://markshea.blogspot.com/
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Conserve Your Liberality 
John Zmirak | Column 

8/5/09

t's easy to make fun of twelve-step groups, given 

their curious jargon and the fact that there are so 

many different varieties of them filling church 

basements across the country with cigarette smoke and 

pamphlets. In case you didn't know, the movement has 

gone far beyond offering hope to alcoholics and drug 

users, expanding to fill the empty space in a wide 

assortment of modern hearts and heads. As I've written 

elsewhere, there are deep resemblances between the 

moral path traced in the Steps and Ignatian spirituality -

- a fact that impressed the Jesuit Rev. Edward Dowling, 

whom Alcoholics Anonymous founder Bill W. 

befriended in 1940. Given Bill W.'s ignorance of the 

existence of St. Ignatius, Father Dowling chalked up the 

similarities to Providence and threw his support behind 

the fledgling group. Countless lives and souls have been 

saved by AA and related organizations.  

Which gives me a nifty idea. Living close to the 

border of Massachusetts -- our local streets are clogged 

with hemp-wearing tax refugees driving Volvos lacking 

turn signals -- I've thought of founding Kennedys 

Anonymous, whose members will acknowledge: 

Step 1. That we are powerless over voting for 

Kennedys, and that our state has become 

unmanageable. 

Step 2. That a Higher Power than ourselves can 

restore us to sanity. 

Step 3. That we must make a decision to turn our 

lives and our state over to that Higher Power, as we 

understand Him. 

And so on. If a spiritual path can rescue Boston Irishmen 

from the Democrats, it deserves a second look.  

The Twelve Steps come to mind this week because 

I'm examining Liberality, the virtue opposed to Greed. If 

Greed is a disordered hunger for the good things God 

created, then its opposite is equally bad. Scorning the 

wise use of wealth and wasting your substance in 

riotous spending is every bit as evil as covetously 

hoarding stuff. Dante damned the Prodigal right 

alongside the Greedy, and set them rolling stones like 

Sisyphus in opposite directions, with both sides 

slamming into each other and vociferously heckling. If 

this sounds like modern politics, that's not exactly an 

accident. In the American sector of hell, someday a 

venturesome Virgil will trip over Bill O'Reilly and Keith 

Olbermann, forever chewing each other's skulls -- on 

the way to catching a round in the sempiternal sumo 

match pitting Rush Limbaugh and Michael Moore. 

The Twelve Steps make the distinction between 

extending kindness to an addict -- let's say, your cousin 

who volunteered in Caroline Kennedy's truncated 

campaign for U.S. Senate -- and "enabling" him in ways 

that lubricate his slide into self-destruction. True 

Liberality means treating an addicted person charitably 

-- avoiding sarcasm and gossip -- but also as an adult 

who has a behavioral disease. You respect his 

independence and (this is the kicker) do not try to step 

in and control his disordered behavior. That's between 

him and God, and when you insert yourself, you're 

playing God. Or, in Twelve-Step parlance, "trying to 

become his Higher Power." Instead, be humble enough 

to pray for the person -- and not to tell him that you're 

doing it. Sure, take away his car keys when he isn't fit 

to drive, but don't become his volunteer, unpaid 

chauffeur.  

  

Tough love is a very hard balance to tread, as family 

members of addicts can testify. Indeed, the temptation 

to "enable" is such a powerful one that it's actually 

addictive. It may sound funny to some, but there 

are Twelve-Step groups devoted not just to addicts but 

to their family members. And for very good reason: 

Living constantly in the presence of someone enslaved 

by behavior that's self- (and other-) destructive is 

I 

http://www.amazon.com/Catholics-Guide-Wine-Whiskey-Song/dp/082452411X/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1249437526&sr=8-2
http://irishcatholichumanist.blogspot.com/2009/04/bill-w-and-jesuit.html
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4918&Itemid=100
http://www.al-anon.alateen.org/
http://nar-anon.org/
http://www.gam-anon.org/
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morally grueling. It provokes an overpowering anxiety 

and saps your trust in God. You may start out as Mary, 

sitting at Jesus' feet and listening to Him, but a few 

years of living alongside a drinker, druggie, or gambler 

and you're likely to turn into a high-octane, power-

hungry caricature of Martha -- rushing about cleaning 

up people's messes, wiping the noses of adults and all 

but changing their diapers, while feeling like a genuine 

victim soul. You'll "offer up" your suffering -- all caused, 

of course, by the addict -- and make sure that he knows 

how well you're doing your Job. You'll learn along the 

way a wide array of domineering and manipulative 

behaviors that help you survive the addict's presence. 

And in good fallen-natural fashion, you'll start using 

them on everyone you meet. 

Or seeking out other damaged folks whom you can 

"fix." I know someone who grew up the son of a full-on 

compulsive gambler. She started by nibbling away at 

her husband's blue-collar salary with simple games of 

bingo. But the Diocese of Brooklyn in the good old 

1970s -- when it never turned down an annulment -- 

had its sights set on higher things. Like high-stakes 

poker games. Instead of nickel and dime, the games 

would be "dollar and two," watched over by local cops 

named Pat and Brendan, frequented by guys in pointy, 

roach-killer shoes with names that rhymed with RICO. 

They'd play against little old ladies with teased-up, 

Marge Simpson hair and serious gambling problems. 

Some priests would make change for players, playfully 

"blessing the money for luck." One pastor even 

scheduled games on Friday nights in Lent -- and when a 

pious addict pointed out he was serving bologna 

sandwiches, the priest solemnly conferred on the 

assembly a special dispensation so they could eat them.  

This housewife I have in mind would drop some 

$200-$300 per week, often borrowing extra money 

from slick-haired men who took repayment with . . 

. deadly seriousness. Her husband took to dealing cards 

to make back in tips what his wife was losing. When 

they weren't at parish poker, they were fighting like 

feral cats over the family's death-spiral finances -- all of 

this while their son was applying to top-tier colleges. 

The fruits of these family dynamics were: 

¶ To this day, the son can't open bills or even 

deposit paychecks without a panic attack. 

¶ Having listened to so much screaming about so 

many parish games, when he hears terms like 

"Precious Blood," "St. Joseph," or "St. Margaret 

Mary," he doesn't think of saints or sacred 

mysteries but of . . . poker. 

¶ Over the years, he assembled a collection of 

parasitical "friends" who relied on him for 

make-work, short-term "loans," or outright 

gifts to the tune of thousands of dollars.  

¶ When he meets someone with a deep-seated 

problem or raging addiction, he actually gets 

excited, rolls up his sleeves, and gets to work. 

Pretty soon, he's dragging the person to the 

Sacraments, giving him reading lists, calling her 

up for status reports, and generally acting like 

a third-rate substitute for God. He views such 

micromanagement of other full-grown adults 

as falling under various "works of mercy." 

Did I mention he's still not married? 

This case may seem extreme, but it points out the 

distortions to which the virtue of generosity is subject. 

Next week I'll go into a lot more depth about the real 

thing, rightly ordered.  

 

John Zmirak is the author, most recently, of the graphic 

novel The Grand Inquisitor and is Writer-in-Residence 

at Thomas More College in New Hampshire. He writes 

weekly for InsideCatholic.com. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Racketeer_Influenced_and_Corrupt_Organizations_Act
http://www.amazon.com/Grand-Inquisitor-Crossroad-Book/dp/0824524357/ref=pd_bbs_sr_4?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1231816877&sr=8-4
http://www.thomasmorecollege.edu/
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A Transcendent Nature 

Rev. James V. Schall, S.J. | Column 

8/5/09

he 29th section of Caritas in Veritate concerns 

religious freedom. What is at stake here is not 

the usual "church and state" hassle. To clear the 

air, Pope Benedict XVI states that he is not concerned 

here with fanaticism, in which violence is used to 

promote the goals of religions. It is self-evident that this 

is not the way to make religious truths known.  

More could be said on this topic of religious 

terrorism, however. What, for instance, are the names 

of these "fundamentalists" or "fanatics" of which the 

pope speaks? Even more, what does one call the effort 

to stop them from imposing their religion by force on 

others? Are we helpless here?  

Surely, one does not just let this forcible imposition 

happen and still claim, through one's inactivity, to be 

decent and moral. Does one always find it sufficient to 

turn the other cheek and say, "Let's dialogue?"  

Obviously, in terms of what else was said in this 

passage, we cannot call the opposition to fanaticism or 

fundamentalism violence or war. Still, such violent 

movements and actions are not going to be stopped 

immediately by demanding "rights" or "dialogue."   

What is the political and moral consequence of not 

stopping fanatics? Are we innocent if we let such 

fanatics take over? Surely not. This is an issue the 

modern Church rarely wants to face. 

Benedict, furthermore, does not like a version of 

religious freedom that is little more than religious 

indifference or practical atheism. He is right. Religious 

freedom, for many, is based on these positions. Since 

nothing is true, therefore we are free.  

Any claim to any truth is said to be the seed of this 

same fanaticism. To get rid of fanaticism, we have to 

eliminate truth. When we so cleanse ourselves of truth, 

however, we no longer have any grounds on which to 

object to anything that anyone, especially the state, 

does to us or others.  

Caritas in Veritate was written to show that charity 

cannot live without truth. Religious freedom today 

often means precisely that no truth can be found. It 

does not hold that truth is a thing to be pursued. This 

denial of any objective order is practical atheism at its 

best.   

The guarantee of man's development, Benedict 

says, is God. This position will be a minority opinion in 

much of the world. Why would he say that? Why is not 

the guarantee of religious liberty the presumed fact 

that we cannot know any truth?  

Men and women have a transcendent dignity. This 

fact is what enables them to be more than they might 

expect. "Man is not a lost atom in a random universe." 

This suspicion that he, as a human person, is a lost 

atom is a common view of what man is.  

Benedict bluntly comments that states can and do 

impose on their citizens a form of practical atheism. 

We are evidently supposed to know which states he 

speaks of, even if he does not mention them by name. 

Surely not our own? 

If man were merely the fruit of either chance or 

necessity, or if he had to lower his aspiration to the 

limited horizon of the world in which he lives, if all 

reality were merely history and culture, and man did 

not possess a nature destined to transcend itself in a 

supernatural life, then one could speak of growth, or 

evolution, but not of development. 

What is the distinction Benedict is making here? 

Modernity is a question, as Strauss said, of lowering 

our sights or aspirations to this world.  

The word "development" here does not refer to 

change or even improvement. It refers to the purpose 
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of man from his actual transcendent beginning. One 

develops not into what one wants to be but into what 

one ought to be, on the given basis of what he is.  

  

Civilization means the freely choosing of what one 

ought to be, which is the truth of man's being. This 

"ought to be" is why charity needs truth. Within human 

nature itself, we find what man ought to be. This "ought 

to be" includes his supernatural destiny or purpose. By 

denying that this supernatural purpose exists, man 

becomes a creature of this world alone.  

"Man is God's creature, whom God chose to endow 

with an immortal soul and whom he has always loved." 

Man is not man's creature; he is already better than the 

best he could conceive himself to be. This transcendent 

superiority is no insult to man.  

What he turns out to be is more than his nature is 

open to in itself. He also has to choose to accept what 

he is; otherwise, he would always remain alien to 

himself. This is why alienation is a specifically modern 

issue. 

God is the guarantor of man's true development, 

inasmuch as having created him in His image, He also 

establishes the transcendent dignity of man and woman 

and feeds their innate yearning to "be more." 

God has always loved each person; this is why He 

endowed him with an immortal soul. Without it, that 

divine love would not have an independent response 

that was free.  

Ultimately, this is what our lives are about: namely, 

whether we will respond freely to what it is for which 

we are created. The fact that it is not necessary that 

we respond is the ultimate proof that we are loved for 

our own sakes, however we respond. 

 

Rev. James V. Schall, S. J., teaches political science at 

Georgetown University. His latest book, The Mind That 

Is Catholic, is published by Catholic University of 

America Press. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0813215412/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0813215412/insidecatcom-20
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The Inevitability of Legislating from the Bench 

David R. Carlin | Column 

8/6/09
he Senate Judiciary Committee hearings on the 

nomination of Judge Sonia Sotomayor to the 

United States Supreme Court reminded us once 

again of the never-ending debate as to whether judges 

should "legislate from the bench." Political 

conservatives, of course, say that they must not. The 

job of judges, we are told, is to judge in accordance with 

the law; it is the job of the legislature to make law. 

Political liberals, on the other hand, believe that 

judges should legislate from the bench. Of course, they 

never say this in so many words. Quite the contrary, 

they insist just as strongly (well, almost as strongly) as 

conservatives that judges should not legislate, that they 

should judge in accordance with the Constitution. But 

liberals then immediately contradict themselves by 

saying that we Americans have a "living Constitution" -- 

an expression that, translated into plain English, means 

that the Supreme Court should, when appropriate, 

make de facto amendments to the Constitution. 

The truth is, as everyone knows (or should know), it 

is inevitable that judges will legislate from the bench. 

Even if we had a judiciary made up of nothing but the 

strictest of strict constructionists, we would still have an 

ever-growing body of judge-made law. 

This is inevitable because of one principle and one 

fact: Judges, when they take jurisdiction in a case, have 

a duty to decide the case. They cannot say, "Oh, this is 

much too hard for me. I don't know what to decide. I 

give up. Next case, please." (Here and there we run 

across judges who, due to some moral or psychological 

problem, do in effect say this. But insofar as they say it, 

they are bad judges who violate one of the most 

fundamental of all judicial duties.) 

The fact is that statutory and constitutional laws are 

frequently written in such a way that their meaning is 

not perfectly clear. If the meaning of all laws were 

perfectly clear, laypersons wouldn't find it necessary to 

seek the counsel of lawyers, nor would lawyers find it 

necessary to go to law school; in fact, there would 

hardly be any need for a legal profession. Is it even 

conceivable that there could be a legal system in which 

the meaning of all laws is perfectly clear? Perhaps in 

some impossible utopia; but in the real world of Anglo-

American law, for the past eight or nine hundred years, 

we have never come close to this ideal. 

The result of this principle combined with this fact 

is this: When a judge decides a case in which the 

meaning of the law is not perfectly clear, the judge 

"makes" law. The question, then, should not be 

whether judges should legislate from the bench -- for 

inevitably they will so legislate. The real question 

should be: "When legislating from the bench, what 

principle of interpretation should guide the judge in his 

or her law-making?" 

  

It is when you ask this question that you see the real 

difference between political liberals and political 

conservatives, especially when it comes to instances in 

which the Supreme Court construes the Constitution. 

Conservatives hold that the Court should be guided by 

the intention of the people who made the 

Constitution. For instance, there is not the slightest 

reason to believe that the authors of the Constitution 

ever intended to write into it a right to abortion; nor is 

there any reason to believe that they intended to 

abolish the death penalty. Therefore, abortion is not 

protected by the Constitution, nor is capital 

punishment forbidden. 

Liberals, who wish to use the Constitution to 

protect abortion and to prohibit the death penalty, 

therefore have to find some principle of interpretation 

other than the principle of original intention. They 

have found various alternative principles, sometimes 

combining two or more. Their favorite has been what 

may be called the Implication Principle. They grant, for 

example, that the makers of the Constitution never 
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dreamt of legalizing abortion; but the makers embraced 

certain abstract principles XYZ, which, if carried out to 

their logical conclusion, imply (so it is argued, 

somewhat dubiously) a right to abortion. 

There is also the Well-Being Principle: American 

society will be better off if the Constitution is construed 

this way instead of that. Then there is the Public 

Opinion Principle: The average American would like the 

Court to reach a particular practical conclusion, and the 

Court can do this by reading the Constitution one way 

instead of another. Looming on the liberal horizon is the 

International Principle (really the European Union 

Principle): American understandings of human rights 

must keep step with European understandings. 

I myself prefer the conservative principle of original 

intention. Why? Because one of the easiest parts of the 

Constitution for a layman (like myself) to read and 

understand is Article V, the part relating to 

constitutional amendments. It is, I think, perfectly clear 

that the Constitution is not to be amended except as 

the result of a great supermajority (two-thirds of each 

house of Congress plus three-fourths of all the states). 

But when the Supreme Court declares, as it has 

done, that abortion and sodomy are constitutionally 

protected rights; or when it rules, as it may do in the 

future, that the death penalty is unconstitutional -- then 

it is, in effect, amending the Constitution without going 

through the trouble of the supermajority process. That's 

not playing by the rules we all agree to when we accept 

the Constitution as the great law of the land. (Let me 

add that, personally, I am against the death penalty and 

think there should be no laws criminalizing adult 

sodomy. Nonetheless, I think it preposterous to 

contend that the Constitution mandates my 

preferences.) 

This is my chief grievance against today's political 

liberals: They cheat. They don't play by the rules of our 

social compact  -- the Constitution. To achieve their 

goals, they want the Court to amend the Constitution 

in a way clearly prohibited by the Constitution. 

 

David R. Carlin, a former Democratic majority leader of 

the Rhode Island Senate, is the author of Can a Catholic 

Be a Democrat? 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1933184191/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1933184191/insidecatcom-20
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Burqas in Britain 
Ronald J. Rychlak | Column 

8/7/09

ne of the big issues under debate in the 

United Kingdom this summer is whether to ban 

the burqa. French President Nicolas Sarkozy 

said last month that the burqa debases women and is 

not welcome in his country; Britain is trying to decide 

whether to follow suit.  

To begin with, there is some confusion over the 

term "burqa." It is spelled different ways, and 

depending on the particular garment, the more 

accurate term might be niqab or chador. The clothing at 

issue may be a sort of scarf that covers much of the 

bottom half of the face, a veil through which the 

woman can see, or a solid piece of cloth that completely 

blocks the face except for a small slit for the eyes.  

Underlying the debate is concern about terrorism 

and the inability to identify the person under a burqa. 

The central question, then, is whether women should 

be permitted to cover their faces in public. While most 

of the Islamic women I know only cover their hair, on a 

recent bus ride through an Islamic part of London I saw 

a dozen or so women who covered most of their face. 

Eighteen years ago (the last summer I spent teaching at 

Cambridge), I doubt that there even was "an Islamic 

part of London" -- at least, not one of any size. The 

growth of Islam here is forcing the British to confront 

issues that the United States will likely also face in a few 

years. 

On one hand, people want to be respectful of other 

religions and cultures; on the other, some people think 

that the burqa itself reflects a rejection of British values 

and therefore should be banned in public. (It may be 

worth noting that Islamic women do not typically wear 

such veils inside their own home. Thus, banning them 

"in public" is essentially the same as banning them 

completely.)  

Some non-Islamic British women (and, I presume, 

men) feel that the burqa turns back the clock on 

freedoms that British women have won over the past 

several decades. One concern often expressed is that 

the women who wear burqas are essentially slaves and 

not acting of their own free will. But many Islamic 

women don't feel this way.  

One British journalist who lived in the Middle East 

for six months described her experience wearing very 

conservative Islamic clothing. Though she didn't 

specify whether her face was veiled, she nonetheless 

said it was very liberating, and she came to appreciate 

the complete covering of the human body. Rather than 

feeling like an old woman (she noted that she was in 

her 50s), she said the clothing made her an equal with 

all other women. (Of course, she only said that she felt 

equal to other women.)  

On the other side of the debate, one professor 

expressed the opinion that the burqa strips the least 

powerful group in every society -- young women -- of 

their greatest asset, physical beauty. Another 

argument was made by a minister who wore a priest's 

collar: If the burqa was banned, he wondered, what 

would come next? Would nuns be forced to wear 

conventional clothing? Would he have to remove his 

collar? He clearly saw it as a matter of religious 

freedom and did not think society could draw those 

lines. 

  

I am not sure I agree with the minister. First of all, 

societies can and do draw lines all the time. Moreover, 

we are not talking about religious garb or even clothing 

per se, but strictly covering the face. That by itself can 

provide a logical line between what is permitted and 

what is forbidden. 

In many states, at least in the South, it is illegal to 

wear a mask in public. When I first heard of these laws 

in law school, they struck me as silly. I came to learn, 

O 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/france/5603070/Nicolas-Sarkozy-burqa-not-welcome-in-France.html


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

17 

 

however, that they were put in place to thwart the Ku 

Klux Klan. Unable to disguise their faces, these bigots 

(who terrorized blacks, Jews, and even Catholics) were 

unwilling to stand up for what they believed. While 

other factors were involved, many political observers 

point to anti-mask laws as having played a significant 

role in defeating the Klan. 

Still, these laws leave something to be desired. 

What about Halloween and Mardi Gras parades, when 

masks are omnipresent? What about ski masks in 

winter? The standard reply is that the law is not 

enforced in those situations, but to my mind, that's 

indicative of a flawed law.  

Anti-mask laws are also silly when applied to 

burqas. We are talking about grown women making 

their own choices about dress. A burqa might be 

intimidating, but the women who wear them are not. 

They wear these garments to shield their bodies, not to 

frighten others. 

Yes, the burqa could provide cover for those who 

want to disguise themselves -- but not much more than 

what could be achieved with other clothing. The only 

real governmental interest that might justify banning 

the burqa relates to security, and that concern can be 

addressed without banning it. 

Women who wear burqas must be prepared to 

unveil for a female security officer at appropriate 

places; they might have to remove the veil for driver's 

license photos. Other accommodations may have to be 

made: I imagine that some versions are not safe to drive 

in, and in some situations the burqa may provide 

sufficient cause to justify a police officer paying 

additional attention to the wearer.  

If, however, the women who wear the burqa are 

willing to make those concessions, they should be 

permitted to wear this very modest clothing of their 

choice.  

 

Ronald J. Rychlak is the associate dean and MDLA 

Professor of Law at the University of Mississippi School 

of Law. He is the author of Hitler, the War, and the 

Pope (2000) and Righteous Gentiles (2005). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0879732172/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0879732172/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0879732172/insidecatcom-20
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The BBC Proms 
Robert R. Reilly | Review 

8/7/09

hile it is still the centenary year of 

Mendelssohn's birth in 1809, I thought I 

should find a way to observe it. A trip to 

London in late July gave me the opportunity. At the 

Proms, a series of summer concerts held at the Royal 

Albert Hall in London, I had the rare chance to hear the 

Symphony No. 2, Lobgesang ("Hymn of Praise"), 

performed by the Halle Orchestra under Sir Mark Elder. 

It featured one of the largest choral gatherings I have 

ever seen assembled -- the combined forces of the Halle 

Choir and the Halle Youth Choir. 

The size of the chorus was necessary, as the Royal 

Albert Hall -- which holds some 7,000 people -- is the 

Coliseum of the music world. It is an enormous space 

that eats sound alive, a problem only partially 

ameliorated by the huge, egg-shaped acoustic saucers 

hanging from the giant dome. (The decadence of Rome 

was suggested, deliciously so, in the first-tier boxes, 

where patrons may take their meals and enjoy wine 

during the performances.) 

Mendelssohn's Second Symphony (really his fourth) 

is close to two-thirds choral, with an orchestral 

introduction of the three movements played 

continuously. Although "Hymn of Praise" (1840) was 

composed to celebrate the 400th anniversary of the 

invention of moveable type by Johannes Gutenberg, the 

text does not mention Gutenberg or printing: It comes 

mainly from the Bible.  

The nature of the text presents the main problem 

with this hybrid work. There is no narrative, so the story 

element, present in most oratorios, is missing. The only 

drama is provided by the pervasiveness of the night, 

and then the arrival of the light. The tenor (in this case 

the splendid Steve Davislim) sings pleadingly and 

repeatedly, "Watchman, will the night soon pass?" and 

is finally answered first by the soprano and then the full 

chorus: "The night has departed." The choral writing is 

thrilling. It is a magnificent and moving passage. That, 

however, is about it for drama. It is hard to praise God 

for more than an hour and keep it interesting. This is 

why, aside from the huge forces required, the Second 

Symphony is seldom played. It has been 40 years since 

its last appearance at the Proms. 

That is the reason it was such a privilege to be 

there. The performance was superb; Sir Mark Elder did 

a marvelous job of bringing out the lyricism of the first 

movement. He conducted with real warmth without 

sacrificing the rhythmic urgency of the music. Sir Mark 

was so evidently enjoying what he was doing that the 

joy was infectious. It was joyful praise that the Halle 

forces captured and delivered. 

I should add that the first part of the program was 

devoted to Berlioz: the Overture to Benvenuto Cellini 

and La Mort de Cléopatre. It was an ironic 

juxtaposition, since Mendelssohn and Berlioz regarded 

each other with mutual incomprehension. Sir Mark 

and the Halle were equally at home in the wilder idiom 

of Berlioz, which was very well articulated in both 

works. Sir Mark beautifully captured the effect of the 

heartbeat underlying the last verses of La Mort, as 

Cleopatra's pulse begins to fade, stops, and then picks 

up for a final beat. Soprano Susan Graham has a rich 

voice, but her articulation was a little weak at times 

and she was occasionally swamped by the orchestra. 

However, she was particularly effective in expressing 

the laments of the solipsistic Cleopatra who, in Pierre-

Ange Viellard's text, understands the world only in 

how it reacts to her.  

  

I also had the pleasure of attending the Proms the 

evening before the Mendelssohn and Berlioz program. 

The main attraction was the Bruckner Third Symphony, 

performed by the Bamberg Symphony Orchestra, 

under Conductor Jonathan Nott.  
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The curtain-raiser was the British premiere of Jörg 

Widmann's Con Brio. The piece is a deconstructionist 

send-up of Beethoven -- a kind of challenge to catch the 

Beethoven if you can. Some of the dissonant 

shenanigans were fun: In parts, it sounded like a gang of 

musical delinquents had broken into a fully equipped 

concert hall and, without quite knowing how to read 

music, tried to play some Beethoven, while occasionally 

whacking their instruments just for the fun of it. The 

timpanist, hitting his sticks on the metal frames of the 

timpani, gave the impression of a Brobdingnagian 

mouse attempting to dance. In this highly gestural 

piece, the spirit of Beethoven tries to bring order out of 

the welter of sounds but only succeeds for some 

seconds. As a joke, Con Brio only partially succeeds and 

is too long at 15 minutes.  

It was followed by Mozart's Violin Concerto No. 3, 

with young violinist Arabella Steinbacher. The Mozart 

could have used some con brio: Steinbacher, an 

obviously sensitive artist, played the concerto as if it 

were chamber music, which is fine for its intimacy, but 

not in the Albert Hall venue. It failed to project.  

The Bamberg Bruckner performance was 

outstanding. Nott conducted the first version of this 

symphony, of which several exist, with a firm sense of 

purpose and direction. This was a tough assignment: 

Unlike some of Bruckner's other first versions of his 

symphonies, which likewise underwent multiple 

revisions, the Third definitely needed tightening up. 

Nott neither lingered nor rushed; everything was well 

thought out and beautifully executed. The acid test in 

Bruckner is whether you can still hear the music during 

the pauses. If you cannot, then the music stops, and the 

symphony becomes fatally episodic. Bruckner 

constantly brings things into and out of perspective, as 

if a scene of the Alps is suddenly obscured by clouds 

and all one can see is the meadow; then the clouds 

suddenly clear, and mist covers the valley. The 

conductor's challenge is to keep the whole scene in 

mind so that one does not lose one's way to the final 

revelation. Here Nott succeeded. There is not one 

weak department in the Bamberg's arsenal; they 

demonstrated the extraordinary quality of Germany's 

regional orchestras, earning the enthusiasm of the 

Proms audience -- and my own. Bravo Proms! 

 

Robert R. Reilly is the music critic for 

InsideCatholic.com. E-mail him at rrreilly@msn.com. 

mailto:rrreilly@msn.com
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Reading Into the Church  
Deal W. Hudson | Classic 

8/1/09 

eading, said Josemaría Escrivá, has made many 

a saint. In my own case it has merely made a 

convert, but I do continue to read ever more 

deeply into the mystery that is the Church. Thomas 

Merton, we recall from Seven Storey Mountain, was 

started on his road to the Church by the accidental 

discovery of Gilson's The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy 

in the Columbia University Library. We are foolish to 

forget the power of the written word.  

It is said that people don't read much anymore, that 

we live in a multimedia age, and that the act of reading 

is on the wane. I don't take these prognostications too 

seriously. Nothing is likely to replace reading as the 

most intimate medium of enjoyment and self-

examination -- certainly not CD-ROM or the World Wide 

Web. When we want to change a person's life, we still 

give him a book, and wait, hoping. 

Years ago a friend sent me a box of about twenty-

five books with "Catholic bomb" written across the side. 

As I read them one by one, they exploded in my mind, 

leaving me disoriented and filled with an unfamiliar joy. 

It was the confusion of knowing that my life was 

changing forever; it was the joy of heading into an 

unknown country called the Catholic faith. (I didn't 

know enough then to call it a strange country, which 

the Church most certainly is when you enter as an 

adult.)  

I had been raised in a Protestant home, and had 

become an ardent Southern Baptist in college before 

attending Princeton Theological Seminary. There I read 

the greats -- Luther, Calvin, Barth, Tillich, the Niebuhrs. I 

began to realize that the first principle of Protestantism 

-- ridding the faith of idolatry -- had gone so far as to 

undermine Christian intelligence. My Catholic bomb 

was packed with many spiritual and theological books, 

from the great Dominican Garrigou-Lagrange, and 

Masie Ward on G. K. Chesterton, to the simple verse of 

St. Francis of Assisi. With every book, a strong 

impression received years earlier when I had read St. 

Augustine's On the Trinity was confirmed: Catholic 

Christianity embodied the fullness of God's revelation, 

without the narrowing refractions of other, younger 

Christian communions. The first principle of Catholicism 

was indeed the Incarnation, and that centrality shone 

through all my reading.  

Reading myself into the Church doesn't mean that 

I possessed crystalline clarity at every step -- bombs 

scatter their debris unpredictably. At this stage in my 

conversion, I was blessed by the good advice of my 

mentors; they saved me from the fate of a convert 

friend of mine who was led to read Christ Among Us 

and lived to tell the tale. 

As I moved toward the Church, my reading 

prodded me onward with a series of vaguely related 

insights. Although I understood only a little of the 

content of the Catholic faith, I knew that it explained 

the limitations of the Christian traditions, both liberal 

Protestant and Southern Baptist, in which I was raised. 

It would take me years to pass through my own period 

of protest and grasp the inner coherence of the Church 

herself. I was a young college professor then, and still 

reeling from the effect of the bomb when I began to 

read a Catholic novel every week. By the time I 

finished this assignment -- luckily I had wise and 

tasteful tutors -- I would not have dreamed of turning 

back.  

There are, in fact, Catholic novels, though certain 

learned people dispute the fact. I have no 

comprehensive definition of the Catholic novel, neither 

would I ever attempt one. However, I happily name a 

novel as Catholic when it presents to the reader a 

narrative that embodies some substantial aspect of the 

Catholic faith. In other words, a Catholic novel is one 

that ably suggests to its reader our faith's great 

mysteries. It is those moments of insight, where we 

catch a glimpse of God's ineluctable providence -- as 
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in, for example, Diary of a Country Priest -- that readers 

can become pilgrims. 

Thus, if there is a litmus test for the Catholic novel, 

it must be whether the novel is capable of conspiring in 

spiritual conversion. Even if one bears in mind that 

conversion is ongoing, not at all confined to a Damascus 

Road experience, this test flies in the face of most 

aesthetic niceties about the freedom of the writer, the 

novel, and the audience. It goes without saying that 

authors who consciously intend to convert their readers 

probably will end up doing a poor job. That's the trouble 

with avid readers, like myself, giving in to speculation: 

We risk encouraging the worst habits of young 

novelists.  

The novels that follow helped to convert me and 

continue to do so, since I go back to them regularly. I 

have received hardly a protest from the many friends 

and acquaintances who have sought them out on my 

advice. 

  

The Other One 

The still-active French-American writer, Julian Green, 

born of a Protestant mother from Savannah, Georgia 

and a French Catholic father, has riveted my attention 

for years. Although his novels like Moira and Each in His 

Own Darkness are better known, it was the obscure The 

Other One that left its deepest mark on me. This novel, 

more than any other I know, depicts the hunger for God 

as the source of all human appetites. I would later 

recognize this unquenchable desire, with its rich moral 

implications, in Aquinas's anthropology -- I first met it in 

Green. Set in Copenhagen, the story follows a recently 

converted man who returns to a woman he had 

mistreated some years earlier only to find the results of 

his immorality much worse than expected. His 

penitential witness brings about a disturbing but 

absolutely convincing redemption. Few books have 

captured the painful death of spiritual rebirth, in both 

characters, as powerfully as The Other One. 

  

Kristin Lavransdatter 

I'm not sure if there is a greater Catholic novel than 

Sigrid Undset's Kristin Lavransdatter. If there is, it's 

probably her other medieval epic, The Master of 

Hestviken, but I still prefer the more accessible Kristin.  

I was blessed with a very bad case of the flu the first 

time I read Undset's trilogy, which kept me in bed for 

the entire read. My bouts with fever only intensified my 

connection with the unforgettable characters of this 

story. Just as movie buffs will argue the comparative 

merits of Scarlet, Rhett, Melanie, and Ashley in Gone 

With the Wind, so Undset fans delight in assigning 

degrees of responsibility to the impetuous Kristin, her 

loyal father Lavrans, her warrior husband Erlend, and 

her jilted fiancé, the foursquare Simon. No other novel 

that I know explores the biblical themes of "the wages 

of sin" and "the sins of the father" as accurately and 

charitably as Kristin Lavransdatter. Its impact on the 

reader, as witnessed in the novel's pivotal role in the 

life of Dorothy Day, founder of the Catholic Worker 

movement, can demonstrate a moral reorientation 

reminiscent of Dante's Purgatorio. 

  

Love in the Ruins 

Don't let it be thought that my reading into the Church 

was without laughter. This novel by Walker Percy 

provided the perfect bridge from the existentialism of 

my graduate school days to the treasure of Catholic 

humanism. I thought it uncanny that Percy had placed 

his main character, Dr. Thomas More, in a Dantean 

landscape faced with a Kierkegaardian choice that 

could only be mediated by the comic, sacramental 

resolution of a Catholic vision. It was as if Percy -- and 

his other novels confirm this -- had already 

experienced my philosophical and spiritual trials -- he 

understood that demons inhabit the suburbs of my 

childhood, and not just the cities and the country. 

  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Julien_Green
http://www.amazon.com/Kristin-Lavransdatter-Penguin-Classics-Deluxe/dp/0143039164/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1249099039&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Love-Ruins-Walker-Percy/dp/0312243111/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1249099073&sr=1-1
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Wise Blood 

If you are familiar with the South, there is also plenty to 

laugh about in Flannery O'Connor's Wise Blood. John 

Huston's underrated film of the novel catches many of 

those moments perfectly, such as when Hazel Motes 

tells his landlady he is a preacher of the "Church 

without Christ." She asks suspiciously if that was 

"Protestant... or something foreign?" Indeed, 

O'Connor's novel is nothing less than a meditation on 

the loss of belief in Christ's active presence in the world 

through the Church and its sacraments. Wise Blood 

made it clear to me why I was no longer content with 

the typical Protestant quarterly communion of grape 

juice done "in memory of me." 

  

Under the Star of Satan 

If O'Connor is one of those authors who puts you in the 

uncomfortable presence of the supernatural, George 

Bernanos is another. It's too bad that Diary of a Country 

Priest is his only novel remaining in print, because the 

others are just as powerful. His Under the Star of Satan 

is primarily about the special vocation of the 

priesthood, and its sacramental blessing on all of us. We 

follow the protagonist Abbé Donissan, modeled on 

Jean-Marie Vianney, the Curé of Ars, as he struggles for 

the souls of his parishioners, spending hour after hour 

in the confessional. We see his gift of unlocking the 

heaviest heart and the price he must pay for it. In the 

midst of Donissan's battle, we are also reminded not to 

take the metaphysical notion of evil as privation so 

literally as to discount its active presence in the world. A 

film has also been made of this novel, but not as 

successfully as Wise Blood. 

  

Brideshead Revisited 

If there is another novel that wears its moral 

seriousness as lightly as Evelyn Waugh's Brideshead 

Revisited, I don't know it. Perhaps that is why it works 

so well. Like Charles Ryder himself, the reader is slowly 

and slyly seduced into the Catholic undercurrents of the 

aristocratic Marchmain family. The long, final coda of 

Lord Marchmain's death, his sign of the cross, and the 

repentant confession of Julia on the staircase distill the 

choice we all must finally make for or against God. As 

Julia puts it, in refusing to leave her husband for 

Charles, "But I saw today there was one thing 

unforgivable... the bad thing I was on the point of doing, 

that I'm not quite bad enough to do; to set up a rival 

good to God's."  

Here are six of the novels that made me Catholic. 

There are many others from our rich cultural past I 

could recommend. And, in fact, we are witnessing a 

modest revival of good Catholic fiction -- Alice Thomas 

Ellis, Torgny Lindgren, Piers Paul Read, and Ralph 

McInerny are among the best. We can only pray that 

books such as theirs will be found upon the path of 

some pilgrim finding his way home. 

 

 

The Other Books That Made Me Catholic 

  

The Catholic Vision  

Augustine, On the Trinity 

William F. Lynch, S.J., Christ and Apollo 

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae Ia, q. 1–13 

Dietrich von Hildebrand, Transformation in Christ 

John Henry Newman, Plain and Parochial Sermons 

Jacques Maritain, St. Thomas Aquinas: Angel of the 

Schools 

  

Beauty & Culture  

Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord 

Eric Gill, Beauty Speaks for Herself 

http://www.amazon.com/Wise-Blood-Novel-Flannery-OConnor/dp/0374530637/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1249099154&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Under-Satans-Sun-Georges-Bernanos/dp/0803261802/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1249099505&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Brideshead-Revisited-Evelyn-Waugh/dp/0316042994/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1249099265&sr=1-1
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Jacques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism 

Julian Green, Journals 

Flannery O'Connor, Mystery and Manners 

  

Sin & Redemption  

Charles Baudelaire, The Flowers of Evil 

Correspondence of Andre Gide and Paul Claudel 

Jorgen Jorgensen, Autobiography 

Graham Greene, The End of the Affair 

Dante, Purgatorio 

Morley Callahan, Our Lady of the Snows 

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Treatise on Sin, 1a2ae, q. 

71–9 

  

Agape & Eros  

Martin D'Arcy, The Mind and Heart of Love  

Hans Urs von Balthasar, Love Alone  

Joseph Pieper, About Love  

C. S. Lewis, The Four Loves  

Etienne Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy  

Denis de Rougemont, Love in the Western World  

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Treatise on Love, 2a2ae, q. 

23-46 

  

Reason & Revelation  

Aristotle, Ethics 

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Treatise on Law, 1a2ae, q. 

90–7 

G. K. Chesterton, The Dumb Ox 

Mortimer Adler, The Angels and Us 

Joseph Pieper, Leisure, the Basis of Culture 

C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity 

Cornelio Fabro, God in Exile 

  

Church & Sacrament  

Documents of Vatican II 

Henri de Lubac, Catholicism 

Jacques Maritain, The Peasant of the Garonne 

Ludwig Ott, Fundamentals of Catholic Doctrine 

Matthias Scheeben, Mysteries of Christianity 

  

Saints & Sanctity  

Léon Bloy, Pilgrim of the Absolute 

Julian Green, God's Fool 

Raissa Maritain, We Have Been Friends Together 

Jacques Maritain, Notebooks 

Jean Leclerq, Love of Learning and the Desire for God 

Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ways of the 

Spiritual Life 

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals 

in the United States (Simon and Schuster). This article 

originally appeared in the November 1997 issue of 

crisis Magazine. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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Cursing, Catholic Style 

Ted Gioia | Classic 

8/4/09 
ome years ago, during the seventh inning of a 

baseball game, umpire John Hirschbeck got 

carried away in a dispute with pitcher Hideki 

Irabu, the temperamental but promising New York 

"Yankee" from Japan. Two days later, the New York 

Times stirred up matters further, reporting that 

Hirschbeck had made an insulting comment about 

Irabu's nationality. 

Hirschbeck's defense was truly a sign of the times, 

as well as of the Times. "It did not happen," he 

explained. "'Japanese' was never said. I did cuss. That's 

part of the game. But I never said anything racially. On 

the lives of my family, that's the truth." 

The media debated the merits and veracity of this 

reply, but no one seemed struck by the odd congruity in 

implied. We have reached a point in our topsy-turvy 

worldview, when profanities of any sort aimed at God 

are "part of the game," while references to nationality -- 

or other pieties of the modern age -- have become the 

new blasphemy. Hirschbeck's final statement -- 

swearing on the lives of his family -- added a piquant 

touch to the whole proceeding. 

To be just, St. Augusting classified cursing among 

the slighter sins (although a number of biblical passages 

could be cited which imply a more severed judgment). 

Yet it is also among the most pathetic: Truly, it is a self-

inflicted wound. Instead of enhancing their prestige and 

authority, the "cussers" merely put on display their own 

debasement and lack of character. How much better to 

emulate Calvin Trillin's father who, according to one 

memoir, was a master of non-swearing curses. My 

favorite: "May you have an injury that is not covered by 

workmen's compensation." 

My generation is distinguished by a zest for full and 

equal rights in the area of swearing. Today, the umpires 

are as profane as the players, the rulemakers -- from 

the president on downward -- as debased as the ruled. 

Who can deny that women have risen to a new degree 

of prominence in this field, formerly dominated by 

men? The under-privileged in the inner city have also 

demanded their full and fair share of expletives, 

scrawling them on walls and buses, celebrating them in 

their music and literature. The word that so dismayed 

Holden Caulfield only a few years ago is now proclaimed 

enthusiastically, it seems, by all and sundry. 

I recall strolling into a CD store, only to be aurally 

assaulted by a rap record that spewed out more 

obscenities than a Dennis Rodman interview on fast 

forward. I often visited this store with my then-young 

son -- I made a note not to do so again -- but 

fortunately, on that occasion he was not with me. But 

other obliging rap fans have literally brought their 

offerings to our door, driving by with their music 

blasting loud enough to penetrate through walls. The 

radio stations are currently holding the thin blue talk 

line against broadcasting this nihilism in four-four time, 

but surely that is a passing aberration, to be corrected 

in time by Michael Eisner and other titans of the 

media. 

But the cussers are eventually constrained by the 

very popularity of their cussing. To their dismay, the 

four letter words begin to lose their strength and 

power to shock, once we have been deluged with 

them ad nauseum. As anyone who gives a tinker's 

damn can see, there is an undisputed need for new 

curse words. The old ones have all but lost their 

potency. Where is that benefactor, the towering 

progressive mind who will step forward and oblige us? 

  

With this pressing deficit in mind, I aim to present a 

solution to the clamoring masses, ever seeking new 

ways to cuss. I offer them nothing less than a new 

lexicon of the profane, varied, and different ways of 

cursing not known even to characters in a Quentin 

Tarantino movie. 
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My proposal is simple: I suggest that they revive 

some of the curses from antiquity. These are curses 

with a pedigree, with time-honored success. I especially 

enjoy the various Babylonian curses that are employed 

in the Epic of Gilgamesh. On Tablet VII (or what's left of 

it), Enkidu announces to the Harlot that "I will curse you 

with a great Curse." He proceeds to launch the 

Babylonian equivalent of the George Carlin seven-

words-you-can't-use-on-TV routine. 

May owls nest in the cracks of your walls.... 

May dregs of beer stain your beautiful lap.... 

May the builder not seal the roof of your house.... 

May a drunk soil your festal robe with vomit.... 

May you never acquire anything of bright 

alabaster.... 

Now, that is some serious cussing. Enkidu knows how to 

pile it on. It's a shame that the full text of this passage 

has been lost to posterity, but even in its fragmentary 

state it demands our respect in the pantheon of literary 

curses. As a beneficent gesture, I offer these extracts 

(from the translation of Maureen Gallery Kovacs), to 

any rap producer who wants to stand out from the 

pack. 

Shakespeare's plays, it is well known, offer a 

cornucopia of innovative curses, and feature two 

knights of the maledictory art in the persons of Sir John 

Falstaff and Sir Toby Belch. But an even better role 

model for contemporary cussers is Master Stephen, 

from Ben Jonson's Every Man in His Humor, who offers 

an impressive range of multicultural expletives, 

swearing by the "Pharaoh's foot," the "body of Caesar" 

and "St. George." Or for even greater variety, one is 

referred to the ancient Arabs, who swore by the 

almighty powers of the fig, or the Goths, whose oaths 

attested to the preeminence of thunder and lightning. 

Or those seeking a longer text are invited to borrow 

from the pages of curses included by Laurence Sterne in 

his windbag masterpiece Tristam Shandy. Sterne, a 

rabid anti-Catholic at the time of the novel's writing, 

describes with relish the elder Mr. Shandy's skill in 

tricking a Catholic into reciting a lengthy and detailed 

curse. To add to the verisimilitude of the event, Sterne 

includes the original Latin text of the curse, which 

takes up several pages. 

Maledictus sit in totis viribus corporis 

Maledictus sit intus et exterius 

Maledictus sit in capillis; maledictus sit in 

cerebro.... 

And on and on. 

Roughly translated, this passage curses the listener 

from the hairs on his head to the soles of his feet. With 

the addition of a drum machine and some samples 

from the right R&B song, this is a lyric that promises to 

stand out even when played alongside the most 

extreme gangsta rap records. And, after all, it is well 

known that rap artists are seeking to tap into the 

market for Latin music. 

 

Ted Gioia is a musician and author, and has published 

six non-fiction books, including, The History of Jazz. 

This article originally appeared in the March 1998 issue 

of crisis Magazine. 

http://www.amazon.com/History-Jazz-Ted-Gioia/dp/019512653X/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1249409013&sr=1-2
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The Face of Jesus  

Janine Langan | Classic 

8/6/09 
e know very little about Christian imaging 

before the fourth century. Persecutions 

and other upheavals have erased all but 

traces, making the tantalizing remnant all the more 

fascinating. Anyone searching for images of Christ is 

struck by an astonishing fact: There are hardly any 

direct representations of him. Those one finds are bare 

sketches, focused not on Christ himself, but on the 

miracle he is performing, or the wonder of the crowd 

watching. 

Catacomb paintings do not depict Christ personally, 

but the life he brings, and the joy of initiation into that 

life. They are about the miraculous transformation of 

hassled human beings into the "little fishes" who, 

plunged into the waters of baptism and feeding on the 

big fish in the eucharistic feast, become ready to 

participate in eternal peace. Like the Gospels and the 

liturgy, catacomb paintings tell the good news about 

Christ: God still saves (the Hebrew meaning of the name 

Jesus) as he did of old. More wondrous yet, God now 

saves, through wondrous signs, all who profess his 

name. 

For this reason, to walk through the catacombs is to 

experience a paradox: In total darkness, in the bowels 

of the earth, among thousands of graves, one need only 

enter a cubiculum to be suddenly transported into a 

paradisiac bower full of fruits, leaves, and feasting birds. 

Images of salvation echo across the domed roof and 

from wall to wall, alluding to the wonders God has 

wrought for those he has loved. Moses strikes the rock, 

providing refreshment for his thirsty people; Daniel is 

kept safe among the lions; Noah finds rest in the ark, as 

the dove returns; three children exult in the midst of 

the furnace's flames; and, most common of all, Jonah is 

spewed to shore by the whale, to "rest refreshed" 

under the bowery shade of his gourd. Had Christ not 

said: "I will give you no sign except the sign of Jonah"? 

All the catacomb paintings are signs that allude to a 

single experience: Christ's divine power bringing 

mankind from this world to the next, from sickness to 

health, from death to eternal life. We get glimpses of it 

in succinct allusions to the miracles described in the 

New Testament: the paralytic picking up his bed; the 

hemorrhaging woman healed; the resurrection of 

Lazarus. While such scenes sketch Christ in action, 

these events, like the Old Testament types, are 

themselves but signs of the real feat planned by God 

since time immemorial, and wrought by his Son: the 

salvation of all mankind. 

The pledge and proof of Christ's success, 

encountered already by Christians in the present life, is 

the eucharistic meal, foretaste of the eternal banquet. 

Often indistinguishable from one another as 

depictions, the Eucharist, Cana, the multiplication of 

the loaves, the last supper, and that heavenly banquet 

often fill the arcosolia -- half-moons above the 

sarcophagi -- which provide ideal spaces for focal 

scenes. Indeed, the sacraments of initiation are the key 

to the harmony of all the images scattered on the 

walls, which orchestrate the liturgical thanksgiving.  

This explains why the most common, the most 

central, and the most detailed image of Christ to be 

found in the catacombs is not a portrait, but a 

metaphor for the peace his presence brings: Christ's 

own image of the Good Shepherd. Variations on this 

theme abound, but in every case the catacomb 

shepherd carries a single lost animal on his shoulders, 

often not a lamb but a goat. The image stresses the 

universality of the grace offered, the depth of sin from 

which it saves, and the personal nature of that 

salvation. Around him wax paradisiac trees, as he holds 

back wolves, wild pigs, and donkeys that menace the 

fold. Often he carries a pail of milk, symbolizing the 

Eucharist as the Church's milk, the nourishing word 

given her, the body of Christ, the food of babes. As St. 

W 
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Peter says, "Desire the milk of the word, that you may 

grow by it to salvation." 

This faith in the triumph of the Resurrection allows 

the catacomb artists to use pagan myths in their 

depiction of Christ, for they, too, express the 

fundamental human thirst for a joy stronger than death. 

The salvation celebrated on the catacomb walls is what 

all humanity, since time immemorial, has been waiting 

for. History, the early fathers of the Church pointed out, 

is a universal preparation for Christ's coming. Hercules 

harrowing hell, Odysseus conquering the sirens' 

seduction, and, above all, the shepherd Orpheus are 

powerful types of Christ. St. Clement of Alexandria 

explains why:  

See the power of his new song: out of stones, it 

makes men; out of wild beasts, also men. Those 

who were dead, who had no part in real life, when 

they heard this song, came alive. This descendant of 

David, who lived before David, the Logos of God, 

left behind lyre and zyther, soulless instruments, to 

accord to himself, through the Spirit, the whole 

world, gathered up in man. He uses this as a many-

voiced instrument. What does he want with this 

instrument, the Word of God, the Lord, with his 

new song? He wants to open the eyes of the blind, 

the ears of the deaf. 

  

We may be shocked by the failure of early Christians to 

image the Christ they worshipped. Indeed, they do not 

attempt to depict the "Christ of history" which would 

fascinate the nineteenth century, nor do they attempt 

to sketch a relevant existential Christ, as model for 

modern man. Against attacks on this lack of 

representation, the Christian's answer is simple and 

unadorned: We ourselves are the best image we can 

propose. As Minucius Felix's Octavius argues with his 

pagan challenger: "Do you think that we wish to conceal 

the objects of our worship, because we have neither 

temples nor altars? By what image am I to represent 

God, since, rightly considered, man himself is the image 

of God?"  

And indeed, the most common of catacomb images 

is the orans, the praying figure. Arms raised in cruciform 

position, these are Christians in prayer, filled with the 

Spirit sent by Christ, exulting in their salvation. The 

author of the Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas puts it 

powerfully: God's power does not cease manifesting 

itself with the Old Testament. It is seen today better 

than ever, scattered on all mankind, as the ancient 

promise is fulfilled: "Your women and children will 

prophesy." Christ is visible in the martyrs, his witnesses, 

for their heroism does not manifest their own strength, 

but Christ in them. Felicitas says it all, as she answers 

her companions, worried that a woman who could not 

bear childbirth without screaming would break down 

under torture: "Then it will not be me, but Christ who 

will suffer." 

The "peace of the Church" brought by Constantine 

in the fourth century triggered a great flurry of 

experimentation with Christ imaging, sparking 

wonderful new expressions of his Incarnation. Perhaps 

the most moving image-and the image most forgotten 

today-is that of Christ as puer aeternus, eternal youth, 

conquering the aging world, as shown on the splendid 

sarcophagus of Junius Bassus. That wonderful 

adolescent, with his half-opened budding lips and curly 

hair, naively triumphant, is offering with both hands 

the new law of eternal life: young Christianity's 

affirmation that the good news is news indeed, and 

ever new. The image challenges us to remember that 

Christianity is a total revolution in history; that in 

Christ we are born again to eternal youth ourselves, no 

longer bound by the eternal cycles of fate that held the 

pagan world in an iron grip. Never will the grace, the 

charm of God's condescending to us in Christ find 

more perfect expression. Beyond any reflection of a 

cultural context, this image portrays the eternal youth 

of our God. 

The apse of San Pudenziana then proposes an 

image of Christ shaped by the Church's experience of 

power and official status, in a style that will become 

ever more common: the majestas Domini, or majesty 

of the Lord. Mature, monumental, noble, and grave, 

this Christ is a philosopher-king, enthroned at the 

http://www.religionfacts.com/jesus/images/christ-as-teacher-sarc-of-junius-bassus-rome-359-peter-paul.jpg
http://www.colosseumapts.com/Images/Photo/Tourism/Santa-Pudenziana-01.jpg
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heart of the cosmopolis, the real Eternal City, teaching 

the way to wisdom and happiness. His disciples 

surround him and listen: Those raised under the Jewish 

law are behind Peter, apostle to the Jews; those 

prepared for the Gospel by the pagan search for the 

good life are behind Paul, apostle to the gentiles. 

Christ's victory on the Cross is heralded to the corners 

of the earth by the four living ones, symbols of the 

Gospels. This philosopher-king is "bringing about the 

universal and catholic congregation of the human race," 

as St. Augustine put it. 

The majestic Lord, fixed at the center of the cosmos 

and proclaimed to the edge of existence, is an image 

from which modern man -- who relegates Christ to the 

private lives of various small, sectarian communities -- 

can learn much. But never again did Christians express, 

with the mysterious simplicity of the earliest Christian 

art, such youthful exultation in our salvation, in Christ 

who delivered us from death, in the loveliness and 

generosity of our God made man. 

 

Janine Langan was a professor of art history and the 

founder of the Christianity and Culture program at the 

University of Toronto. This article originally appeared 

in the January 1998 issue of crisis Magazine. 

 


