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The Risks of a 'Right' to Healthcare 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

8/10/09 

hrough the official statements of the USCCB, the 

Catholic bishops assert that health care is a 

"basic human right." Since the release of their 

1981 pastoral letter on health and health care, the 

bishops have consistently argued that the federal 

government is responsible for establishing "a 

comprehensive health care system that will ensure a 

basic level of health care for all Americans." 

Since millions are uninsured in the current system, 

they argue, it is necessary for the federal government to 

remedy this denial of the right to health care by 

ensuring "adequate funding for this basic level of care 

through a national health insurance program." 

The need for universal health care, guaranteed by 

the federal government, is so deeply felt among the 

bishops and other Catholic leaders that even the 

prospect of abortion funding has yet to evoke much of a 

public protest against the bills presently in the House 

and Senate. Apart from official letters from Justin 

Cardinal Rigali and Bishop William F. Murphy, 

Archbishop Timothy Dolan of New York is the only 

bishop who has spoken out strongly against the bills 

due to their abortion provisions.  

The presence of such funding alone should be 

sufficient to quell Catholic support for the legislation -- 

but so far, it hasn't. Perhaps more Catholics would 

question the necessity of the present suggestion for 

health care reform if they realized the central argument 

-- health care as a human right -- is muddled and, 

therefore, dangerous.  

To assert health care is a human right is the 

beginning, rather than the end, of the debate about 

whether universal health care insurance should be 

provided by the federal government. To say citizens 

have a right to a good -- in this case, medical care -- 

always necessitates our obligation to remove 

unreasonable obstacles to obtaining it, but it does not 

necessitate that the good in question be provided by the 

government.  

To assert the right to health care as the end of the 

argument leaps over both prudential reasoning and the 

Catholic principle of subsidiarity, which stipulates that a 

social problem should first be dealt with at a local level 

before being addressed at higher, governmental levels. 

Defenders of government-funded health care 

argue that subsidiarity now demands that the federal 

government provide what the present system of public 

and private coverage has not. Private insurance 

companies are labeled as "greedy," along with the 

employers who have cut back, or eliminated, health 

care benefits. The only way to secure the health care 

right, they say, is by handing it over to the federal 

government.  

  

For a moment, let's assume that the assertion of a 

right to health care is sufficient to establish the 

necessity of universal care funded by the federal 

government. Will this provide a solution to the 

problem of respecting the right to health care? On the 

contrary: If you give away for free unlimited amounts 

of a good thing, there will be such an insatiable 

demand that even the government will not have the 

resources to satisfy it.  

The rationing of health care services is inevitable. 

Since government-run health care cannot supply all 

citizens with the health care they desire, many will 

complain their right to health care is being denied. The 

government will respond by saying that it reserves the 

right to determine what a citizen's right to "basic" 

health care means, in terms of actual medical 

treatment.  

Under the proposed legislation, the federal 

government will be making the decision about when 

T 

http://www.faithfulreform.org/index.php/Theology-and-Policy/United-States-Conference-of-Catholic-Bishops.html
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=16778
http://www.acton.org/publications/randl/rl_article_200.php


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

3 

 

and where to deny individual requests for health care. 

The complaints formerly made about private insurance 

carriers will be directed by the federal bureaucracy. The 

problem will not be solved, merely relocated. 

Giving the responsibility for adjudicating the 

meaning of the health care right to the government 

poses obvious problems for Catholics, and should be a 

deal-breaker for the bishops. We can be sure its 

rationing will limit medical care for the elderly. We can 

also be sure it will include abortion and euthanasia 

counseling.  

Catholics will be handing the morally charged 

responsibility of medical treatment to political 

leadership whose operating assumptions about the 

human person are antithetical to Catholic social 

teaching. The political leadership in both the Congress 

and the White House has never been more pro-

abortion. That same leadership is now revealing its 

support for what they euphemistically call "end-of-life" 

counseling.  

Not only will the proposed legislation be unable to 

secure the health care right as asserted by the bishops, 

but it also will refract the notion of health care itself 

through a first principle that is exactly the opposite of 

the Catholic Church's: "The dignity of a person must be 

recognized in every human being from conception to 

natural death" (Dignitas Personae). 

There is no doubt that the deficiencies in the 

present health care system must be addressed. Most of 

all, those presently uninsured need to be folded into a 

new system of universal health coverage; but this must 

be done without eliminating their individual choice. The 

goal of universal coverage can be reached without 

handing our choices about medical care over to a 

federal government that does not understand the 

meaning of life and death. 

 

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://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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Where the Battle May Yet Be Fought 
Anthony Esolen | Column 

8/10/09

n a previous article, I suggested that the Church in 

Canada has capitulated to the fads and heresies of 

the day without a good fight. Let me fill in the 

details. 

In the province where we spend the summer, the 

Church long ago abandoned all of its grade schools, high 

schools, and hospitals. Read that sentence again, 

closely. I am sure it was done for financial reasons, but 

the result is the same whatever the cause: In the entire 

province, there is not a single Catholic hospital and not 

a single Catholic school. Instruction of children has been 

ceded entirely to the state.  

What that means, of course, anyone familiar with 

our public schools can tell. The children don't receive 

very good instruction in any academic subject. (Since 

this is Canada, they graduate from grade twelve 

ignorant of both English and French literature and 

grammar; this is called bilingualism.) Vocational training 

has been abandoned. Again, like the "community 

event" and like what Mass has come to be, school is 

dominated by the imaginations of older women for the 

purported benefit of small children; there are a lot of 

school programs on how to recycle, but none on how to 

wire a house or sink posts underwater to build a jetty. 

Sex education is what it is in America, a creepy attempt 

to corrupt the young, in case television, video games, 

and old-fashioned sin have not already done the trick. 

Not that the parents in most cases would mind; the out-

of-wedlock birth rate in Canada is approaching one in 

two. 

So there are no Catholic schools. What about 

Catholic colleges? Canada does boast one or two 

defiantly Catholic colleges, out west. Let us pray for ten 

more like them. Most of the Catholic colleges, like the 

one near where we spend the summer, have slid into 

secularism and unbelief. Not by design; the schools 

merely failed to hire faithful Christians, and one day the 

trustees awoke and groaned or cheered to find 

themselves secular.  

There are, however, a few small signs of hope. 

Church attendance is much poorer in Canada than in 

the United States, but Canadians have not the same 

allergic reaction to church-state relations that afflicts 

American secularists. That possibility of 

rapprochement between the state and the Church has 

allowed for a new Catholic Studies program at the local 

college, a victory won by compromise when the old 

theology department renamed itself Religious Studies 

and thereby declared its independence from the 

Church. There is also a fine Catholic Studies program at 

McGill University in Montreal; and St. Michael's 

College retains its affiliation with the University of 

Toronto. But in our province there is not a single 

seminary; the few young men who discern a calling to 

the priesthood must be sent to Ontario, more than a 

thousand miles away.  

All this means that there are no distinctly Catholic 

voices in higher education generally -- no Catholic 

intellectual strongholds, no imposing outposts of 

resistance or rebellion. Perhaps that is too strong. 

There's an excellent Canadian-English magazine, 

Challenge. There's an excellent group based in Ontario, 

with chapters here and there across the country, 

striving to uphold the civil rights of Catholics. A few 

Catholic bishops have spoken out against abortion and 

same-sex pseudogamy; Fred Henry of Calgary is the 

bravest of these. But they are few, as there are few, or 

hardly any, Catholic homeschoolers, and no Catholic 

broadcasting. It is a country whose broadcast 

regulators long refused to allow EWTN access to 

Canadian homes (Red China, I believe, still refuses). 

  

So we have, in one corner of the ring, the ogre of 

spiritually suicidal Canada, with its single-generation 

I 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6440&Itemid=48
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collapse in church attendance, from 70 to 17 percent 

weekly. All the schools from kindergarten to the 

doctoral dissertation; all the hospitals; all the ubiquitous 

social-service people; all the newspapers; all the 

broadcast media; all the public intellectuals; all the 

now-common assumptions among the ordinary people 

about the rightness of feminism and the normality of 

sodomitical relations; and all (or almost all) the 

chanceries and established Catholic groups. In the other 

corner, those Catholics who still understand that 

modernism, with its combination of personal sexual 

license and all-devouring state authority, is the mortal 

enemy not only of the Faith but even of the possibility 

of a thriving culture -- something other than what is fed 

to the masses by the mass media and mass 

entertainment and mass education.  

In one corner, people who snicker at the belief that 

Jesus is the Son of God, and the only Son of God, in 

Whose name alone we find salvation. In the other 

corner, people who still believe that Christianity is the 

true Faith and that no one comes to the Father but 

through Christ, but who have at their disposal no 

intellectual tradition to draw upon, and no serious 

training in the Faith. In one corner, we have one David 

Suzuki, popular and articulate exponent of 

environmentalism, probably the most recognizable face 

and voice in the Canadian media. He is an avowed 

atheist. In the other corner, nobody -- or your local 

director of religious education. 

I went once to speak to our local director -- a very 

kind middle-aged woman. The people from Steubenville 

were coming to our diocese (again, a small sign of hope 

in troubled Canada), and my daughter wanted to sign 

up for the gathering. The director had heard of EWTN, 

but not Franciscan University. That might not be so bad, 

but then we talked a little about what I did for a living. 

As I said, she was kind.  

I said that I had translated Dante. Said she, "I've 

never heard of him." 

Wishing to jog her memory and give her a way out, I 

said that he wrote a poem called The Divine Comedy, 

about traveling to hell and purgatory and heaven. 

"Sorry," she smiled. "I've never heard of that, 

either."  

  

We in America enjoy a few advantages that my 

Canadian friends do not. We still have a system of 

Catholic schools, and many of these have come to 

understand that they will not survive, nor will they 

deserve to survive, unless they frankly espouse the 

Faith and take up arms against the brutish folly of 

modern education. We still have some Catholic 

colleges and universities -- about one-fifth or one-sixth 

of those that say they are "in the Catholic tradition," or 

some other such nonsense, by which is meant that a 

priest crosses the quadrangle once a month, and that 

the Faith, when it is engaged at all, is the object of 

scorn and spite. Even at schools that have long ceased 

to be Catholic -- Saint Louis University, for instance, 

whose administrators sued the government, claiming 

that it was not a Catholic school, and winning their 

case -- there are some Catholic intellectuals of high 

profile.  

We have a Catholic network, EWTN, and wide-

reaching broadcasting (Catholic Answers Live), and 

Catholic magazines, and a vibrant cadre of Catholic 

Web sites, including InsideCatholic. We have at least a 

few dioceses that are well run, and a growing number 

of young people attracted to the sacral in language, 

gesture, clothing, music, and art. We even have 

intellectuals and homeschoolers and bloggers and 

ordinary Catholics reading Pope Leo XIII and 

understanding that if you are talking about Catholic 

social doctrine and you are not talking about the family 

(that is, about father and mother and children), then 

you are not talking about Catholic social doctrine. 

What we don't have yet is a Joshua or a Judah the 

Hammer, or a Paul with the sword of God's word, or an 

Athanasius leading the orthodox into battle, when the 

world awoke and found itself Arian. In Canada, no 

battle was fought, and the fields are empty; not 

littered with martyrs, not littered with anything at all. 

In America, the battle can yet be fought. The bishops 
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have no stomach for it. But if we would avoid the fate of 

our neighbors, fight we must. 

 

Anthony Esolen is a professor of English at Providence 

College and a senior editor for Touchstone magazine. 

His latest book is The Politically Incorrect Guide to 

Western Civilization (Regnery). 

 

 

 

 

http://www.touchstonemag.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980591/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980591/insidecatcom-20
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Introduction to the Perfect Prayer 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

8/11/09

ev. Simon Tugwell notes that the very first thing 

we should know about prayer, according to St. 

Paul, is that we do not know how to do it. Paul 

makes this fact clear when he tells the Romans that 

the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not 

know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit 

himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for 

words. And he who searches the hearts of men 

knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the 

Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will 

of God (Rom 8:26-27). 

Because we don't know what we are doing when we 

pray, God sends us help. The principal help he gives is 

the Spirit who, if you will, prays through us and in union 

with us. That doesn't mean we are empty vessels and 

that every prayer that pops into our head is an oracular 

utterance of the Very Mind of God. It means that God 

the Holy Spirit guides and helps us to pray more and 

more like Christ in the power of His Sonship. And that, 

in turn, directs us back to the fact that Christ is our 

teacher in the school of prayer, especially in and 

through His inspired word in Scripture. With His 

disciples, we say, "Lord, teach us to pray!" and He does, 

especially in the Sermon on the Mount. 

When we turn to Christ's teaching on prayer we 

discover something odd: One of the many curiosities of 

the Christian tradition is that when Jesus undertakes to 

teach about prayer He begins by waving us all away 

from meaningless repetitive prayer: 

And in praying do not heap up empty phrases as the 

Gentiles do; for they think that they will be heard 

for their many words (Mt 6:7). 

. . . and in the next breath gives us a prayer that He 

obviously expects us to repeat -- a prayer we have 

indeed repeated for 2,000 years: the "Our Father." Is 

this a contradiction? 

No. For Jesus is warning against meaningless 

repetition, not meaningful repetition. He has in view a 

sort of magical notion of prayer in which we can 

somehow gain power over the Unseen by mere 

repetition, or by getting just the right magic words so 

that God has to knuckle under to our will, like a djinn. 

There's something at once childlike, superstitious, and 

savage in such a picture of prayer, but you'd be 

surprised how easy it is to fall into. It reduces God to 

something more like a capricious sprite who spends 

His days scrutinizing trivialities ("Was that ten 'Hail 

Marys' you said this decade or only nine? Denied!"), 

rather than a God who is Father and filled with love for 

His children.  

Curiously, it is children who are most likely to fall 

into this way of praying, because they are the ones 

who really want what Evelyn Waugh referred to as 

"little systems of order." It is the same spirit that half-

believes that if we step on a crack we'll break our 

mother's back that constructs superstitious prayer 

practices that promise us "discipline" and instead 

deliver captivity to scruples and a vision of God as a 

kind of cosmic vending machine demanding correct 

change. 

Against all such temptations to reduce God to a 

sort of faceless inscrutability awaiting the correct 

magic spell to subdue His power to our will, Jesus 

drives us in exactly the opposite direction: toward 

personal relationship. He wants childlike disciples, not 

childish ones. He makes this plain when He tells us to 

avoid the ways of the pagans, "for your Father knows 

what you need before you ask him" (Mt 6:8). 

That's an odd thing to say if you think like a Greek 

logician. After all, if the Ground of Being knows what 

you need before you ask Him, then why ask? But Jesus' 

logic was different. For Jesus, it is precisely because 

God knows us already that you can tell Him anything. 

In short, it's all about a personal relationship for Jesus. 

R 
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Prayer is not addressed to a God who has faded into a 

faceless inscrutable Power. It is addressed to a 

thunderbolt who has revealed to us a Father's face. 

That is why the prayer begins "Our Father," and not "In 

the Name of Allah, Master of the Universe." Jesus' 

whole counsel on prayer can be summed in the words, 

"When you pray, say, 'Father!'" When He gives His 

disciples the model prayer, this is where He begins. 

And therefore, so will we in the coming weeks as 

we look at this most personal and intimate of prayers in 

order to understand better how to pray in the Spirit of 

the Son of God. Stay tuned! 

 

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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Liberality vs. 'Reality' 
John Zmirak | Column 

8/12/09

his virtue business is a puzzler. If picking up the 

tab for a raging alcoholic, or keeping one's 

gambling-addict grandma in bingo cards, doesn't 

add up to Liberality, what does? Isn't the New 

Testament full of admonitions like "Give till it hurts," 

and "It's 10 p.m. Do you know where your children 

are?"  

It's true that the Gospels include injunctions to give 

away your cloak, walk the extra mile, and sell all you 

have so you can give it to the poor. I used to deal with 

such baffling dicta in the Scriptures by gritting my teeth 

and reading past them quickly, till the next really 

interesting miracle. I mean, are we actually meant to 

turn ourselves into "eunuchs" for the Kingdom of God 

(Mt 19:12)? Even if we're talking about the clergy, that 

passage fairly screams out for a reassuring footnote 

from the editor (i.e., the Church). It's one I'd skip 

altogether if I were a biblical literalist . . . like the 

eggless theologian Origen, bless his heart!  

Then I came to think that Jesus purposely spoke in 

parables with potentially fatal side-effects just to force 

His followers to organize a hierarchical Church, with a 

sturdy Magisterium to explain away the crazier 

implications of His words -- like T. S. Eliot, who I think 

wrote obscure stuff just to keep us English professors 

employed. (Thanks, Tom!)  

I mean, someone who misread Christ's advice about 

turning the other cheek, becoming a eunuch, and 

getting himself born again, then combined it with Paul's 

statements on serpents, could end up a pacifist 

snakehandler in diapers singing soprano. Which is one 

more reason why I'm glad that I'm a Catholic.  

  

Getting back to Liberality, think of the passage where 

Jesus told the young man who sought perfection that he 

should sell everything he had, give it away, and follow 

Him. As the wise theologian Rev. Gilbert Graham, O.P., 

once explained, Jesus could read human hearts. He 

knew the spiritual problems of each person he 

encountered -- and answered them accordingly. So 

when Jesus met the woman at the well, who was 

something of a tramp, he called her on the carpet. He 

explained to her the real reason why she was so 

insatiable, and offered her "living water" instead.  

The well-meaning, pious Jew who accosted Christ 

and explained in detail all his virtues was actually 

eaten up with guilt; he knew that he was holding 

something back, which is why he kept pestering Christ 

about what he needed to be "perfect." So Jesus 

willingly handed him one of the "counsels of 

perfection," which Church fathers later catalogued as 

Poverty, Chastity, and Obedience.  

These three sacrifices of pretty much everything 

that makes earthly life worth living quickly formed the 

vows of monks and nuns -- who, by living them out, 

serve as prophetic signs of Faith in the afterlife. (I 

mean, why else would anybody bother?) But does that 

mean these goals are for everyone, or even that it 

would be better if they were? Does the Church really 

wish that everyone were called to Poverty, for 

instance? Was Chairman Mao's China, where everyone 

dressed identically, ate 600 calories a day, and bicycled 

through the rice paddies, a model of Catholic society? 

(Sometimes, from reading bishops' pastoral babblings 

on the economy, you might be forgiven for thinking 

so.)  

Likewise, the Church doesn't secretly wish that 

everyone were called to monastic Chastity, so that the 

human race could vanish in the course of 70 years; she 

leaves such fantasies to radical ecologists.  

Nor does the Church yearn to impose on the laity 

the Obedience proper to monasteries -- which, if 

T 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6604&Itemid=121&ed=1
http://www.religionfacts.com/christianity/people/origen.htm
http://www.dallasnews.com/sharedcontent/dws/news/localnews/stories/DN-grahamob_25met.ART.State.Edition1.38dff97.html
http://www.churchofeuthanasia.org/
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imposed universally, would yield a totalitarian state. 

(Lay Catholic movements, call your office.) 

Instead, within the broad parameters of the Natural 

Law and the gospel's call to charity, we each are meant 

to discern our vocation as individuals, within our state 

of life and our particular station in life, to cultivate 

Liberality. As Pope Leo XIII wrote in Rerum Novarum:  

True, no one is commanded to distribute to others 

that which is required for his own needs and those 

of his household; nor even to give away what is 

reasonably required to keep up becomingly his 

condition in life, 'for no one ought to live other than 

becomingly.' But, when what necessity demands 

has been supplied, and one's standing fairly taken 

thought for, it becomes a duty to give to the 

indigent out of what remains over (emphasis 

added). 

This means that some who are born fabulously wealthy, 

like St. Katherine Drexel, may well be called to sacrifice 

everything to the service of the weakest and most 

neglected -- in her day, blacks and Indians. In our 

America, that dubious distinction belongs to the 

unborn, so one might say the Sisters of Life are the 

order living out Mother Drexel's charism.  

But not every calling is so dramatic or (in its own 

way) glamorous. For most of us, Liberality means 

consistently, day in and out, doing just a little bit more 

than the minimum -- working a little harder on an 

article, grating fresh cheese into the soufflé instead of 

shaking it from a can, putting flowers on the table, 

wearing makeup for one's husband, spending extra time 

on the yard work or the exercise bike to please one's 

wife . . . It's humdrum stuff that's typically the hardest 

to do consistently, but these small sacrifices of self -- 

usually done not for strangers but family members, 

colleagues, or customers -- make the difference 

between a society of civic virtue, trust, and excellence . . 

. and the shabby, dreary, litigious nest of snakes we call 

"the real world."  

It isn't real. In fact, it's less real, because it partakes 

less in the Good than a faithful monastery, a healthy 

Christian family, or a conscientious business. Religious 

orders that abandon their charisms are hardly more 

than phantasms -- which is why few young folk are 

bothering to join them. In the same way, marriages 

entered into frivolously are annulled fairly routinely, 

and businesses built on hype and empty promises get 

bailed out for billions by the taxpayer -- then go right 

on dispensing bonuses. That's the "real world," my 

friends -- an enormous, faintly obscene Thanksgiving 

Day balloon filled with methane. And here comes 

Jesus, with a blowtorch.  

 

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://www.takimag.com/site/article/highballs_and_high_society/
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/11/us/11nun.html?_r=1&ref=us
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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1942: The Start of a Very Long Summer 

Rev. George W. Rutler | Column 

8/12/09

s I begin to rummage through the files I have 

from 1942, I notice a pastoral letter of Msgr. 

Sigismund Waitz, prince archbishop of Salzburg, 

read in all his churches on October 19, 1941, but only 

published in London in July 1942. Archbishop Waitz, 

along with other prominent Austrian clerics such as the 

Jesuit Rev. George Bichimair, had been typical of 

attitudes toward the Jews as "an alien people" who 

were frustrating attempts at political concordats after 

World War I. He did not share the amiability that made 

Theodor Cardinal Innitzer a protector and advocate of 

Christ's "brothers in Judaism." But even the cardinal 

was strongly reprimanded by Pope Pius XI and Eugenio 

Cardinal Pacelli for naively welcoming the Anschluss. 

After Cardinal Innitzer's episcopal palace was 

ransacked by Hitler Youth in 1939, Archbishop Waitz's 

own residence was attacked by a Nazi mob shouting for 

him to be sent to Dachau. His letter, read from the 

pulpits, said: 

When I was anointed as a Bishop, the Gospel was 

placed on my shoulders as God's burden so that I 

should see that it was preached. We Catholics often 

have to give way nowadays to outside force. Where 

earthly matters are concerned we can be patient 

and silent. Where it concerns our belief, however, 

there must be no yielding; we must stand firm or 

die. 

Eleven days later, Archbishop Waitz was dead. 

In June of 1942, Msgr. Paul Yu Pin, exiled bishop of 

Nanking and future cardinal, offered Mass for the Allied 

cause in Chungking, the Chinese provisional capital: "A 

prayer day is like the stone for David's sling, a simple, 

foolish, and even scorned way according to many, but 

which is the most efficacious means of attaining a quick 

victory and a just and lasting peace." 

In France, the Protestant newspaper Feuille in the 

French unoccupied zone called for Catholic and 

Protestant unity: 

The militant Catholics in our country have taken a 

place which is important and, we do not fear to say, 

preponderant, at the head of the movement of 

resistance in which, very often, they have taken 

the initiative, and of which they remain the 

inspiration. . . . The Catholics have not feared to 

affirm themselves in the sphere of positive action, 

and, in spite of their repugnance, it is they who 

most often are the soul of the secret associations 

of resistance, and who publish anti-collaborationist 

papers. 

The Italian-occupied zone in France was a refuge for 

Jews fleeing the Vichy government. But ethnic tensions 

rattled the cobbled armistice between the Italians and 

the French. Italian newspapers scorned the bishop of 

Nice, Msgr. Paul Rémond, as an "Italiophobe" for 

exhorting the Italian boys in his jurisdiction to grow up 

into "good Frenchman" and for expressing a wish to be 

called "Sa Grandeur" instead of "Son Excellence," since 

the latter "is a title given in Italy to rogues and 

cabmen." 

The London Tablet frowned upon the Lord Mayor 

of Blitz-weary Birmingham for organizing lively 

summer church services in public parks instead of 

"mumbled services in cold churches." The editorial 

comment was equally cold: "The view that worship 

must have an entertainment value has seldom been so 

frankly expressed. But American experience has not 

encouraged those Ministers who have shown a film 

instead of preaching a sermon. It is the 'reductio ad 

absurdam' of the foolish and fashionable catering for 

the modern mind." 

A correspondent in Lisbon sends word of the grand 

Jesuit Rev. C. C. Martindale, a prisoner of war in 
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Denmark for six years: "He sounded much better when 

he wrote, having had the Last Sacraments about Passion 

Sunday, and settling down to real angina pectoris . . . . 

The cold is, I gather, his chief horror . . . . The letter is 

just like one of his old vivid ones, typed, and of 

immense length." Father Martindale would go on 

converting souls with wit and stiff upper lip until his 

death in 1963. 

The newspaper of Poles exiled in London, 

Widdomosir Polskie, prints a prediction -- nay, prophecy 

-- of the statesman Count Włodzimierz Dzieduszycki of 

Lwow written in 1890: 

As anything is possible, it may happen that the King 

of Prussia and the Prussian Junkers will put 

themselves at the head of a social movement and 

on its basis establish a new political order. Or, from 

among the workers there may emerge a dictator 

who will achieve this after the downfall of the now 

reigning dynasties. The voice of pessimism will then 

be hushed for a while and history will witness a final 

and terrible attempt to realize the German ideal on 

a new, democratic, foundation. The might of 

Germany will reach its apogee, individual liberty will 

shrink in all fields, labour will be intensified, 

happiness will disappear, and pessimism, returning 

with a smile of triumph, will proceed to carry out 

the suicide of a great nation. 

 

The Rev. George W. Rutler is the pastor of the Church 

of our Saviour in New York City. His latest book, A Crisis 

of Saints: The Call to Heroic Faith in an Unheroic 

World, 2nd edition, is available from the Crossroad 

Publishing Company. 

http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824525256/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824525256/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824525256/insidecatcom-20
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Why Are the Bishops Forcing the Issue of Healthcare? 

Deal W. Hudson | Column 

8/13/09
f ever there were a time when Catholics should not 

trust the United States government, it is now. The 

president, his administration, and the congressional 

leadership are removing all the abortion restrictions put 

in place since Roe v. Wade. And yet, the bishops are 

backing a proposal to give the federal government 

complete control over the healthcare of every American 

citizen.  

Abortion is not the only reason Catholics should 

have deep misgivings about giving the government even 

more control over their lives. The healthcare bill itself 

provides evidence of how "reform" will extend that 

control in ways contrary to the basic tenets of faith.  

In addition to abortion coverage, which the bishops 

have publicly opposed, there is the "end-of-life" 

coverage, a nice euphemism for potential euthanasia 

counseling, and the voluntary "Home Visitation 

Programs for Families with Young Children and Families 

Expecting Children" in section 440. 

This federal program is another version of the 

Education Begins at Home Act, which was introduced in 

2008 and 2009 by Rep. Danny Davis (D-IL) and Sen. Kit 

Bond (R-MO). It provides "parents with knowledge of 

age-appropriate child development in cognitive, 

language, social, emotional, and motor domains... 

modeling, consulting, and coaching on parenting 

practices; [and] skills to interact with their child...."  

The idea of encouraging government to teach us 

"parenting skills" is abhorrent. The Church emphasizes 

the primacy of parents in raising their children. In 

Familiaris Consortio, Pope John Paul II wrote:  

The right and duty of parents to give education is 

essential, since it is connected with the transmission of 

human life.... It is irreplaceable and inalienable, and 

therefore incapable of being entirely delegated to 

others or usurped by others....  

Anyone who thinks programs like home visitation 

are benign should note what Phyllis Schlafly points out: 

One of the stated purposes of home visitation is 

"increasing birth intervals between pregnancies," which 

"reminds us of China's policies to reduce childbirth by 

married couples." It also addresses "child abuse, 

neglect, and injury," thus "giving more authority to the 

already too powerful Child Protective Services."  

  

The healthcare takeover is the perfect vehicle for 

extending government control of the lives of 

individuals and families. It took the healthcare debate 

to wake people up. Only then did the public react to 

the sudden surge in government control that began 

with the takeover of many banks.  

The boisterous town hall meetings around the 

country are not only about healthcare per se; they are 

a resurgence of the long-held American fear of 

governmental power and control. This fear is integral 

to Catholic social teaching as well, and articulated by 

its core principle of subsidiarity. In Centesimus Annus, 

John Paul II argued that the government assistance 

state"leads to a loss of human energies and an 

inordinate increase of public agencies which are 

dominated more by bureaucratic ways of thinking than 

by concern for serving their clients and which are 

accompanied by an enormous increase in spending." 

It appears that members of Congress are now 

listening to these protesting voices, but are the 

Catholic bishops? As a friend wrote to me, "The good 

bishops have also ignored the mounting discontent in 

the streets with Catholic hierarchy pushing this most 

unpopular federal takeover of healthcare." There is 

increasing evidence on the Internet and in the media 

that Catholics are feeling the same sense of frustration 

and anger we are witnessing at the town hall events.  

I 

http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2009/08/06/end-life-counseling-intensifies-health-reform-debate/
http://blog.heritage.org/2009/07/17/stealth-agenda-in-health-care-bill-early-childhood-home-visitation/
http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bill.xpd?bill=h110-2343
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_19811122_familiaris-consortio_en.html
http://www.eagleforum.org/column/2009/july09/09-07-31.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/02/23/AR2009022300958.html
http://www.acton.org/publications/randl/rl_article_200.php
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Many Catholics are asking, "Why are the Catholic 

bishops trying to force this issue?"  

 

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://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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'Where the Truth Lies' 
Thomas Hibbs | Column 

8/14/09

he tagline for the critically acclaimed AMC series 

Mad Men, which recently received 16 Emmy 

nominations and whose third season premieres 

on Sunday, is "Where the Truth Lies." Set in the early 

1960s, the series entwines the world of advertising, 

with its manipulation of images to evoke a sense of 

accomplishment and happiness, with ordinary citizens' 

conception of the modern American dream. The 

simultaneously alluring and deceptive role of images in 

a consumerist society, evident in the show's paradoxical 

tagline, illustrates some of the concerns central to Pope 

Benedict XVI's latest encyclical, Caritas in Veritate.  

Beyond specific economic issues, about which there 

has been much media commentary, Benedict's chief 

concern is the severing of charity from truth, the 

consequence of which is devastating: 

Love becomes an empty shell, to be filled in an 

arbitrary way. In a culture without truth, this is the fatal 

risk facing love. It falls prey to contingent subjective 

emotions and opinions, the word "love" is abused and 

distorted, to the point where it comes to mean the 

opposite.  

Mad Men perfectly illustrates the way in which 

human affection in a consumer society falls prey to the 

manipulation of images.  

The series focuses on Don Draper (Jon Hamm), a 

successful and handsome executive at the Madison 

Avenue advertising company Sterling Cooper. But 

Draper's very identity is fraudulent -- the most dramatic 

example of constructed images in the series. During the 

first season, clues are planted to indicate that Draper is 

not who he says he is, including an encounter with a 

man who claims to be his brother. Initially dismissive, 

Draper eventually admits his true identity and tries to 

bribe the man never to contact him again. Having 

escaped from the past, Draper cannot look back; he is, 

as he says, living his life "in one direction" -- forward, 

not backward.  

This is the aspiration and the dilemma of what 

Benedict calls the "Promethean presumption," the claim 

of the individual to be radically "responsible for 

producing what he becomes." There is for Draper 

nothing that is simply given, no past that he can allow 

to inform his present character. Benedict's observation 

is apt: "Gratuitousness is present in our lives in many 

different forms, which often go unrecognized because 

of a purely consumerist and utilitarian view of life . . . . 

Sometimes modern man is wrongly convinced that he 

is the sole author of himself, his life and society."  

Critics of the series see it as a straightforward 

celebration, a romantic affirmation, of a lost 

patriarchal society in which masters of the universe 

had the freedom to achieve and enjoy greatness in a 

free economy. But that interpretation does not 

penetrate beneath the elegant and attractive surface 

of the drama -- an image for unreflective viewers. 

Lacking a formation in love, Draper is, despite his 

smooth exterior and cool demeanour, a tragic and 

truncated soul, isolated from others and longing for he 

knows not what. Mad Men is sophisticated art 

precisely because it illustrates both the attraction of 

such a life and its essential emptiness, the way in 

which, as Benedict mildly puts it, "a person's 

development is compromised."  

  

On Mad Men, love recedes because it lacks what 

Benedict refers to as a "foundation"; no longer 

grounded in truth, but rather connected to an ever-

shifting set of illusions, charity itself vanishes. It 

demonstrates the obstacles to genuine friendship in a 

consumer society -- not just between man and woman, 

husband and wife, but even between free and 

allegedly equal men. One of the problems with living 
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life in one direction, with no regard for the past, is that 

everything and everyone rapidly becomes disposable.  

Draper, for instance, is a trusted member of his 

company, with a position of high authority. Roger 

Sterling (John Slattery), one of the company's senior 

partners, has cultivated and supported Draper, who 

regards the older man with some degree of affection. 

But whatever friendship that exists between the two 

men is jeopardized by a dinner at the Drapers' home in 

which Don suspects, rightly, that Sterling has made a 

pass at his wife. Draper cannot help but see his future 

self in the declining Sterling, whose chasing of younger 

women Draper finds distasteful. Meanwhile, Draper 

views the younger members of the advertising team, 

particularly Peter Campbell (Vincent Kartheiser), as 

potential threats to him -- and with good reason.  

Draper is a complex character, exhibiting 

vulnerability and longing for family and love in one 

moment and capable of coldly facing the abyss of 

meaninglessness in the next. In one of the show's 

funniest episodes, Draper shows up the beatnik 

rebellion as superficial when attending a party with a 

group of artists. When one of the beatniks self-

righteously rails against Draper as an instrument of a 

system that perpetrates the "big lie," Don calmly 

responds, "There is no big lie and there is no system. 

The universe is indifferent." Frightened at his blunt 

comment, one of the others complains, "Man, why did 

you have to say that?"  

Draper embodies what Benedict calls "man's basic 

and tragic tendency to close in on himself, thinking 

himself to be self-sufficient or merely an insignificant 

and ephemeral fact, a 'stranger' in a random universe." 

As Draper frankly and darkly states in another scene, 

"We live and die alone." 

  

Perhaps the greatest artistic achievement of the series 

is its convincing portrait of Draper's complex humanity; 

in this, it is a far better depiction of soul-starved 

consumerism in the early 1960s than that found in, say, 

Sam Mendes's recent film Revolutionary Road. Having 

invited viewers to see the vacancy beneath the surface 

appeal, Mad Men points up the residual humanity of 

Draper, his sense of entrapment, and his longing for 

escape.  

For all of his efforts to live in one direction, Draper 

cannot entirely suppress his past. It is this very 

complexity that both haunts him and makes him such a 

superb salesman. He grasps that people want not just 

novelty and freedom but also the idea of returning, of 

recovering the past. In one episode, he pitches a 

campaign for Kodak's new slide projector, which Kodak 

has dubbed "the Wheel." Deploying the projector, 

Draper darkens the room and projects a series of 

images of happy families, including his own. He 

narrates: 

This is not a space ship, it's a time machine. It goes 

backwards and forwards, and it takes us to a place 

where we ache to go again. It's not called "the 

Wheel." It's called "the Carousel." It lets us travel 

around and around and back home again. 

The pitch not only persuades the executives from 

Kodak but leaves his hardened Sterling Cooper 

colleagues teary-eyed as well. But such an approach to 

the past is not to be confused with tradition -- the 

living memory of the dead, the treasuring of ancient 

ideals, and the cultivation of gratitude for what 

previous generations have bestowed upon us. Instead, 

it is mere nostalgia, a vague aspiration to return to 

what once was, or at least to an image we now have of 

what once was.  

Such banal sentimentality is a powerful advertising 

tool. As Benedict explains, "Without truth, without 

trust and love for what is true, there is no social 

conscience and responsibility"; without some larger 

context within which human relations can be 

understood, love reduces either to "private interests 

and the logic of power" or an "emotionalism that 

deprives it of relational and social content." 

Indicating that our human nature can never fully 

be eradicated, Draper is not entirely content with his 

fictional life, and yet he is habituated to a concept of 
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happiness that is self-constructed. In the scene in which 

Draper is finally able to come clean about his past to 

another person, it is significant that the person to 

whom he confesses is a newly cultivated lover. Having 

made the confession, his impulse is not to reconcile 

with his past, but rather to escape again into yet 

another newly constructed future. He invites his lover 

to drop everything and move away with him. He tells 

her, "Let's start over, like Adam and Eve."  

That's a rich line. Such a fictional notion of self-

creation, of starting from scratch, supplies an illusory 

sense of transcendence of past and present. As 

Benedict observes, without a natural or social order 

reflecting a higher law, progress, for either humanity or 

the individual, becomes meaningless. The "social 

question," as Benedict perceptively puts it, has become 

a radically "anthropological question." At its best, Mad 

Men provokes that question as it illustrates the illusion 

of choice, novelty, and control in a radically consumerist 

world. 

 

Thomas Hibbs is dean of the Honors College at Baylor 

University and author of Arts of Darkness. 

http://www.amazon.com/Arts-Darkness-American-Quest-Redemption/dp/1890626716/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1250218232&sr=8-1
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Backward Thinking Moves Me Forward 
Danielle Bean | Column 

8/14/09

 am such a Neanderthal.  

Case in point: One recent day, I was furiously 

scrubbing the bathtub when my husband Dan 

peeked into the bathroom doorway.  

"Hey, as long as you're doing that," he said, "The 

toilet in there is looking . . . um . . . really, really gross." 

Yes, thank you. I knew that. We have hard water, 

you see. And as anyone who has hard water knows, 

mineral deposits regularly do make the insides of sinks, 

bathtubs, and toilets look . . . well, really, really gross.  

"It's next on my list," I told my husband.  

Then, as he turned to walk away, I called after him, 

"You know, it wouldn't kill you to scrub a toilet now and 

then!"  

"It might," he smiled. 

I had registered my "complaint" as a joke, actually, 

because I figured it was the kind of protest a bathtub-

scrubbing wife is supposed to make when her husband 

reminds her not to forget the toilet, too. The truth be 

told, though, my husband never does scrub the toilets. 

And, though I know this is "backward" thinking, I am 

okay with that.  

An Oxford professor recently published a study in 

which she ranked husbands around the world, from 

best to worst. Australian men ranked rather poorly, 

while men from Sweden and Norway scored high marks 

for desirability as life mates. Her criteria? The 

percentage of household tasks the men performed on a 

regular basis. 

This is where my inner Neanderthal shows, I 

suppose, because I don't rate my husband's desirability 

according to whether or not he vacuums or does the 

laundry. And good thing, too, because he does neither 

of those. 

Well, okay, he did run a vacuum recently -- it was a 

shop vac he used while sanding and refinishing our 

wood floors. Which brings me to my point: What about 

more traditionally "male" tasks? Do these not earn 

husbands any credit?  

Dan built our house; I think I hammered a nail 

once. He works at a job outside the home; his income 

affords me the luxury of working on my own time from 

home. He hauls our trash to the dump; I don't "do" 

garbage. He maintains our cars and mows the lawn; I 

revel in the fact that my household responsibilities end 

when I step outside my front door. Dan also paints, 

hangs drywall, fixes leaks, keeps a fire burning in the 

wood stove all winter long, and is always, without fail, 

the grown up who gets up to investigate frightening 

noises in the middle of the night. 

I wonder if my stubborn refusal to do what I 

consider "men's" work would earn me low marks in 

wifely desirability on any Oxford professor's scale. 

Those who bristle at the mention of "men's" work 

or "womens" work, rest assured: I know I am supposed 

to feel oppressed by my marriage's traditional division 

of labor. I was raised in the 1970s and 1980s on a 

steady diet of angry feminist propaganda -- not from 

my parents, but from a culture steeped in the idea that 

cooking and laundry are oppressive to women. The 

world has already done its best to teach me that I 

should fear "losing myself" as I embrace the daily 

duties required in running a modern household. 

But my experience contradicts those expectations. 

While I don't pretend to know what arrangement 

works best for all marriages, I do refuse to apologize 

for embracing the traditional split of household tasks 

that absolutely does work in mine.  

In my experience, happiness in marriage lies not in 

snookering your spouse into doing his or her "fair 

I 

http://www.thelocal.se/21098/20090804/
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share" of the housework, but in relentlessly training and 

re-training our own selfish selves to give more and 

count less.  

I have not always been such a Neanderthal in my 

approach to housework, but I never felt so free as the 

day I decided I would not demand any household help 

from my husband. If and when my husband helps with 

"my" work, I consider it a favor, never a requirement. 

This attitude alone frees me from an awful lot of 

obligatory list-making, chore-counting, and belly-aching. 

One recent evening, my husband sat at the kitchen 

table paying the bills -- yet another job I never have to 

do -- while I stood at the sink nearby and washed the 

dinner dishes. 

I gazed into a sink full of bubbles and thought: I 

don't fear losing myself in these tiny tasks that make up 

my days here in this home, in this marriage. This is 

where I am free to be the me God intends. This is where 

I am found. 

 

Danielle Bean, a mother of eight, is senior editor of Faith 

& Family magazine and author of My Cup of Tea: 

Musings of a Catholic Mom (Pauline 2005) and Mom to 

Mom, Day to Day: Advice and Support for Catholic 

Living (Pauline 2007). Visit her blog at 

www.daniellebean.com or follow her on Twitter. 

http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.daniellebean.com/
http://twitter.com/DanielleBean
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Who Burned the Witches?  
Sandra Miesel | Classic 

8/8/09 

ince the Enlightenment, rationalists have liked to 

cite witch burning as a prime example of 

medieval ignorance and religious (usually 

Catholic) bigotry run amok. (Leftists today still 

denounce it as a cynical plot by the strong against the 

weak.) Writing history that way was simple: Historians 

catalogued horrors, disparaged religion (or at least 

someone else's religion), and celebrated the triumph of 

science and liberal government. The history of 

witchcraft seemed a settled issue in 1969 when Hugh 

Trevor-Roper published his classic essay, "The European 

Witch-Craze of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 

Centuries." 

But a clamor of new voices has since reopened the 

controversy. Members of the growing neopagan revival 

-- 200,000 strong in America today -- claim witches 

burned during the great witch-hunt as their martyred 

forebears. In 2000, a consortium of pagan leaders 

demanded a special apology from Pope John Paul II on 

the Jubilee Day of Pardon. They mourned a "pagan 

Holocaust" of nine million secret nature-worshippers 

exterminated by Christians 500 years ago under the 

Inquisition. 

Sixty years ago, one of the neopagan movement's 

founders, Gerald Gardner, coined the term "the Burning 

Times" to describe this time of persecution. Although 

Gardner's historical expertise has since been 

questioned, neopagan proponents Margot Adler and 

Starhawk (nee Miriam Simos) are still preaching 

Gardner's teachings because, they say, "invented 

history is satisfying myth." 

Nine million women burned is a figure conveniently 

larger than the Jewish Shoah, yet it was actually 

invented out of whole cloth by American feminist 

Matilda Joslyn Gage in 1893. Radical feminists have 

made much of this mass "gynecide," as antipornography 

activist Andrea Dworkin has called it. The feminists see 

witches as the natural enemy of patriarchy, rallying 

around them as Old Leftists did around the leaders of 

the Spanish Republic. For them, as for pagans, playing 

the politics of victimization strengthens solidarity. 

Meanwhile, those of a Green stripe, a group that 

overlaps with the pagans and radical feminists, charge 

that suppressing witchcraft deprived medieval people 

of alternative medicine and estranged them from 

ancient Earth wisdom. In their 1973 book, Witches, 

Midwives, and Nurses: A History of Women Healers, 

feminist and environmentalist writers Barbara 

Ehrenreich and Deirdre English argued that witches 

were actually midwives targeted by their rivals, male 

physicians. Ecofeminist Carolyn Merchant has blamed 

patriarchal science for "the death of Nature" in her 

book of that title. 

Although the general public has yet to notice, 

recent academic research has largely demolished both 

the old Enlightenment certainties and the new 

neopagan theories. Archival studies conducted in 

different regions of Europe over the last few decades 

have more accurately measured who killed how many 

of whom under what circumstances. Using the tools of 

anthropology and psychology, historians have 

reconstructed the social context in which the witch-

hunts happened. They have a clearer picture now of 

how witchcraft theories developed and on what 

intellectual basis. 

  

A Multitude of Myths 

For example, historians have now realized that witch-

hunting was not primarily a medieval phenomenon. It 

peaked in the 17th century, during the rationalist age 

of Descartes, Newton, and St. Vincent de Paul. 

Persecuting suspected witches was not an elite plot 

against the poor; not was practicing witchcraft a mode 

of peasant resistance. Catholics and Protestants 
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hunted witches with comparable vigor. Church and 

state alike tried and executed them. It took more than 

pure Reason to end the witch craze. 

Nor were witches secret pagans serving an ancient 

Triple Goddess and Horned God, as the neopagans 

claim. In fact, no witch was ever executed for 

worshipping a pagan deity. Matilda Gage's estimate of 

nine million women burned is more than 200 times the 

best current estimate of 30,000 to 50,000 killed during 

the 400 years from 1400 to 1800 -- a large number but 

no Holocaust. And it wasn't all a burning time. Witches 

were hanged, strangled, and beheaded as well. Witch-

hunting was not woman-hunting: At least 20 percent of 

all suspected witches were male. Midwives were not 

especially targeted; nor were witches liquidated as 

obstacles to professionalized medicine and mechanistic 

science. 

This revised set of facts should not entirely comfort 

Catholics, however. Catholics have been misled -- at 

times deliberately misled -- about the Church's role in 

the witch-hunts by apologists eager to present the 

Church as innocent of witches' blood so as to refute the 

Enlightenment theory that witch-burning was almost 

entirely a Catholic phenomenon. Catholics should know 

that the thinking that set the great witch-hunt in motion 

was developed by Catholic clerics before the 

Reformation. 

But the great witch-hunt was nonetheless 

remarkably slow in coming. Many cultures around the 

world believed for millennia -- and still believe -- in 

witches. In typical folklore, past and present, witches 

are night-flying evildoers who inflict harm on others by 

supernatural means, such as curses, the evil eye, and 

magic substances. Witchcraft is usually thought of as an 

innate power, unlike sorcery, whose magical spells must 

be learned. What Christianity uniquely added to those 

traditional beliefs was Satan. God's enemies were said 

to join Satan's band of demons through a pact and 

worship him at monstrous bacchanals called "sabbats," 

where they parodied the liturgy. 

The Church inherited Roman and Germanic laws 

regarding maleficent magic, laws that treated witchcraft 

as a crime. But to St. Augustine, concrete witchcraft 

consisted of idolatry and illusion rather than harm to 

others. Following Augustine, an anonymous ninth-

century text, Canon Episcopi, became part of the 

Church's canon law, declaring that belief in the reality of 

night-flying witches was heresy because there was no 

such thing as an actual witch. Although the idolatry and 

heresy associated with witchcraft resided only in the 

will, not in actual deeds, they were nevertheless sinful, 

Augustine wrote. Punishment was in order -- but not 

burning. 

The High Middle Ages of the twelfth and 13th 

centuries saw the bloody suppression of heretics, 

notably the Cathars in Provence. Measures against 

Jews, magicians, and sexual deviants also grew 

harsher. These groups were associated with a 

stereotyped set of blasphemies, orgies, and outrages, 

including infanticide and cannibalism. Starting in 1232, 

the papal Inquisition dispatched roving specialists to 

detect and punish heretics outside existing legal 

systems. 

Then, the idea that witchcraft was a reality rather 

than a heretical illusion suddenly made a comeback. 

The inquisitors who had cut their teeth on heretics 

were devouring accused witches as well by the end of 

the Middle Ages. This was not simply a matter of 

shifting scapegoats to suit market demand. In a society 

that feared supernatural menaces working through 

human conspiracies, the sinister folk figure of the 

esoterically schooled magician apparently fused with 

that of the petty village wise-woman or cunning man 

to create the new phenomenon of the diabolical witch. 

After the first wisps of this change in the late 14th 

century, the flames burst forth around 1425 in the 

Savoy region, in what is now southeast France, and in 

the canton of Valais in Switzerland, near the borders of 

France and Italy. About 500 more witch trials followed 

before the Reformation began in 1517. 
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The Witch-Hunter's Baedeker 

Meanwhile, witch-hunters' manuals multiplied, most 

notably the infamous Malleus Maleficarum (Hammer of 

Witches), published in 1486. Its authors, Jacob Sprenger 

and Heinrich Kraemer, were experienced Dominican 

inquisitors who had burned 48 witches in one diocese 

alone and had obtained a papal bull approving their 

mission. Reversing the old principle of the Canon 

Episcopi, Sprenger and Kraemer proclaimed that not 

believing in the reality of witches was heresy. Witches 

regularly did physical as well as spiritual harm to others, 

they wrote, and allegiance to the devil defined 

witchcraft. Sprenger and Kraemer exhorted secular 

authorities to fight witches by any means necessary. 

Malleus Maleficarum (notice the feminine 

possessive of "witches") was a vicious misogynist tract. 

It depicted women as the sexual playmates of Satan, 

declaring: "All witchcraft comes from carnal lust, which 

is in women insatiable." Ironically, Sprenger also had a 

deep devotion to Mary. He helped to shape the modern 

rosary and founded the first rosary confraternity.  

Malleus Maleficarum did not cover its ground 

completely, failing to discuss the actual pact that 

witches made with the devil, the sabbat, familiars (imps 

in animal form who aided witches), and night-flying. But 

those elements did not always appear in witchcraft 

cases. By itself, the Malleus started no new witch-

panics, but it was freely used by later witchcraft writers, 

Protestant and Catholic alike. The Spanish inquisitors 

were nearly alone in scoffing at its lack of 

sophistication. 

The demonologists who absorbed the Malleus were 

highly cultured men, such as the Protestant Jean Bodin, 

"the Aristotle of the 16th century," and his 

contemporary, the Jesuit classicist Martin del Rio. Those 

theoreticians pounded home the principle of the crimen 

exceptum: Because witchcraft was so vile an offense, 

accused witches had no legal rights. "Not one witch in a 

million would be accused or punished," Bodin boasted, 

"if the procedure were governed by ordinary rules." 

Anyone who defended accused witches or denied their 

crimes deserved the same punishment as witches, 

Bodin wrote. 

Socially elite persecutors, demonologists, and 

judges relentlessly hunted witches with the zeal of 

modern revolutionaries pursuing a political utopia. No 

cost was too great, because witch-hunting served the 

greater good of Christendom, in their view. They 

believed that witchcraft inverted society's key values, 

disturbed godly order, challenged the divine right of 

kings -- the ancient doctrine that rulers derive their 

right to rule from God -- and diminished the majesty of 

God. It was thought that witch-hunting saved souls and 

averted the wrath of God by purging society of evil as 

the End Times loomed. 

Commoners, by contrast, simply wanted relief 

from the evildoers of folklore who, they believed, were 

harming them, their children, their cattle, and their 

crops. It was grassroots complaints that started most 

witch-hunts. If authorities were too slow to act, 

peasants were capable of lynching suspected 

neighbors. 

Although maleficium -- physical harm -- loomed 

much larger than diabolism in common people's 

accusations against suspected witches, their folk 

beliefs cross-fertilized the learned ones of Bodin and 

others in complex ways. Through sermons, gossip, trial 

accounts, and luridly illustrated "witch-books" 

(especially popular in Germany), everyone learned 

what witches did and how to detect them. 

  

Witches Everywhere 

The 30,000 to 50,000 casualties of the European witch-

hunts were not distributed uniformally through time or 

space, even within particular jurisdictions. Three-

quarters of Europe saw not a single trial. Witch 

persecution spread outward from its first center in 

alpine Italy in the early 15th century, guttering out in 

Poland, where witchcraft laws were finally repealed in 

1788. The center had generally stopped trying witches 

before the peripheries even started. 
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The Spanish Road stretching from Italy to the 

Netherlands was also a "witch-road." The Catholic-ruled 

Spanish Netherlands (today's Belgium) saw far worse 

persecutions than the Protestant-ruled United 

Provinces of the Netherlands, which had stopped 

burning convicted witches by 1600. There were early 

panics in the German cities of Brandenburg and 

Mecklenburg, as well as in Lorraine, France, and parts of 

Switzerland and Scotland. The Rhineland and Southwest 

Germany suffered severe outbreaks, with German 

ecclesiastical territories hit hardest. Three-quarters of 

all witchcraft trials took place in the Catholic-ruled 

territories of the Holy Roman Empire. But Catholic 

Portugal, Castile and Spanish-ruled Italy, and the 

Orthodox lands of Eastern Europe saw virtually none. 

The panic in Salem, Massachusetts, was as bad as 

anything in England, but there seem to have been no 

executions in the Latin colonies of the New World. 

The regional tolls demonstrated the patchwork 

pattern of witch-hunting. The town of Baden, Germany, 

for example, burned 200 witches from 1627 to 1630, 

more than all the convicted witches who perished in 

Sweden. The tiny town of Ellwangen, Germany, burned 

393 witches from 1611 to 1618, more than Spain and 

Portugal combined ever executed. The Catholic prince-

bishop of Wurzburg, Germany, burned 600 witches 

from 1628 to 1631, more witches than ever died in 

Protestant Sweden, Norway, Finland, and Iceland 

combined. The Swiss canton of Vaud executed about 

1,800 witches from 1611 to 1660, compared with 

Scotland's toll of between 1,300 and 1,500 and 

England's toll of 500. The claim of some Catholic 

apologists that Elizabeth I executed 800 witches a year 

is gross slander. In Southwest Germany alone, 3,229 

people were executed for witchcraft between 1562 and 

1684 -- more than were executed for any reason by the 

Spanish, Portuguese, and Roman Inquisitions between 

1500 and 1800. (All three of these Inquisitions burned 

fewer than a dozen witches in total.) 

The most-dreaded lay witch-hunter was Nicholas 

Remy, attorney general of Lorraine, who boasted of 

sending 900 persons to the stake in a single decade 

(1581-1591). But the all-time grand champion 

exterminator of witches was Ferdinand von 

Wittelsbach, Catholic prince-archbishop of Cologne, 

Germany, who burned 2,000 members of his flock 

during the 1630s. 

Let no one argue that witch-hunting was a 

predominantly Protestant activity. Both Catholic and 

Protestant lands saw light and heavy hunts. 

Demonologists and critics alike came from both 

religious camps. 

  

Regional Influences 

Local factors, not religious loyalties, determined the 

severity of witch persecutions. Roman law on the 

continent was harsher than English common law. 

Prosecuting maleficium alone, as England and 

Scandinavia did, yielded fewer victims than 

prosecuting diabolism (Scotland and Germany) or 

white magic (Lorraine and France). Unlimited torture 

in Germany induced more confessions than the limited 

torture in the Franche-Comte region in France. English 

third-degree methods such as sleep-deprivation were 

also effective ways of raising the number of 

convictions. 

Ignoring denunciations procured through torture 

preserved Denmark from Germany's dreadful chain-

reaction panics in which accused witches would in turn 

finger other witches. "Spectral evidence" from 

accusers' dreams was a significant prosecution device 

in Salem. Finding a witch's mark insensitive to pricking 

"or a witch's teat," on which familiars allegedly fed, 

secured convictions in Scotland and England; 

uncertainty about the credibility of witch's marks won 

acquittals in Geneva. Child witnesses -- often-malicious 

liars -- proved deadly in Sweden, the Basque country in 

Spain, Germany, and England (the hysteria resembled 

that surrounding the sex-abuse charges brought 

against U.S. day-care centers during the 1980s). 

Professional witch-finders had dire impact. The 

best known of these freelance accusers was England's 

Matthew Hopkins, who doomed up to 200 people from 

1645 through 1647. But special inquisitors or 
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investigative committees were also lethal. Local judges 

were usually harsher than professional jurists from 

outside the community. Reviews of convictions by 

central authorities spared accused witches in Denmark, 

France, Sweden, and Austria. An informal appeal from 

ministers outside Salem halted the panic there. 

Witch-hunting was typically part of broader 

campaigns to repress unruly behavior and impose 

religious orthodoxies. The hunt played out in a world of 

shrinking opportunities for ordinary folk. Early modern 

village economies were often zero-sum games, where 

the death of a cow could ruin a family. Peasants were 

locked into face-to-face contact with their neighbor-

enemies. Feuds could last for generations. 

The poorest and most common targets of the witch-

hunts, social subordinates and even children sometimes 

turned the tables by accusing their wealthy superiors of 

witchcraft.  

Women were more prominent than men at 

witchcraft trials, both as accused and as accusers. Not 

only did Sprenger's image of women as the more lustful 

and malicious sex generate suspicions; the fact that 

women had a lower social status than men made them 

easier to accuse. In most regions, about 80 percent of 

the alleged witches killed were female. Women were 

then as likely to be accused witches as men were to be 

saints or violent criminals. That was because women 

typically fought with curses instead of steel. Although 

the stereotype did not always fit, the British witch was 

usually seen as irascible, aggressive, unneighborly, and 

often repulsive -- hardly the gentle healer of neopagan 

fantasy. Her colorful curses could blight everything 

down to "the little pig that lieth in the sty." She 

magnified her powers to frighten others and extort 

favors. If she could not be loved, she meant to be 

feared. 

Alternatively, the witches of Lorraine were said to 

be "fine and crafty, careful not to quarrel with people or 

threaten them." Effusive compliments were signs of 

suspected witchcraft in Lorraine, and suppressed anger 

could be ominous. Being innocent of the impossible 

crimes associated with witchcraft did not necessarily 

mean that witch-hunt victims were "nice." Some were 

prostitutes, beggars, or petty criminals. Austria's 

Zauberjaeckl trials (1675-1690) punished as witches 

people who were actually dangerous felons. The Magic 

Jacket Society prosecuted in those trials was a Baroque 

version of the Hell's Angels, recruiting waifs whom it 

controlled through black magic, sodomy, and 

conjurations with mice. The prince-archbishop of 

Salzburg, Austria, graciously forbade executing 

members of the society who were under the age of 

twelve. But 200 others were put to death. 

  

Panic and Torture 

Witch-hunting could be endemic or epidemic. Its 

dynamics varied. Small panics (fewer than 20 victims) 

tended to occur in villages worried about maleficium. 

Their victims were often poor, obnoxious persons 

whose removal the rest of the community applauded. 

If small panics fed on long-smoldering fears about 

neighbors, large ones exploded without warning, 

killing people of all classes and conditions and 

rupturing social bonds. The worst examples of this 

were in Germany, where unlimited use of torture (in 

defiance of imperial law) produced an ever-expanding 

wave of denunciations. To object was to court death. 

Large witch-panics started with the usual obscure 

suspects and worked up the social scale to prosperous 

citizens, reputable matrons, high-ranking clerics, town 

officials, and even judges. The longer a panic lasted, 

the higher was the proportion of male and wealthy 

victims. 

According to the Dutch Jesuit Cornelius van Loos, 

confiscations from suspected witches in large panics 

could "coin gold and silver from human blood," 

Youngsters were legally old enough to burn as soon as 

they could distinguish "gold from an apple." Children 

as young as nine were burned in Wurzburg, including 

the bishop's nephew, and boys ages three and four 

were imprisoned as Satan's catamites. 
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Some of the German trials were marred by 

collusion, bribes, and rape. Unspeakable tortures were 

routine -- 17 different kinds were authorized by "the 

Saxon lawgiver," Benedikt Carpzov, during the 17th 

century. Confessing "without torture" in Germany 

meant without torture that drew blood. Nearly all who 

underwent this broke, even the blameless.  

Yet witches sometimes did turn themselves in and 

confess spontaneously, the equivalent of today's 

"suicide by police." The same melancholy, frustration, 

and despair that they claimed had driven them into the 

devil's arms brought them willingly to the stake. They 

had apparently come to believe the wish-fulfillment 

fantasies of pleasure and revenge enacted in the 

theaters of their minds. Nevertheless, they still hoped 

to save their souls through pain. 

A few brave men spoke up for justice. In 1563, 

Johann Weyer, a Protestant court physician, drew 

attention to the cruelty of the trials and the mental 

incompetence of many of the accused. English country 

gentleman Reginald Scot mocked witchcraft as popish 

nonsense in 1584. In 1631, the Jesuit Friedrich von Spec, 

confessor to witches burned at Mainz, proclaimed them 

innocent victims. Van Loos, witness to the horrors of 

witchcraft trials at Trier, had his manuscript confiscated 

in 1592 before it could be published and was himself 

imprisoned and banished. 

Ironically, a Spanish inquisitor named Alonso Salazar 

y Frias mounted the most dramatic challenge to witch-

hunting. In 1609, a panic among French Basques in the 

western Pyrenees on the Bay of Biscay spilled over into 

the Navarra region in Spain, where six accused witches 

went to the stake. But Salazar, who had been a judge in 

that trial, became skeptical as the panic widened to 

engulf 1,800 suspects, 1,500 of them children. Basque 

witches' confessions included such incredible details as 

familiars in the form of costumed toads that child-

witches herded with little crooks during sabbats. 

Salazar cross-checked testimony, had supposed 

magic substances tested, and applied logic to conclude 

that the alleged witches were simply an artifact of 

witch-hunting. "There were neither witches nor 

bewitched until they were talked and written about," he 

reported in 1610. With stubborn practice, Salazar 

wrested a decision from his superiors that freed the 

accused in 1614. The Spanish Inquisition never executed 

another witch; nor did it permit secular authorities to 

do so after an outbreak in Catalonia that saw more than 

300 witches hanged between 1616 and 1619. What 

could have erupted into Europe's worst witch-panic was 

extinguished by one man. 

  

Cooling Ashes 

Slowly, the critics were vindicated, and ashes cooled all 

across Europe during the 18th century. This was no 

simple triumph of Enlightenment wisdom. Witch 

beliefs persisted -- as they do today -- but witches no 

longer faced stakes, gallows, or swords. The great 

witch-panics had left a kind of psychic weariness in 

their wake. Realizing that innocents had been cruelly 

sent to their deaths, people no longer trusted their 

courts' judgments. As Montaigne had written 200 

years earlier, "It is putting a very high price on one's 

conjectures to have a man roasted alive because of 

them." 

After a 20th century unmatched for bloodshed, the 

world today is in no position to disparage early modern 

Europe. Witch-hunts have much in common with our 

own political purges, imagined conspiracies, and 

rumors of ritualized child abuse. Our capacity to 

project enormities on the enemy Other is as strong as 

ever. 

The truth about witch-hunting is worth knowing 

for its own sake. But the issue has added significance 

for Catholics because it has provided ammunition for 

rationalists, pagans, and radical feminists to attack the 

Church. It is helpful to know that the number of 

victims has been grossly exaggerated, and that the 

reasons for the persecutions had as much to do with 

social factors as with religious ones. 

But although Catholics have been fed comforting 

errors by overeager apologists about the Church's part 

in persecuting witches, we must face our own tragic 
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past. Fellow Catholics, to whom we are forever bound 

in the communion of saints, did sin grievously against 

people accused of witchcraft. If our historical memory 

can be truly purified, then the smoke from the Burning 

Times can finally disperse. 

 

Sandra Miesel is a writer and medievalist. This article 

originally appeared in the October 2001 issue of crisis 

Magazine. 

http://www.amazon.com/VINCI-OLSON-SANDRA-MIESEL-Catholicgiftstore/dp/B001AEF3L6/ref=sr_1_4?ie=UTF8&s=miscellaneous&qid=1249706851&sr=8-4
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On True Love 

Alice von Hildebrand | Classic 

8/11/09 
Reason speaks in words alone, but love has a song.  

-- Joseph de Maistre 

e live in an age of confusion. It might even 

be said that we major not only in 

intellectual confusions but in affective 

confusions as well. Many do not know how to gauge 

their emotions; they cannot distinguish between valid 

and invalid feelings. They do not know for certain 

whether they are truly in love or whether they are 

animated by wishful thinking and believe themselves in 

love because they crave the excitement that love gives. 

They confuse "loving" with having a crush, or 

"discerning" forever without coming to a decision. 

Far from claiming that I can answer this question, all 

I aim to do is offer some "signposts" that might be 

helpful when people ask the question: Am I or am I not 

in love? 

Great experiences usually come as a surprise -- 

incredible gifts that are in no way the fruit of wile or 

planning. They overwhelm us, and our first response is: 

"I am not worthy of such a gift. He (or she) is so much 

better than myself." Our hearts are overcome with 

gratitude, a gratitude that makes us humble. We feel 

unworthy of such a gift, which seems to awaken us from 

a deep sleep. No doubt, the person in love "truly starts 

living." The person who has never loved lives in a state 

of somnambulism and moves about as an automaton 

fulfilling his daily duties with dullness of heart -- a heart 

that does not seem to beat. 

When in love, we experience a deep, profound joy -- a 

joy that is both ardent and calm, like a burning bush; but 

this ardor is not destructive, and is marked by deep 

recollection. It springs from the very center of our being. 

How different from the loud excitement of those who 

experience violent emotions that do not come from their 

depths and, like a straw fire, shine brightly for a short 

while but are soon extinguished. 

The heart is not only on fire, but this fire has a 

melting effect. We feel as if a goodness that does not 

come from within has taken hold of us. Dietrich von 

Hildebrand speaks of "fluid goodness" of a loving heart.  

  

True love makes the lover more beautiful; he 

irradiates joy. If this is not the case, we can raise 

doubts as to whether he is truly in love. One says in 

French: "Un saint triste est un triste saint" -- a sad saint 

is a pitiful saint. Similarly, a sad "lover" should question 

whether he truly loves. Small, modest duties are done 

joyfully, because either they are done "with him" or 

"with her," or because they become acts of loving 

service. 

True love makes one humble. All of a sudden our 

weakness, misery, and imperfection flash up before 

our minds, but with no depressing effect. We see our 

mistakes with the wish to unveil them to the loved 

one, and this unveiling is coupled with the wish to beg 

for his or her help in order to overcome them. We wish 

to unveil ourselves spiritually in a chaste way, to be 

truly known by the person we love; we fear to cheat 

our beloved into believing that we are better than we 

truly are. We feel that the loved one is entitled to 

know both our "valid name" and its caricature. 

Love is also linked to a holy realism. The beauty of 

the loved one appears in front of us, but with no 

illusion; his beauty is not a fruit of wishful thinking, but 

a real vision -- as on Mount Tabor -- that the lover will 

have to remain faithful to, to hold on to when the 

vision is inevitably dimmed by the dullness of everyday 

duties. 

The lover will always be willing to give the loved 

one what Dietrich von Hildebrand calls "the credit of 

love" -- that is, when the loved one acts in a way that 

we do not understand or is a disappointment to us, 

instead of condemning him, the lover will trust that, 
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human life being as complex as it is, his actions may be 

justified, even though at first glance they strike us as 

regrettable. The true lover eagerly looks for "excuses" 

when the conduct of the one he loves is a 

disappointment. He carefully refrains from being 

overconfident in blaming the other's conduct, baffling 

as it might be at first sight. He rejoices upon discovering 

that he was mistaken.  

How sad it is in Shakespeare's play Cymbeline when 

Posthumus, being informed by the scoundrel Iachimo 

that his wife, Imogene, had betrayed him, believes the 

slanderer, even though he had ample previous evidence 

that she loved him and was pure. The play has a happy 

ending, but it sketches powerfully the bitterness, rage, 

and despair of someone who is convinced that the one 

he loved, the one whose image was the source of his 

joy, has betrayed him. 

  

We can say that we truly love when a loved one's 

impatience, ingratitude, or "rudeness" (in other words, 

when his true beauty is veiled) cause us greater grief 

because he is staining his beautiful garment and 

presenting us with a caricature of his true face, rather 

than because he has wounded us. Most of all, the true 

lover is grieved because the loved one has offended 

God. On the order of importance, the offense against 

God is the primary source of sorrow; the harm that he 

does to his own beloved soul is second; last -- even 

though deeply painful -- is the wound he inflicts upon 

the one who loves him so deeply. 

The true lover is more concerned about the 

interests of his loved one -- whatever truly benefits his 

beloved's soul -- than about his own. Hence the 

readiness to make sacrifices for him in the very many 

little things of daily life in which people's tastes differ: a 

very warm room or a cool one; eating at home or in a 

restaurant; going to a soccer game or staying home; 

watching a television program when one's spouse 

wishes to watch another one, and so on. Yielding should 

be limited to cases of subjective preferences, of course, 

and should never extend to principles. Still, we all know 

spouses often ill-treated by their husbands (or wives) 

who are so concerned about the eternal welfare of the 

loved one that they accept all these sufferings, offering 

them up for his or her sake.  

  

A great sign of true love is the loving patience that one 

has toward the weaknesses of the beloved. It can be his 

idiosyncrasies, his temperament, his mannerisms (we all 

have them); it can be his physical frailties, his 

psychological oddities, his intellectual inability to follow 

a straight line of reasoning; his disorder, or his 

fanaticism for order. If a monk is constantly given 

occasions to "die to his own will" (as St. Benedict says), 

the same is true of marriages. John Henry Cardinal 

Newman writes that even in the deepest human 

relationships, when love is authentic, life in common 

will give one plenty of opportunities to prove one's 

love by sacrificing one's preferences. 

Mannerisms, idiosyncrasies, moods;physical, 

psychological, and intellectual weaknesses are either 

interpreted as positively as possible or are borne with 

patience. Benedict writes about monks striving for 

holiness who nevertheless almost inevitably cause 

irritation for those living close to them. "Let them bear 

with the greatest patience one another's infirmities, 

whether of body or character" (Holy Rule, chapter 72).  

The History of a Soul, from this point of view, is 

also a spiritual treasure. St. Thérèse of Lisieux clearly 

suffered much from the lack of education and manners 

in some of the other nuns. She learned the holy art of 

using every single irritation for God's glory, including 

the nerve-racking noise that a sister made in the stall 

next to hers, which prevented her from praying and 

being recollected. Still, Thérèse emerged victorious 

through love. 

Surprisingly, this can also bring happiness to the 

best of marriages, even though the being we love has 

wounded our hearts. A true lover whose love is 

baptized will use these insignificant sacrifices as they 

did in the Middle Ages, when artists used some bits of 

wool to make superb tapestries.  
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The true lover always has the word "thank you" on 

his tongue. It is also easy for him to say "forgive me," 

for in the best relationship, one inevitably falls into 

mistakes. If someone imagines that he can find himself 

in a situation in which he will never make a mistake, 

that person should not get married, or have children, or 

enter a convent. The holy art of living is to know that we 

will make mistakes, to recognize them, to repent, and, 

with God's grace, to have the readiness to change. 

Simultaneously, it is important that both lovers 

recognize their mistakes. We all know cases in which 

one of the lovers is always critical of the other and 

easily forgets that "the readiness to change" should be 

reciprocal, and that he too is affected by original sin. 

Another characteristic of true love is that the loved 

one is "superactually" always with us; he is there, even 

when we are busy or absorbed by some duty. He 

creates the framework of our thoughts (after God). Just 

as faith in God and love of God should always be the 

background of all our thoughts and actions, the loved 

one is always with us; that is, everything that occurs is 

never unrelated to our love. 

The lover feels a holy urge to say "thank you" and 

"forgive me." It flows from his heart without effort. The 

true lover experiences the deep truth of the words in 

the Canticle of Canticles: "If a man were to give the 

whole substance of his house for love, he would despise 

it as nothing."  

 

Alice von Hildebrand is professor emerita of philosophy 

at Hunter College of the City University of New York 

and the renowned author of many books, including The 

Soul of a Lion (Ignatius, 2000) and The Privilege of 

Being a Woman (Veritas, 2002). This article originally 

appeared in the July/August 2007 issue of crisis 

Magazine. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/%20089870801X/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/%20089870801X/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/097061067X/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/097061067X/insidecatcom-20


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

30 

 

Is Music Sacred?  

Robert R. Reilly | Classic 

8/13/09 
s the most immaterial art, music is often 

thought to be the most spiritual. By its nature, 

is music sacred? If so, what is sacred about it? 

These might seem strange questions to ask in a secular 

age, but the presumption that there is something 

special about music pervades even our culture. 

Consider the poster on the side of a Washington, 

D.C., Metro bus some years ago, which advertised the 

benefits of the D.C. Youth Orchestra Program. It 

announced that the happy children shown with their 

orchestral instruments "are playing their way to a bright 

future." Why should that be? Does playing music make 

you a better person? A recent review of a performance 

of Shostakovich's piano music said that the C Major 

Prelude "immediately takes us into the pure, sane world 

that betokens the composer's escape from 

mundaneness into the higher reality of music." What is 

"higher" about the reality of music, and how does the 

composer reach this reality? 

  

Harmony of the Soul 

To answer these questions, one must journey back to 

ancient Greece, to the first writings about music and 

reflections upon its meaning. This starts with 

Pythagoras, who is said to have discovered the 

arithmetical relationships between harmonic intervals. 

He found a fascinating array of proportional intervals 

between tones, mathematical relationships that inhere 

in the very structure of sound. He wondered about the 

relationship of these ratios to the larger world. (The 

Greek word for ratio is logos, which also means "word" 

or "reason") He construed that the harmonious sounds 

that men could make, either with their instruments or 

their singing, were an approximation of a larger 

harmony that existed in the universe, also expressed by 

numbers, that was exemplified in "the music of the 

spheres." As Aristotle explained in Metaphysics, the 

Pythagoreans "supposed the elements of numbers to be 

the elements of all things, and the whole heaven to be a 

musical scale and a number." This was meant literally. 

The heavenly spheres and their rotations through the 

sky produced tones at various levels, and in concert 

these tones made a harmonious sound that man's 

music, at its best, could replicate. 

This discovery was fraught with ethical 

significance. By participating in heavenly harmony, 

music could induce spiritual harmony in the soul. 

Following Pythagoras, Plato taught that "rhythm and 

harmony find their way into the inward places of the 

soul, on which they mightily fasten, imparting grace, 

and making the soul of him who is rightly educated 

graceful." In The Republic, Plato showed the political 

import of music's power by invoking Damon of Athens 

as his musical authority. Damon said that he would 

rather control the modes of music in a city than its 

laws, because the modes of music have a more 

decisive effect on the formation of the character of 

citizens. The ancient Greeks were also wary of music's 

power because they understood that musical discord 

could distort the spirit, just as musical concord could 

properly dispose it. 

This idea of "the music of the spheres" runs 

through the history of Western civilization with an 

extraordinary consistency, even up to the 20th 

century. At first, it was meant literally, and later, 

poetically. Music was seen as almost more a discovery 

than a creation, because it relied on preexisting 

principles of order in nature for its operation. It would 

be instructive to look at the reiteration of this teaching 

in the writings of several major thinkers to appreciate 

its enduring significance and also the radical nature of 

the challenge to it in our own time. For a good part of 

the 20th century, music was decidedly not seen as 

sacred. The magnitude of this rupture can only be 

grasped against the background of the two preceding 

millenia. 

A 
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In the first century B.C., Cicero spelled out Plato's 

teaching in the last chapter of his De Republica. In 

"Scipio's Dream," Cicero has Scipio Africanus asking the 

question, "What is that great and pleasing sound?" The 

answer comes, "That is the concord of tones separated 

by unequal but nevertheless carefully proportional 

intervals, caused by the rapid motion of the spheres 

themselves. The high and low tones blended together 

provide different harmonies." Cicero explains in great 

detail the various movements of the spheres and which 

tones they produce, ending with "the other eight 

spheres, two of which move at the same speed, 

produc[ing] seven tones. This number being, one might 

say, the key to the universe. Skilled men imitating this 

harmony on stringed instruments and in singing have 

gained for themselves a return to this region, as have 

those who have cultivated their exceptional abilities to 

search for divine truths." Cicero explicitly presents the 

case that the right kind of music is divine and can 

"return" man to a paradise lost. It is a form of 

communion with divine truth. 

In the late second century A.D., St. Clement of 

Alexandria baptized the classical Greek understanding 

of music in his Exhortation to the Creeks. Using Old 

Testament imagery from the Psalms, St. Clement said 

that there is a "New Song," far superior to the Orphic 

myths of the pagans. The "New Song" is Christ, logos 

Himself: "[I]t is this [New Song] that composed the 

entire creation into melodious order, and tuned into 

concert the discord of the elements, that the whole 

universe may be in harmony with it." It is Christ who 

"arranged in harmonious order this great world, yes, 

and the little world of man, body and soul together; and 

on this many-voiced instrument he makes music to God 

and sings to [the accompaniment of] the human 

instrument." By appropriating the classical view, St. 

Clement was able to show that music participated in the 

divine by praising God and partaking in the harmonious 

order of which He was the composer. But music's goal 

became even higher because Christ is higher. With 

Christianity the divine region becomes both 

transcendent and personal because Logos is Christ. The 

new goal of music is to make the transcendent 

perceptible. The transcendent was a notion alien to the 

ancient world. 

  

Principles of Music 

The early sixth century A.D. had two especially 

distinguished Roman proponents of the classical view of 

music, both of whom served at various times in high 

offices to the Ostrogothic king, Theodoric. Cassiodorus 

was secretary to Theodoric. He wrote a massive work 

called Institutiones, which echoes Plato's teaching on 

the ethical content of music, as well as Pythagoras's on 

the power of number. Cassiodorus taught that "music 

indeed is the knowledge of apt modulation. If we live 

virtuously, we are constantly proved to be under its 

discipline, but when we sin, we are without music." 

Boethius served as consul to Theodoric in 510 A.D. 

He wrote The Principles of Music, a book that had 

enormous influence through the Middle Ages and 

beyond. Boethius said that "music is related not only 

to speculation, but to morality as well, for nothing is 

more consistent with human nature than to be 

soothed by sweet modes and disturbed by their 

opposites. Thus we can begin to understand the apt 

doctrine of Plato, which holds that the whole of the 

universe is united by a musical concord. For when we 

compare that which is coherently and harmoniously 

joined together within our own being with that which 

is coherently and harmoniously joined together in 

sound -- that is, that which gives us pleasure -- so we 

come to recognize that we ourselves are united 

according to the same principle of similarity." 

It is not necessary to cite further examples after 

Boethius because The Principles of Music was so 

influential that it held sway as the standard music 

theory text at Oxford until 1856. Until this century, it 

was generally accepted that music approximates a 

heavenly concord, that it should attempt to make the 

transcendent perceptible and, in so doing, exercise a 

formative ethical impact on those who listen to it. 

Even in the 20th century this notion was not 

entirely lost. Three short examples should suffice. 
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Ferruccio Busoni said, "Our Tonal System is nothing 

more than a set of signs. An ingenious device to grasp 

somewhat of the eternal harmony." Jean Sibelius, 

anything but an orthodox Christian, nonetheless 

harkened back to St. Clement when he wrote: "The 

essence of man's being is his striving after God. It [the 

composition of music] is brought to life by means of the 

logos, the divine in art. That is the only thing that has 

significance." Igor Stravinsky proclaimed: "The profound 

meaning of music and its essential aim is to promote a 

communion, a union of man with his fellow man and 

with the Supreme Being." 

However, the hieratic role of music was lost for 

most of this century because the belief on which it was 

based was lost. Philosophical propositions have a very 

direct and profound impact upon composers and the 

kind of music they produce. John Adarns, one of the 

most popular American composers today, said that he 

had "learned in college that tonality died somewhere 

around the time that Nietzsche's God died, and I 

believed it." The connection between the two is quite 

compelling. At the same time God disappears, so does 

the intelligible order in creation. A world without God is 

literally unnatural. If there is no God, Nature no longer 

serves as a reflection of its Creator. Nature is stripped of 

its normative power. If you lose the Logos of St. 

Clement, you also lose the ratio (logos) of Pythagoras. 

The death of God is as much a problem for music as it is 

for philosophy. Tonality, as the pre-existing principle of 

order in the world of sound, goes the same way as the 

objective moral order. 

If there is no pre-existing, intelligible order to go out 

to and apprehend, and to search through for what lies 

beyond it -- which is the Creator -- what then is music 

supposed to express? If external order does not exist, 

then music collapses in on itself and degenerates into 

an obsession with techniques. Any ordering of things, 

musical or otherwise, becomes purely arbitrary. 

  

 

 

Unraveling Tonality 

Music's self-destruction became logically imperative 

once it undermined its own foundation. In the 1920s, 

Arnold Schoenberg unleashed the centrifugal forces of 

disintegration in music through his denial of tonality. He 

contended that tonality does not exist in Nature as the 

very property of sound itself, as Pythagoras claimed, but 

was simply an arbitrary construct of man, a convention. 

This assertion was not the result of a new scientific 

discovery about the acoustical character of sound, but 

of a desire to demote the metaphysical status of 

Nature. Schoenberg was irritated that "tonality does 

not serve, [but rather] must be served." He preferred 

to command. As he said, "I can provide rules for almost 

anything." 

Schoenberg took the twelve equal semi-tones from 

the chromatic scale and commanded that music be 

written in such a way that each of these twelve semi-

tones is used before any one of them is repeated. If 

one of the semi-tones is repeated before all eleven 

others are sounded, it might create an anchor for the 

ear, which could then recognize what was going on in 

the music harmonically. The twelve-tone system 

guarantees the listener's disorientation. 

Schoenberg proposed to erase the distinction 

between tonality and atonality by immersing man in 

atonal music until, through habituation, it became the 

new convention. Then discords would be heard as 

concords. As he wrote: "The emancipation of 

dissonance is at present accomplished and twelve-tone 

music in the near future will no longer be rejected 

because of discords." Of his achievement, Schoenberg 

said, "I am conscious of having removed all traces of a 

past aesthetic." This is nowhere more true than when 

he declared himself "cured of the delusion that the 

artist's aim is to create beauty." This statement 

represents a total rupture with Western musical 

tradition and is terrifying in its implications when one 

considers what is at stake in beauty.  

Simone Weil wrote: "We love the beauty of the 

world because we sense behind it the presence of 

something akin to that wisdom we should like to 
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possess to slake our thirst for good." All beauty is 

reflected beauty. Block out the reflection and not only is 

the mirror useless, but the path to the source of beauty 

is barred. Ugliness, the aesthetic analogue to evil, 

becomes the new norm. 

  

Wine Without Grapes 

The loss of tonality was also devastating at the practical 

level of composition because tonality is the key 

structure of music. Tonality is what allows music to 

express movement away from or toward a state of 

tension or relaxation, a sense of motion through a 

series of crises and conflicts, which can then come to 

resolution. Without tonality, music loses harmony and 

melody. Its structural force collapses. Gutting music of 

tonality, as Schoenberg did, is like removing grapes 

from wine. You can go through all the motions of 

making wine without grapes, but there will be no wine 

at the end of the process. Similarly, if you deliberately 

and systematically remove all audible overtone 

relationships from music, you can go though the 

process of composition, but the end product will not be 

comprehensible as music. This is not a change in 

technique; it is the replacement of art by an ideology of 

organized noise. 

Schoenberg's disciples applauded the emancipation 

of dissonance, but soon preferred to follow the logic of 

the centrifugal forces that he had unleashed. Pierre 

Boulez thought that it was not enough to systematize 

dissonance in twelve-tone rows. If you have a system, 

why not systematize everything? He applied the same 

principle of the tone-row to pitch, duration, tone 

production, intensity and timber -- every element of 

music. In 1952, Boulez announced: "Every musician who 

has not felt -- we do not say understood but felt -- the 

necessity of the serial language is USELESS." He also 

proclaimed, "once the past has been got out of the way, 

one need think only of oneself." Here is the narcissistic 

antithesis of the classical view of music, the whole point 

of which was to lift a person up into something larger 

than himself. American composer Philip Glass, speaking 

of the Paris music scene under Boulez in the 1960s, said 

that it was "a wasteland, dominated by these maniacs, 

these creeps who were trying to make everyone write 

this crazy, creepy music." 

Some of Schoenberg's disciples agreed that tonality 

is simply a convention, but saw that, so too, is twelve-

tone music. Unlike Boulez, they asked, quite logically: If 

you're going to emancipate dissonance, why organize 

it? Why even have twelve-tone themes? Why bother 

with pitch at all? Edgar Varese rejected the twelve-tone 

system as arbitrary and restrictive. He searched for the 

"bomb that would explode the musical world and 

allow all sounds to come rushing into it through the 

resulting breach." When he exploded it in his piece, 

Amerique, Olin Downes, a famous New York music 

critic, called it "a catastrophe in a boiler factory." Still 

Varese did not carry the inner logic of the 

"emancipation of dissonance" through to its logical 

conclusion. His noise was formulated; it was organized. 

There were indications in the score as to exactly when 

the boiler should explode. What was needed, 

according to composers like John Cage, was to have 

absolutely no organization and to strive for the non-

mental. Cage created noise through chance operations 

by rolling dice. He drew notes according to the 

irregularities in the composition paper. He sliced up 

tape recordings, jumbled them together, pieced them 

together again, and then played them as "music." His 

point was metaphysically, if not musically, potent: 

Nature is not normative. Disfigurement is the means to 

systematically discredit Nature by destroying form. 

  

Recovering Paradise 

In the past several decades, there has been an 

extraordinary recovery from the damage that was 

inflicted by Schoenberg and his disciples. Almost 

without exception, this recovery has been undertaken 

by composers who were completely immersed in 

Schoenberg's system, but who rebelled and returned 

to tonal music. George Rochberg was the dean of the 

twelve-tone school of composition in the United States 

and the first to turn against it. In 1964, Rochberg was 

thrown into a crisis by the death of his 20-year-old son. 
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He came out of it saying, "I could not continue writing 

so-called serial music. It was finished, hollow, 

meaningless" He found that serialism "made it virtually 

impossible to express serenity, tranquility, wit, energy." 

In his Third String Quartet, Rochberg recovered the 

world of tonality. The quartet was accompanied by a 

manifesto in which he said: 

The pursuit of art is much more than achieving 

technical mastery of means or even a personal 

style; it is a spiritual journey toward the 

transcendence of art and of the artist's ego. In my 

time of turning, I have had to abandon the notion of 

originality in which the personal style of the artist 

and his ego are the supreme values; the pursuit of 

the one-idea, uni-dimensional work and gesture, 

which seems to have dominated the aesthetics of 

art in the 20th century; and the received idea that it 

is necessary to divorce oneself from the past.... 

In these ways, I am turning away from what I 

consider the cultural pathology of my own time 

toward what can only be called a possibility: that 

music can be renewed by regaining contact with the 

tradition and means of the past, to re-emerge as a 

spiritual force with re-activated powers of melodic 

thought, rhythmic pulse and large scale structure; 

and, as I see it, these things are only possible with 

tonality. 

Since 1964, the possibility that Rochberg foresaw has 

become a reality. There is not space to enumerate the 

many composers of whom this is true, but one is worth 

mentioning as symptomatic of the broad recovery and 

the reasons for it. The before-mentioned John Adams 

rejected his college lessons on Nietzsche's "death of 

God" and the loss of tonality because, like Pythagoras, 

he "found that tonality was not just a stylistic 

phenomenon that came and went, but that it is really a 

natural acoustic phenomenon." In total repudiation of 

Schoenberg, Adams went on to write a stunning 

symphony, entitled Hamonielehre ("Theory of 

Harmony"), that powerfully reconnects with the great 

Western musical tradition. In this work, he wrote, 

"there is a sense of using key as a structural and 

psychological tool in building my work." 

Even more importantly, Adams explained, "the 

other shade of meaning in the title has to do with 

harmony in the larger sense, in the sense of spiritual 

and psychological harmony." Adam's description of his 

symphony is explicitly in terms of spiritual health and 

sickness. He explains that "the entire [second] 

movement is a musical scenario about impotence and 

spiritual sickness... it has to do with an existence 

without grace. And then in the third movement, grace 

appears for no reason at all... that's the way grace is, 

the unmerited bestowal of blessing on man. The whole 

piece is a kind of allegory about that quest for grace." 

It is clear from Adams that the recovery of tonality and 

key structure is as closely related to spiritual recovery 

as its loss was related to spiritual loss. As one of 

Rochberg's former students, the late American 

composer Steve Albert, put it, "it is a matter of trying 

to find beauty in art again, for art is about our desire 

for spiritual connection." 

Cicero spoke of music as enabling us to "return" to 

the divine region, implying a place once lost to man. 

Contemporary British composer John Tavener agrees: 

"My goal is to recover one simple memory from which 

all art derives. The constant memory of the paradise 

from which we have fallen leads to the paradise which 

was promised to the repentant thief." Tavener, Adams, 

Rochberg, Albert, and many composers like them, have 

restored music to its role of recollecting paradise and 

bringing us ever closer to the "New Song" that shall 

resound throughout eternity. If you listen closely, you 

can hear strains of it now. 

 

Robert R. Reilly is the music critic for 

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

This article originally appeared in the September 1999 

issue of crisis Magazine. 
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