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A Workable Alternative to Government-Run Health Care 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

8/16/09 

he newly launched USCCB Web site on health 

care tackles the question: "Are the bishops 

promoting socialized medicine by advocating for 

universal access?" That's a good question, since the 

prospect of a government takeover of health care has 

created a growing chorus of complaints about the 

present bills before the Congress.  

The bishops' answer to the question about 

socialized medicine makes it clear they do not consider 

a government-run program the only option for 

providing universal health coverage. "There may be 

different ways to accomplish this, but the Bishops' 

Conference believes health care reform should be truly 

universal and genuinely affordable," the bishops 

explain. 

But thus far the bishops have not recommended 

alternatives to the type of government-run program 

contained in the bills before Congress. They have 

objected loudly to mandated abortion coverage but 

have not indicated any discomfort, in principle, with the 

federal government managing the medical care of every 

American citizen.  

However, the bishops will welcome any reform 

resulting in a universal health policy that respects 

"human life and dignity" and includes "freedom of 

conscience," while restraining costs and applying "costs 

equitably among payers." 

The media coverage of the health-care debate 

among Catholics has treated the Catholic Health 

Association's (CHA) advocacy for the present legislation 

as if it were the official voice of the bishops. This is 

mistaken: CHA is a trade association of Catholic 

hospitals, and as such, it speaks with a voice of 

knowledge and experience but not ecclesial authority.  

Another group, the Catholic Medical Association 

(CMA),has a different point of view on health care 

reform. The CMA was formed as a result of a 1965 

debate with the Catholic Hospital Association over 

socialized medicine and widespread dissent regarding 

the teaching on contraception in Humanae Vitae.  

CMA supports an approach to health-care reform 

"achieved by legislation that empowers people to own 

their health insurance policies (as contrasted with 

government, or employer controlled healthcare 

insurance) and using targeted measures to help people 

who cannot afford the entire cost of their insurance 

premium." 

  

CMA's recommendation points the way toward an 

alternative solution -- one based on the principle of 

subsidiarity -- to reach the goals advocated by the 

bishops. Universal coverage can be achieved without 

handing health care entirely over to the federal 

government. Here are some specific recommendations 

of my own that would implement the general 

suggestions of the CMA. 

Such a plan can begin with mandating health 

savings accounts (HSA) for everyone: These individual 

accounts become the vehicles to disperse payments to 

insurance providers. Everyone will be required to 

purchase his or her own insurance, and group 

insurance policies will end.  

Insurance would be sold to individuals and not 

through employers or other parties. This solves the 

issue of portability, the ability of individuals to keep 

their own health insurance. This would also reduce 

costs: Consumers would seek to control their own 

consumption. The government would also take the 

lead in bringing about litigation (or tort) reform to 

curtail the amount of irrelevant and unnecessary 

testing and defensive procedures that doctors use to 

protect themselves from negligence claims.  

T 

http://www.usccb.org/healthcare/
http://www.usccb.org/healthcare/
http://www.usccb.org/healthcare/faqs.shtml
http://www.chausa.org/Pub/MainNav/Advocacy/Issues/
http://catholickey.blogspot.com/2009/08/sr-carol-keehan-catholic-healths-856093.html
http://www.cathmed.org/about/background/history/
http://www.cathmed.org/issues_resources/publications/press_releases/statement_on_health_care_reform/
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At a minimum, individuals would be required to 

purchase hospitalization insurance so as to prevent 

people from using emergency rooms without paying. 

This would also lead to beneficial discriminatory pricing 

for those who choose to purchase primary care or 

preventative care as opposed to those who only 

purchase hospitalization. Verification of insurance 

would occur by including the policy number annually on 

one's tax return. 

The role of the federal government would be to 

spell out a minimum level of mandated services to be 

covered by insurance companies. Freedom of 

conscience provisions would be included, while 

abortion services and so-called end-of-life services 

would not. Insurance companies would not be allowed 

to deny coverage for preexisting conditions. 

Health-care providers, in turn, would have to 

provide the same price to everyone for each service. 

Furthermore, government would need to create 

incentives in order to increase the number of primary 

care providers and local clinics to help lower the 

baseline of medical care costs.  

How are individual HSAs to be funded so that 

universal coverage is achieved? For the next three 

years, employers would contribute to each employee's 

HSA the mean amount of dollars that they had 

previously paid into group insurance. For the millions of 

uninsured, Congress would contribute dollars to their 

HSA. Congress would have to determine at what level of 

income this assistance would cease.  

There is more than one way to achieve the goal of 

universal access to health care -- without turning over 

the reins to government. 

 

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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Rethinking the Seamless Garment 
Russell Shaw | Column 

8/17/09

s Pope Benedict XVI an admirer of the seamless 

garment? Evidently he is, and at first sight that's bad 

news for conservative Catholics. But hold on: The 

good news is that he understands seamless-garment 

thinking in a way that ought to lead conservatives to 

admire it, too. 

To be sure, in his new economic encyclical Caritas in 

Veritate (Charity in Truth), Benedict nowhere uses the 

expression "seamless garment" or its more 

sophisticated variant, "consistent ethic of life." The 

concept nonetheless lies at the heart of the document, 

signified by the verbal formula "integral human 

development," which serves as the central organizing 

principle of this long, complex treatise. 

But are integral development and consistent 

ethic/seamless garment really one and the same? A 

little background sheds light on that. 

Pope Benedict attributes the idea of integral 

development to Pope Paul VI and traces it back to Paul's 

1967 encyclical Populorum Progressio (The Progress of 

Peoples). Interestingly enough, he also sees it playing a 

key role the following year in Humanae Vitae, the 

encyclical in which Paul reaffirmed the Church's 

condemnation of artificial contraception. (More on that 

below.) 

By contrast, the consistent ethic/seamless garment 

rationale first emerged under that name a decade and a 

half later, proposed by the late Cardinal Joseph 

Bernardin of Chicago. He adopted the approach in the 

early 1980s in order to make the case that concern 

about the fundamental value of human life ought to 

predispose advocates of various life-related issues -- 

from forestalling abortion to ending capital punishment 

to cleaning up the environment -- to form a united front 

of commitment to the sanctity and quality of life in a 

variety of contexts. 

Several years after that, with the waters of many 

controversies and disappointments having flowed under 

this particular dam, I happened to speak slightingly of 

the seamless garment in something I wrote. To my 

surprise, I received a more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger 

letter from my old friend Cardinal Bernardin, telling me 

I was missing the point. 

Among the considerations advanced by the 

cardinal on behalf of the consistent ethic was this: 

Aware of the flak the idea was receiving from 

conservative Catholic sources, he'd checked it for 

orthodoxy with Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, prefect of 

the Vatican's Congregation for the Doctrine of the 

Faith, and had received assurances that it was 

acceptable. Need I point out that Cardinal Ratzinger is 

now Pope Benedict XVI? 

Possibly I should have left it at that, but I didn't. 

Replying to Cardinal Bernardin, I wrote that the 

problem wasn't with the consistent ethic/seamless 

garment as such. The problem was with the bad use to 

which the idea was sometimes put by people who 

sought to use it as a smokescreen for moral 

equivalence. 

In case you wonder, that's the error which 

supposes -- or pretends to suppose -- that if some 

issue (curbing pollution, let's say) can be lined up more 

or less convincingly under the heading "human life," it 

carries the same moral weight as any of its cousins 

grouped under the same heading (abortion, 

euthanasia, whatever).  

This reasoning then supplies the basis for a 

simplistic counting exercise: If Candidate A takes the 

side of life on eight issues and Candidate B does the 

same on fifteen, then B obviously is the authentic pro-

life candidate -- and never mind that A's issues include 

abortion and euthanasia and B's do not. That fantasy 

calculus is sometimes used in the ongoing abortion 
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wars and lately has provided a significant part of the 

reasoning of Catholics who support President Barack 

Obama. 

  

I got no reply from Cardinal Bernardin. Thinking about 

that go-round years later, I guess we both were right. 

It should be obvious that Benedict does not fall into 

the trap of moral equivalence in Caritas Veritate. The 

argument he makes is more subtle and persuasive than 

that. 

Starting from the idea of integral development in 

both its individual and communal aspects ("authentic 

human development concerns the whole of the person 

in every single dimension"), the pope argues that there 

is a "strong link" between "life ethics" and "social 

ethics." Furthermore (and here's where Humanae Vitae 

comes in), "openness to life" is at "the center of true 

development." 

Benedict then proceeds to hammer away at his 

vision of linkages and -- if I may say so -- seamlessness. 

It's to the fore, for example, in what he says about 

population ("a very important aspect of authentic 

development, since it concerns the inalienable values of 

life and the family"), about "human ecology" and 

"natural ecology," and about biotechnology and the 

manipulation of human life: "How can we be surprised 

by the indifference shown towards situations of human 

degradation, when such indifference extends even to 

our attitude towards what is and is not human?" 

The pope obviously understands that different 

issues require different ethical analyses and carry 

different ethical weight. But different as they are, he 

contends, a proper understanding of integral 

development brings all into focus on the welfare of the 

person. At its deepest level, the encyclical's message is 

this: "There cannot be holistic development and 

universal common good unless people's spiritual and 

moral welfare is taken into account, considered in their 

totality as body and soul." 

The Pope Paul/Pope Benedict integral development 

line is far more coherent and carefully reasoned than 

the consistent ethic/seamless garment rhetoric ever 

was. But leaving aside cases where seamless garment 

people foolishly try to equate apples with oranges, it's 

easy to see that both approaches at bottom are 

speaking of the same thing: a vision of human 

flourishing in its totality, along with the programmatic 

steps needed to make it real. 

There's no comfort here for cafeteria Catholics of 

either the left or the right. In Caritas in Veritate, 

Benedict closes the gap between pro-life people and 

social justice people precisely by arguing that, for 

people who think clearly, there is no gap: human 

development must be integral or it's illusory. "The 

whole Church, in all her being and acting -- when she 

proclaims, when she celebrates, when she performs 

works of charity -- is engaged in promoting integral 

human development," he writes. It's a stirring vision 

for today's confused, frequently fractured community 

of believers.  

 

Russell Shaw is the author of Catholic Laity in the 

Mission of the Church (Requiem Press), Nothing to 

Hide: Secrecy, Communication, and Communion in the 

Catholic Church (Ignatius Press), and other works. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0975854283/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0975854283/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586172182/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586172182/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586172182/insidecatcom-20
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Our Father 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

8/18/09

n Luke's Gospel, the "Our Father," like so much else 

in Jesus' teaching, is occasioned by a request from 

His disciples: "Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught 

his disciples" (Lk 11:1). This should get our attention, 

because it is typical of Jesus' method of revelation that, 

instead of going around announcing, "Hey! I'm the 

Messiah!" He appears to leave so much of revealing 

Himself to the initiative of others. Half of His sayings are 

replies and rejoinders to things somebody else said or 

asked. Even the great and shocking revelation of His 

identity as the Christ, the son of the living God, is made 

not by Him directly, but through the apostle Peter. The 

disciple makes the great confession; Jesus then 

confirms it by telling Peter that flesh and blood has not 

revealed it to him, but "my heavenly Father" (Mt 16:17).  

In both cases -- the revelation of the "Our Father" 

and the Messianic Revelation -- had the disciple not 

made the request or plucked up the guts to make the 

shocking confession, we might never have received the 

revelation. That should stagger us, because it points to 

the first thing we should realize about prayer: that we 

do it at all. 

Of course, psychologically, prayer is perfectly 

understandable. There's no big shock about weak flesh 

crying out to the heavens for some sort of help in 

making it through this vale of tears. And if we were all 

pagans, there would be no great surprise in the idea of 

our trying to wheedle and cajole the various clashing 

egos and agendas of Olympus into playing favorites 

with us or scheming against other gods and humans in 

order to obtain some desired outcome to our plight. 

But Christians do not believe in such a deity. We 

believe in a God who is omnipotent, all-knowing, and 

all-loving. And that raises a huge question: namely, 

what's the point of prayer to such a God? We can 

neither tell Him anything He does not know, nor urge 

Him to love more than he already does (a candle may 

just as well command the sun to shine more brightly), 

nor can we add one particle to His infinite and endless 

happiness by our praise. So we are pretty much the 

definition of a kind of Cosmic Fifth Wheel.  

In light of such a God, our prayer -- and indeed our 

very existence -- is utterly superfluous. We are, in the 

words of Robert Farrar Capon, "radically unnecessary." 

If it comes to it, God not only doesn't need us to pray, 

He doesn't need us to do anything. He doesn't need us 

to exist at all! 

And yet Jesus teaches us to pray and makes His 

actions, in a certain sense, so dependent on ours that 

His very instruction on prayer is given because we ask 

Him to tell us how to pray. Why this seeming passivity 

on the part of Him who is Pure Act? 

  

The answer is found in the immense gulf between 

Jesus' reference to God as "my heavenly Father" and 

His instruction to us to refer to God as "Our Father." 

Jesus uses the term "my Father" in a way that makes 

clear that He enjoys by nature a relationship with God 

that we do not enjoy. God the Father is the Father of 

Jesus the Son. Jesus shares His divine nature. He is of 

the same "God stuff" as the Father. We are not. We 

are creatures, not sons -- related to God, if you will, as 

a statue is related to its sculptor, not as a son is related 

to his Father. Moreover, to complicate matters, we are 

creatures in rebellion. Evil has distanced us from God 

in ways that merely creatureliness never could.  

Jesus repeatedly emphasizes that distinct 

relationship when He tells us things like, "You are from 

below, I am from above," and when He takes for 

granted the fact that He is without sin and entirely 

pleasing to the Father, while we are sinners. To be 

sure, His teaching, particularly in the Sermon on the 

Mount, insists that we must call God "Father." But the 

whole point of this language is to make clear that this 
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is shocking and revolutionary. Occasionally, in the Old 

Testament, one of the prophets will speak of God as the 

Father of Israel. Now and then, a psalmist will posit a 

Father/Son relationship between God and some 

dignitary such as a Davidic king. But Jesus makes this 

the absolutely normative relationship between His 

followers and His Father. In doing so, He makes clear 

that this is permissible only because He has authorized 

and commanded us to enter such an intimate 

relationship with our "Abba." The corollary is that 

without that authorization and command, it would be 

sheer impudence and effrontery on our part, much as 

Islam still feels it to be. In short, the clear implication of 

Jesus' teaching is that, apart from Him, we would have 

no right whatsoever to call God "Father." 

That comes as a shock to many people in our post-

Christian culture, who take it as a natural right simply 

because the Christian tradition has, for so long, called 

God "Father." And perhaps that shock is not a bad 

thing, since the Christian revelation should shock. It tells 

us that, not because we are That Kind of Chap, but 

because of the Passion, Death and Resurrection, a 

radical change has been wrought by the God-Man in the 

relationship between God and Man so that we can, 

after eons of estrangement, call God "Father." It 

declares that after the Resurrection, the One who had 

hitherto referred to "my Father" in starkly exclusive 

terms now says to Mary Magdalene: "Go to my 

brethren and say to them, I am ascending to my Father 

and your Father, to my God and your God" (Jn 20:17). 

When the second Adam ascends, humanity is planted 

squarely in the heart of heaven, and God and man are 

now reconciled. God is no longer merely the Father of 

Jesus Christ the Son, but of all who believe in Him. So, 

as the Church puts it in the Mass, we "dare" to say, "Our 

Father." In the words of C. S. Lewis, we are given the 

right and duty to "dress up as Christ." 

That's why prayer (and we) are not superfluous to 

God. For He who does not need either us nor our 

prayers is nonetheless the God who loves us. And, 

loving us, He not only utters us into being out of 

nothing, but raises us from there to become what St. 

Peter calls "partakers of the divine nature" (2 Pt 1:4). 

And so, as Pascal observes, God instituted prayer in 

order to lend us the dignity of being causes -- and, what 

is more, sons and daughters in the Son. 

The grace that lends us our borrowed dignity is 

always prior. Every movement of the heart toward God, 

no matter how feeble and flickering, occurs because 

God was already at work in the mysterious depths of 

the human heart, moving us toward Himself. That's 

why, at the end of the day, it only appears that Jesus 

was passively revealing Himself in response to others' 

comments and requests. In fact, requests like, "Lord, 

teach us to pray," and insights like, "You are the Christ, 

the Son of the Blessed" occur, as Jesus Himself said, 

due to the power of His heavenly Father at work in our 

hearts. As He says, we did not choose Him, He chose us 

(cf. Jn 15:16). All of the struggles to understand the 

revelation of Christ -- all the seeking, questioning, 

doubt, and desire the apostles went through in their 

long, slow, stumbling walk after Jesus -- all this was 

due ultimately not to "man's search for God" but to 

the Good Shepherd who sought the lost sheep. At our 

very best and most pious, we are still in the position of 

the beloved who chases her Lover till He catches her. 

The apostles cried out, "Lord, teach us to pray!" 

because God put the hunger for Him in their hearts, 

inspired them to freely seek Him, and then freely 

answered them. The prayer "Teach us to pray," simply 

by being prayer and not a magic formula, assumed 

dialogue with God. 

  

And yet, not merely one-on-one dialogue. The "Our 

Father" is, paradoxically, an incorrigibly public prayer 

(that's why it's the "Our Father") to an incorrigibly 

intimate God (which is why Jesus tells us, "But when 

you pray, go into your room and shut the door and 

pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father 

who sees in secret will reward you" (Mt 6:6)). 

What are we to make of a God who reveals 

Himself to be secret, yet reveals this to the whole 

human race? Well, we cannot pretend that the 

Christian Faith is some private, esoteric affair between 

Me 'n' Jesus. "Our" gives that the lie. To call the Father 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

8 

 

"Our" Father and not "My" Father is to say He is the 

God of the whole Church, not just of me.  

Why, then, the emphasis on secrecy? Because God 

meets us as persons in all the intimacy of the soul. We 

approach Him in secret because, paradoxically, that 

which is personal is also that which is most universal. 

For personal things (falling in love, fear upon the sea, 

wonder at the stars, joy at the laughter of children) are 

not esoteric, they are common. But because we are 

weak, we often cannot reveal ourselves as persons to 

God in public due to fear of What People Will Think or 

the distracting desire to impress them. So God calls us 

to private prayer in order that we may practice at being 

Persons, that in our public practice of the Faith, we may 

share that gift of personhood with others. 

And make no mistake, it is a public faith Jesus has in 

view when He establishes His Church. The notion that 

the Christian Faith should be "private," in the sense that 

it should be neither seen nor heard in the public square, 

is as unintelligible to Jesus as it was to the Jewish 

tradition out of which He came. To be sure, acts of piety 

(prayer, fasting, almsgiving) should not be done in order 

to gain the praise of human beings, but that's not 

because "faith is a private thing." It's because our public 

witness to the Faith must not be compromised by even 

so much as the appearance of a faith that is offered in 

sacrifice not to God our Father, but to Public Opinion. It 

is precisely because the Church is a visible body of 

believers and a sacrament to the world of the mercy 

and love of God that it must not be tainted by the 

mercenary attempt to leverage our "spirituality" into 

something calculated to win acclamation for ourselves. 

Winning acclamation for Our Father is another thing 

entirely. That is why Jesus offsets the exhortation to do 

our acts of piety privately with another, less-noticed 

command to make our faith a very public thing indeed: 

You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill 

cannot be hid. Nor do men light a lamp and put it 

under a bushel, but on a stand, and it gives light to 

all in the house. Let your light so shine before men, 

that they may see your good works and give glory 

to your Father who is in heaven (Mt 5:14-16). 

Precisely the point of this teaching is that glory is good, 

so long as we give it to God our Father and don't divert 

it to ourselves. That's why Catholics are unabashed in 

public worship: Because the Mass is not all about us, 

but about the worship of God the Father in and through 

Jesus the Son. 

That's why the "Our Father" has always had pride of 

place at Mass. Here supremely, we live out what Jesus 

instructs us to do in the "Our Father" by entering into 

the total and perfect self-offering of the Son. Once 

again, we "dress up as Christ" and ride His coattails 

into Heaven by being joined with His life, death, and 

resurrection, first in the sacrament of Baptism and 

most profoundly in the sacrament of the Eucharist. We 

give Him our little, broken, creaturely life and He gives 

us His "spirit of Sonship" whereby we cry "Abba, 

Father." And because we are now sons and daughters 

in the Son, we participate in the life of the Blessed 

Trinity to such a degree that God, in His Providence, 

actually takes our prayers into account as He continues 

His single ongoing act of Creation and Redemption. He 

chooses to make our prayers matter, for we pray as His 

own children.  

And because we are children, we can enter into 

prayer, not in the muck sweat of a half-panicked fear 

that a capricious deity might let us starve if we don't 

get some magic formula recited just right, but in the 

confidence that Jesus Himself had in His heavenly 

Father. It is this confidence that suffuses the "Our 

Father" and steers us not to a prayer of petition (which 

is often the first form of prayer that we think of), but 

to the recognition that He is in heaven -- of which 

more next time. 

 

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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Consider the Hummingbird 
David Warren | Column 

8/19/09

 have a couple of friends who live in an Ontario 

swamp -- by choice, surrounded by nature at its 

most intense, at least at this latitude. It is cool and 

comfortable in there during the summer. No mosquito 

problem, for instance: The frogs, fish, and birds that 

flourish over, around, and under their house (built as a 

bridge between two small islands) take care of them. 

The toughest time of the year is when the bullfrogs are 

mating, on account of their stentorian roars. But then 

the herons start taking care of them. 

The lady of that house is much attached to 

hummingbirds. She hangs out cylinders for them and 

has otherwise helped them to become numerous. 

Indeed, she has several-dozen favored animal species, 

of water, land, and air, including a pair of dogs both 

larger than she is. But her relationship with the 

hummingbirds is special, to the point where I've been 

inclined -- wrongly, as it turns out -- to doubt the stories 

she has told about them. Her husband is a reformed city 

boy, and a visit to their Swamp House is like a passage 

into the very book of nature, with live exhibits wherever 

one turns, springing from the pages. 

A paradise on earth -- and, as one might expect, an 

instructive paradise. For by watching wild animals 

closely, with patience and attention, one may be 

transported to the frontiers of human knowledge. 

Through the heat of this summer, though trapped 

by work in the city, I have been somewhat obsessed 

with birds. This is from discovering the works of the late 

Alexander F. Skutch, a most remarkable ornithologist. 

He lived for decades in a remote valley in Costa Rica, a 

kind of Swamp House writ large, and through several-

dozen books and hundreds of papers communicated to 

the wide world unprecedented information about the 

life histories of the birds that surrounded him. He was 

scientist and scholar, and by collating his findings with 

literature from all over place and time, he was able to 

write incomparably on the general issues. 

I will give one passing example from the book, A 

Naturalist Amid Tropical Splendour (1987), to hint at the 

great wealth. Skutch gives notes on the choral singing of 

a tropical species of hummingbird, the scaly-breasted 

Phaeochroa cuvierii. As he makes clear, their songs are 

learned, not innate, and harmonious even though the 

birds themselves are scrappy, competitive little 

individualists in the field. Each scaly-breast contributes 

to the melodic choral line, with repeating phrases in a 

complicated pattern, yet hung upon a theme. At some 

point they may go silent, but the sharp field observer 

notes their throats are still vibrating. They are still 

singing, but above the range of human ears. 

Then they all break. They flex their wings and fan 

out their tails, stretching between numbers. 

Then one hummingbird suggests a new theme -- 

let us say, "twe-twe-twe trilllll chup chup," seemingly 

based on the mating call of the local Tody-Flycatcher -- 

and they start up again. Inserting perhaps that popular 

refrain: "chwee, see-see-ah chwee, see-see-ah chip-

chip-chip-chip-chip" -- wherein the "chwee" is sounded 

as a low, sustained, very unhummingbirdlike note, 

audible to humans at 200 feet. 

In the dry season, when food is hard to find, and 

death is all about, the small birds seldom sing. But 

when the showers come in April, the singing returns, 

increasing as the flowers bloom, and with that, their 

supply of nectar. 

There are solos and duets. There are massed 

choruses, and part choruses, male and female. The 

males, for instance, sing chorally for the females while 

they are building their nests. A repertoire is developed 

within the flock, and in passing to a new flock, we 

enter new musical traditions. 

Consider the metabolism of a hummingbird. It 

beggars belief: a heart that can race to more than 
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1,000 beats per second while in flight, yet slow to 50 in 

arid semi-hibernation. Wings that in some species can 

complete up to 100 twirling strokes in a second. The 

ability to hover, or fly backwards -- on aerodynamic 

principles different from those exploited by insects of 

similar size. On paper, always within a few hours of 

starvation. Yet some, banded but indifferent to the 

human calculations, have been known to overfly 500 

miles of open water. 

And they are one tiny part of a larger birdworld that 

is full of examples not only of "nature red in tooth and 

claw," but of the most exquisite and purposeful 

cooperation, within and between species. 

Some birds bring food to each other's nests and 

have been shown to supply even building materials, one 

species for another. Many feed not only their young but 

their old, injured, deformed, and ill, in defiance of all 

Darwinian logic. They spread warnings of danger, also 

across species; they sacrifice their lives in defense of 

one another. In zoos, detached from others of their own 

kind, they form the most curious companionships, not 

only with other birds, but with other animals. They also 

do this in the wild. 

In Skutch alone, my reader will discover worlds 

within worlds, all conscientiously sourced, and 

cautiously understated. His documentations of courage 

among animals, of parental devotion in many different 

forms, of very particular friendships and attachments, 

of cooperation and helpfulness, of joy in being and 

vitality in play, of seeming appreciation for beauty, of 

curiosity beyond practical need, and of what Skutch 

affirms as a kind of integrity by which each animal will 

sooner surrender its life than be untrue to its nature -- 

all these facts point to a world that cannot be reduced 

to "survival of the fittest."  

The challenge for the Catholic lies beyond the bird 

as symbol. It is to explore this science, and to think 

through the ontology of the human the more deeply in 

light of the light within the very mechanisms of nature. 

 

David Warren is a Canadian journalist who writes 

mostly on international affairs. His Web site is 

www.davidwarrenonline.com. 

http://www.davidwarrenonline.com/
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Please Allow Me to Humiliate You 

John Zmirak | Column 

8/19/09

e all know the story of the Pharisee and 

the tax collector in the Temple (Lk 18:9-14). 

"But then the tax collector, aware of his 

own deep humility, looked upon the Pharisee and said: 

Lord, I thank thee that I am not such as this man, who 

fasts and prays and gives alms unto the poor. Rather, in 

the depth of my sinfulness is the greatness of my 

repentance, so am I exalted far above this other man."  

Or something like that.  

No, wait a minute. The above is a mash-up of 

Scripture that came to me courtesy of my old boss Tom 

Hoopes, recently departed from many years as editor of 

the National Catholic Register. I wish I could claim credit 

for this brilliant illustration of the perverse uses which 

can be made even of Christianity's deepest impulses. 

I've seen people really do this -- for instance, Catholic 

bloggers who seem to boast about the depth of their 

former sins, and wallow in their specialness compared 

to dreary, bourgeois churchgoers who've always tried to 

follow the rules. There's a certain type of "penitent" 

who delights in playing the perpetual prodigal son, 

always deserving of the fatted calf. Just by going one 

more day without doing heroin, or cheating on their 

spouses, they think they are forever causing greater joy 

in heaven than whole cloisters full of holy Carmelites. 

The trick is to stay the "lost sheep," and never blend in 

and become one of those boring 99 . . . 

Another instance came in a documentary I once saw 

made by an earnest post-Christian Dane who'd misread 

far too much Kierkegaard. Now used around the world 

as part of mandatory "diversity training," it's called 

American Pictures. In it, the journalist Jacob Holdt 

mentioned how he sought out the lowliest, most 

oppressed people in America, living among them to 

learn their stories. There was clearly a humane, even 

theological, impulse behind this quest, and Mr. Holdt 

had me walking right along with him -- until the Dane 

followed his sentiments into what he called "the most 

despised of subcultures, the black drag queens of San 

Francisco."  

As he traipsed along behind these glittery, towering 

transvestites, this well-meaning young man spoke about 

them in the language of the Gospels, implicitly 

comparing them to the woman caught in adultery, the 

prodigal son, and any number of other penitent 

sinners. Except, of course, what the drag queens 

wanted wasn't healing and repentance -- but absolute 

social acceptance of their lifestyles and stylin' lives. 

You can diagnose the sentimental cancer that is liberal 

Christianity as the impulse to accede to such demands, 

metastasized, replicating itself unhindered by natural 

law or revelation.  

All of which is to say that humility isn't a virtue 

you're meant to boast about -- and simply being abject 

doesn't necessarily mean that you're the meek who 

will inherit the earth. A lot of felons are pretty abject in 

prison, and it's often the child-molesters and rapists in 

there who get treated the worst. Cry me a river. 

However, we shouldn't be too impatient with 

people who misunderstand humility, since even the 

way certain holy people talk about it emits more heat 

than light. When canonized saints go on at length on 

how they're the lowest of sinners, it can serve as a 

wholesome reminder to those of us tempted to lazy 

smugness. Or it just might induce a bout of 

scrupulosity so severe that it leads us to give up. If 

even Mother Teresa trembled for her salvation . . . 

really, what's the point? Would you pass me that bong, 

Lebowski? 

  

Of course, when the topic of humility comes up, the 

elephant in the bathtub -- or, at least, the holy card 

crudely taped to the dashboard of the minivan -- is the 

Litany of Humility. Penned by the deeply spiritual 

W 

http://www.american-pictures.com/
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Cardinal Merry del Val, a faithful servant of the great St. 

Pius X, it would seem to come highly recommended. 

And pious folks I've known still swear by it. But give it a 

read and see why instead I swear at it: 

O Jesus! meek and humble of heart, Hear me. 

From the desire of being esteemed, 

            Deliver me, Jesus. 

From the desire of being loved . . . 

From the desire of being extolled . . . 

From the desire of being honored . . . 

From the desire of being praised . . . 

From the desire of being preferred to others. . . 

From the desire of being consulted . . . 

From the desire of being approved . . . 

From the fear of being humiliated . . .  

From the fear of being despised . . . 

From the fear of suffering rebukes . . . 

From the fear of being calumniated . . . 

From the fear of being forgotten . . . 

From the fear of being ridiculed . . . 

From the fear of being wronged . . . 

From the fear of being suspected . . . 

That others may be loved more than I, 

            Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 

That others may be esteemed more than I . . . 

That, in the opinion of the world, others may 

increase and I may decrease . . . 

That others may be chosen and I set aside . . . 

That others may be praised and I unnoticed . . .  

That others may be preferred to me in everything... 

That others may become holier than I, provided 

that I may become as holy as I should. . . 

A Catholic shrink I once knew said he kept this prayer 

out of the hands of the clinically depressed; indeed, the 

speaker in this prayer sounds like he's already afflicted 

with that condition. I'd also keep it away from spouses 

of any kind of addict, and pretty much every teen -- 

except for beauty queens and quarterbacks. Just 

reading the thing, I can feel the serotonin draining out 

of my head. What is more, St. Thomas teaches that it's 

wrong for us to practice humility when it tempts others 

to sin. That means that accepting abuse, or resigning 

yourself needlessly to suffering an injustice, may in fact 

be un-Christian things to do. Nowadays we call it 

"enabling."  

Now, it's critical for Christians to slip the snares of 

Vainglory -- the yearning for undeserved praise, and the 

tendency to take personal pride in things God handed 

you on a silver platter. Many instances of ethnic, racial, 

or national pride amount to one form or the other. I'll 

never forget the racialist who pointed to the 

Adirondacks and said to me with a smile: "See those 

mountains? White men built those mountains." ("See 

those pyramids? African Americans built those 

pyramids.")  

But the sentiments in the litany seem less a 

rejection of such nonsense than a comprehensive 

denial of most of the natural impulses God built into 

our psyche. To make this point more fully: If it's good 

to wish all these things for one's self, then one should 

equally wish them for one's children. I challenge the 

reader to go through the litany above and substitute 

for "I" the words "my son" or "my daughter." Hence, 

"That others may be loved more than my son, Jesus 

grant me the grace to desire it." That kind of takes the 

red paint right off the Schwinn, doesn't it?  

  

Of course, there's a way to give this litany a more 

charitable reading, and here I think we might come 

upon the truth behind the holy card: In the first part of 

the prayer, you're asking Christ to deliver you from 

desire and fear: desire for good but inessential things, 

and fear of all sorts of suffering -- which in itself is 

objectively evil. Now God can bring good out of evil, 

but that doesn't mean we should go out and canonize 

Judas, no matter what National Geographic says. Our 

Lord in Gethsemane wasn't pumped up about the 

prospect of His suffering; he hadn't pestered a spiritual 

director into letting Him volunteer to die on a cross. He 

begged the Father to spare Him, and I think here we 

should follow His example. The Church encouraged 

martyrs to be steadfast; she steadfastly didn't 

encourage people to seek martyrdom. There was a 

whole school of heretics in the early Church called the 

Circumcellions, who made their name by rushing out 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5037&Itemid=100
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/lostgospel/
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and taunting Roman officials until they got themselves 

fed to the lions. (Happily, this kind of heresy tends to 

persecute itself.)  

Insofar as we ask God to free us from anxiety over 

the future, we're acting like penitent packrats who bring 

in a professional organizer to help us throw out half our 

stuff: By unloading extra baggage, and weaning 

ourselves away from excessive attachment to the easy 

and the pleasant, we're freeing ourselves for service. If I 

really cannot bear to fly coach, that will usually mean I 

can't afford to travel. Likewise, if the only time you can 

bear to witness to the gospel is among like-minded folks 

who will nod and pass the donuts, your usefulness to 

the Kingdom is rather . . . limited. In this light, I can see 

why St. Ignatius insisted that his Jesuits try to cultivate 

what reads to me like a punishing version of humility: 

actively wishing to suffer as Jesus did. By freeing men 

up from wholesome natural impulses, you can make 

them psychologically almost bulletproof -- which is why 

the Church's persecutors, from the Samurai to Elizabeth 

I's professional priest-hunters, were always most scared 

of the Jesuits. They'd been through humility boot camp. 

Still, for most of us, a little of this sort of thing goes 

a long way. St. Thomas teaches that humility is a 

subdivision of the virtue of Temperance -- the rational 

estimation of one's true merits, seen in the cold light 

both of one's sins and of God's many gifts. A consistent 

awareness that all our good acts are only possible (after 

the Fall) thanks to actual graces, and that our very 

existence is contingent on God's deciding each moment 

to keep us from falling into the Void . . . all this should 

be quite enough to keep the average man from 

succumbing to Vainglory. ("See this great country? 

Catholics founded this country.")  

Myself, I think the good cardinal's litany should be 

reserved for future missionaries to Burma and patients 

with a formal diagnosis of Narcissistic Personality 

Disorder. It's not so much a humility nutrient as a 

humility chemo. And myself, I'm kind of vain about my 

nice brown head of hair.  

 

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.amazon.com/Grand-Inquisitor-Crossroad-Book/dp/0824524357/ref=pd_bbs_sr_4?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1231816877&sr=8-4
http://www.thomasmorecollege.edu/
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A Prince of Darkness Heads toward the Light 

Deal W. Hudson | Column 

8/20/09
y obituary will now begin with the 

Valerie Plame story," Bob Novak said 

with a wry smile. We were having 

breakfast at the Army-Navy Club in Washington, D.C., a 

year after the media furor began over his column 

identifying Plame as a CIA operative. Novak, of course, 

was right: On the day he died, the Washington Post 

obituary began with two paragraphs on the incident, 

with the New York Times and Associated Press following 

suit. 

When asked by an interviewer for the 

Washingtonian Magazine if he regretted the column, 

Novak replied: 

I'd go full speed ahead because of the hateful and 

beastly way in which my left-wing critics in the 

press and Congress tried to make a political affair 

out of it and tried to ruin me. My response now is 

this: The hell with you. They didn't ruin me. I have 

my faith, my family, and a good life. A lot of people 

love me -- or like me. So they failed. I would do the 

same thing over again because I don't think I hurt 

Valerie Plame whatsoever. 

That's the Bob Novak I came to know and respect -- a 

man of courage, integrity, and the sure conviction that 

most things in life were more important than being 

hated by your enemies and critics.  

Robert D. Novak died at home on Monday, finally 

succumbing to the brain cancer that was discovered in 

June 2008. With his illness and death, the country lost 

its premier political reporter, and the Church lost one of 

its most powerful voices in American culture and the 

media.  

Novak, born and raised in a non-observant Jewish 

family from Joliet, Illinois, converted to the Catholic 

Faith in May 1998. Present at the baptism were his wife 

Geraldine, also being received into the Church; his 

godparents, Kate O'Beirne and Jeff Bell; members of the 

media like Al Hunt, Judy Woodruff, Fred Barnes, and 

Margaret Carlson; politicians such as Sen. Daniel Patrick 

Moynihan, Rep. Henry Hyde, and Sen. Rick Santorum; 

and his catechist, Rev. C. John McCloskey. Msgr. Peter 

Vaghi, then pastor of St. Patrick's Church, commented 

later how privileged they were to witness the 

transformation of the "Prince of Darkness" into a "child 

of light." 

With Novak's conversion, Washington gained 

something it had previously lacked: a major media 

figure who was unapologetically Catholic and pro-life. 

In his reporting, however, Novak never crossed the line 

into advocacy. Because of his personal convictions, 

Novak would report stories no one else wanted to 

cover, but he would let the facts speak for themselves.  

  

Catholics who battle for the Church in the public eye 

are mourning his death. Laura Ingraham, another 

Catholic convert, started her radio show in 2001 and 

eventually joined Novak as a media celebrity who 

defended the orthodox Catholic Faith. Ingraham wrote 

me, "An inspiration professionally and spiritually, Bob 

truly was one-of-a-kind. I will miss his wit, conviction, 

and clarity of thought. I look forward to his reporting 

from Above." 

The nation's most sought-after Catholic media 

commenter, Bill Donohue, president of the Catholic 

League, remarked, "Bob Novak was a walking 

encyclopedia of knowledge about American 

government, a fiercely courageous journalist, a 

committed convert to Catholicism, and a totally honest 

individual. He will be sorely missed." 

EWTN news director Raymond Arroyo shared with 

me his blog tribute, where he wrote, "I will most miss 

Bob's relentless inquisitiveness. In his three-piece suit, 

over dinner or at a cocktail party, he would probe you, 

seeking your impressions of a news event or a person. 

"M 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/10/20/AR2005102000874.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/08/18/AR2009081801761.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/19/business/media/19novak.html
http://www.nypost.com/seven/08182009/news/nationalnews/journalist_robert_novak_dead_185207.htm
http://www.creators.com/opinion/robert-novak.html
http://www.washingtonian.com/articles/people/4730.html
http://www.lauraingraham.com/pg/jsp/general/aboutlaura.jsp;jsessionid=9506CA2318E01642F07BF1743C6EA37C
http://origin.ewtn.com/news/blog.asp?blog_ID=2
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He wanted to know everything you had heard. He was 

like a sponge. And God did he love chasing a story." 

As a reporter, Novak held tightly to his professional 

detachment, but in his private life he and Geraldine 

gave generously to various Catholic causes. He helped 

pro-life groups, colleges, youth programs, and media 

apostolates not only by being present at their events 

but also by opening his own checkbook.  

I had the great privilege of being with the Novaks on 

their two trips to the Holy Land, in 2006 and 2007. It 

was during these trips I observed Novak's interviewing 

methods firsthand -- he took few notes but could 

remember details perfectly. I watched how he would 

work up to the tough question, sprinkling it with just 

enough factual information that the interviewee would 

have to answer or look completely foolish. Then I would 

see the then-75-year-old reporter go up to his hotel 

room at 10 p.m., after a full day on the road, to write 

and file his story.  

My only regret is that I did not accompany him on 

his interview in Gaza that resulted in his controversial 

column, "Olive Branch from Hamas." My teenage 

daughter, Hannah, who was traveling with me at the 

time, begged me not to go because of the daily 

bombings, and I acceded to her request. When I told 

Bob that Hannah had asked me not to go, he turned 

around from the front seat of the car with a big grin and 

said, "Hannah, don't you know we all have to die 

sometime!" and laughed. (The day Bob went to Gaza 

there were no bombs.) 

Novak, however, thought it fortunate that the 

nature of his illness gave him a chance to prepare for his 

death. When we visited this past September in his 

home, he told me of his gratitude, which he spoke 

about in his Washingtonian Magazine interview: 

Well, nobody wants to die. I certainly don't. But all 

Christian faiths, and certainly Catholicism, hold that 

there's an afterlife, that we are not just dust-to-

dust. And that's comforting, particularly now that I 

have an illness, and there's very little chance I will 

recover. A priest who visited me told me I've been 

given a chance to prepare myself. So I began to 

think about my life, and what I've done right and 

not done right, and to prepare myself for the last 

days. I've found that reassuring. 

I am reassured that this "Prince of Darkness" has made 

his journey toward the final Light and is now praying 

for all of us here below. 

 

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.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/04/15/AR2007041500563.html
http://www.creators.com/opinion/robert-novak.html
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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The Death of 'Me-Church' 
Steve Skojec | Column 

8/21/09

his past Sunday, as I attempted to get my 

wriggling, squeaking, squirming children settled 

in our pew for what usually amounts to a 

liturgical rodeo -- see if you can keep them on their best 

behavior for eight seconds without getting thrown out 

of the church -- I noticed the arrival of two women in 

their sixties who clearly looked like they did not belong. 

Processing up the aisle in search of a seat, they were 

dressed very casually, with the short-cropped, boyish, 

almost intentionally unattractive hairstyles that seem to 

be de rigeur for the aging members of America's post-

feminism movement. They stood out in a sea of suits, 

ties, dresses, and chapel veils.  

Far be it from me to judge based solely on 

appearances, of course: I may be a Trad, but when I 

know I'm going to be wrestling with toddlers for the 

duration of an hour-and-a-quarter-long Mass in the 

heat of the summer, I'm the first to arrive in a polo shirt 

instead of an oxford. Even so, sometimes it's just true: 

"By their fashions you will know them."  

This daring duo of anti-patriarchalism might have 

been guests in from out of town and staying in the hotel 

across the street, unaware that the 9 a.m. Mass at this 

particular parish is, in fact, a throwback to the glory 

days of Catholicism, before the option existed to 

replace all the masculine pronouns for God in the liturgy 

with gender-inclusive ones. Might have been, I say, but 

for the fact that they gave themselves away with their 

refusal to kneel during such unimportant moments of 

the Mass as, say, the consecration. They stood like 

Amazon warrior priestesses at attention, forming a 

phalanx to defend the rear guard of fruit-loopy 

Catholicism's last hoorah.  

As I looked at them (they were partially blocking my 

view of the altar, so I couldn't help it), I felt not my 

usual twinge of irritation at the guardians of "Me-

Church," but instead a kind of amused pity. They 

couldn't perform their non-conformist schtick, mad-

libbing their way through responses that, in Latin, they 

couldn't understand. Hindered by the liturgical language 

barrier and unfamiliar with the posture of the priest, 

they were also unable to determine when to hold hands 

inappropriately during the "Our Father" and were 

ritually deprived of the showy displays of human 

affection afforded them by the Sign of Peace.  

In other words, the liturgical experience in which 

they found themselves was horizontal-proof. It resists 

by its very essence all efforts to make it conform to 

Man. Instead, within its confines, man (or womyn, if 

you prefer) must conform to God.  

As I watched the priest, his attention turned to the 

altar and, incidentally, away from their awkward and 

ineffectual protest, I felt certain that I was at last 

seeing the death of an ideology that had long outlived 

its time. The parish was full -- not just with gray-haired 

hangers-on, but with young families teeming with 

small children, all of whom demonstrated a deep 

fondness for tradition, ritual, and respectful worship. 

The visitors' triumphalistic "We Are Church" mentality 

was made irrelevant by a more humble, less self-

conscious Catholicism. The people around them were 

far less concerned with having the attention focused 

on them, and far more concerned with keeping 

children quiet and well-behaved, and making it 

through the confession line before Communion time.  

This reality is not restricted to the extraordinary 

form of the Mass, though it finds much substance 

there. As the Church turns with a view to the past, not 

just the future, and admits more of its once-

abandoned orthodoxy back into its liturgies, the 

revolutionaries who sought to remake Catholicism are 

growing old and fading away. The Church is timeless 

and seems now, at last, to be maturing out of its bi-

millennial identity crisis. It is a Catholicism that 

remembers what it was and where it is going -- to Our 
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Father's house -- where the choirs of angels sing not 

their own praises but His, forever and ever. 

  

 

Steve Skojec is a columnist and blogger for 

InsideCatholic.com.  
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Resurrecting Religion 
Martin Morse Wooster | Review 

8/20/09 

God Is Back: How the Global Revival of Faith Is Changing the World 

John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge, Penguin Press, 416 pages, $27.95 

 

t was a commonplace of the late 1960s that religion 

was obsolete and that modern 20th-century people 

had no need of faith. "Is God Dead?" Time asked in 

1966, and books such as The Gospel of Christian 

Atheism seemed to prove that religion was something 

modern people could confidently ignore. In the 1990s, 

books such as Francis Fukuyama's The End of History 

and the Last Man explained to intellectuals that religion 

was as dead as Communism (or history). The Economist 

even decided to commemorate the millennium by 

publishing God's obituary. 

But in our century, religious news is, more often 

than not, the most important news of the day.  

John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge both 

work for The Economist; Micklethwait is editor-in-chief 

and Wooldridge the Washington editor. They've 

previously collaborated on a history of corporations 

and, most recently, The Right Nation, an analysis of 

American conservatism (which I reviewed in Crisis in 

2004). Like their magazine, the authors are, if not right 

wing, sympathetic to conservative principles.  

The authors are adamant that their book is a survey 

and not, despite its title, an endorsement of religion. 

They explain that one author is a Catholic and the other 

an atheist, and that it is their hope that "whatever 

biases we may bring may have canceled each other 

out." 

The authors are often critical of the Catholic Church. 

For example, they disapprove of the efforts of the 

Church -- allied with Mormons, "pro-family Muslims," 

and such non-governmental organizations as the 

Heritage Foundation and the Concerned Women of 

America -- to ensure that religious voices are heard in 

United Nations debates on feminism, abortion, and 

homosexuality. 

But they are even less fond of pompous liberal 

feminists that had long dominated those same UN 

debates. These women, the authors write, "spoke a 

private language that was part UN-speak and part 

women's studies patois." They quote Presbyterian 

writer Jennifer Butler, who notes that these liberal 

feminists saw the presence of religious conservatives 

in the UN "with shocked disbelief -- as if a bunch of 

rednecks had invaded Wellesley with cries of 'Iron my 

shirt.'" 

The authors combine analysis with extensive 

reporting. They visit such American megachurches as 

Houston's Second Baptist Church, but they also go to a 

Hindu "megatemple" in Bangalore and the Yoido Full 

Gospel Church in South Korea, the world's biggest 

megachurch with 830,000 parishioners. (Yoido is so big 

that its preachers address 32,000 people at a time.) 

  

God Is Back has many themes, but above all it 

emphasizes that intellectuals need to take religion 

more seriously and that the world -- and particularly 

the Muslim world -- would be better if the American 

model of strong separation of church and state 

replaced state-subsidized religion. 

They offer lots of examples of how international 

relations experts have long ignored religion. In 1994, 

Henry Kissinger published Diplomacy, a 900-page book 

where the word "religion" does not appear in the 

index. Former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright 

writes that, as an adult, she cannot remember "any 

leading American diplomat (even the born-again 

I 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1594202133/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0743284550/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0743284550/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0143035398/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0671510991/insidecatcom-20


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

19 

 

Jimmy Carter) speaking in depth about the role religion 

plays in shaping the world."  

Think tanks also ignored religion. When Michael 

Novak arrived at the American Enterprise Institute in 

the late 1970s, the authors write, "some of the 

economists and social policy people" didn't know what 

to make of him. "Some thought he was there to say 

grace." The authors note that AEI's investment in Novak 

has paid off, as he's written such important books there 

as The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism. 

As to their second point, the authors show that 

religious pluralism has largely been suppressed in much 

of the Muslim world, although they note that Muslim 

countries include both repressive ones such as Iran and 

more tolerant ones like Turkey and Indonesia. "The 

most important indicator of Islam's failure in coming to 

terms with modernity is in ingrained hostility to 

pluralism," they write. This leads to far too many cases 

where Muslims kill or persecute Christians, but also 

fellow Muslims whom they believe have committed 

theological heresy. 

Micklethwait and Wooldridge call for Westerners to 

speak out and encourage religious freedom in the 

Muslim world. They support Pope Benedict XVI's 

speeches (most notably his 2006 address in 

Regensburg) that encourage Islamic countries to 

increase religious freedom and begin the process of 

separating church and state. They also note that on 

Easter Sunday 2008, the pope "publicly (and 

provocatively)" baptized Magdi Allam, an Egyptian-born 

journalist "who has described his liberation from Islam 

at length." 

Anyone interested in religion will get a good deal 

of pleasure out of this well-written, provocative, and 

well-reported book. 

 

Martin Morse Wooster's reviews have appeared in the 

Wall Street Journal, Washington Post, and Washington 

Times. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819178233/insidecatcom-20
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The Fifty Best Catholic Movies of All Time  
William Park | Classic 

8/15/09 

he best religious films, and therefore the best 

Catholic films, convey the great truths of 

Christianity implicitly rather than explicitly, not 

unlike the mystery of incarnation itself, in which the 

Word became flesh in the person of an obscure 

carpenter from a hick town in a minor province. In 

addition, this list consists primarily of films that deal 

with Catholic characters, Catholic society, and the Bible 

in ways that are not hostile to the Church. Most of them 

were made by Catholic directors. 

It is interesting to note that the three best directors 

who ever worked in Hollywood, Frank Capra, John Ford, 

and Alfred Hitchcock, were all practicing Catholics. So 

much for the detrimental effects in these times of the 

Church upon art. 

[Editor's note: This piece -- one of the most talked-

about in the history of Crisis Magazine -- is now ten 

years old, and there a few new titles that should be 

added to the list. We encourage you to share your 

suggestions in the comments section. ] 

ǅ           ǅ           ǅ 

THE AGE OF INNOCENCE (1993) 

Directed by Martin Scorcese: Here Scorcese transforms 

Edith Wharton's satire on New York during the Gilded 

Age into a compassionate tale of love and sacrifice. It's a 

woman's film in that the hero (Daniel Day-Lewis) just 

doesn't get it; he's not morally up to the divorcée 

(Michelle Pfeiffer) with whom he falls in love, neither 

does he fully appreciate the wisdom of his seemingly 

naive wife (Winona Ryder). The women, however, 

understand all and agree (though they never speak to 

one another about it) to aid him in keeping his 

matrimonial vows. The opening at the opera, 

appropriately Faust, and the following ballroom scene 

are among the greatest ensemble pieces ever filmed in 

Hollywood, worthy of Capra and Fellini. Presently 

underrated, this work is a masterpiece. 

ANGELS WITH DIRTY FACES (1938) 

Directed by Michael Curtiz: Why Curtiz is not more 

admired remains one of the mysteries of film history. 

Among his credits one finds Robin Hood, Four 

Daughters, Yankee Doodle Dandy, and Mildred Pierce. In 

Angels, good gangster Cagney, at the request of his old 

pal, the priest Pat O'Brien, pretends he's yellow so as 

to warn the Dead End Kids against a macho life of 

crime. Cagney is at his mannered best, and the play of 

light, the pace, and rhythm of the editing remind us 

once more of the greatness of the Hollywood studio 

system. 

  

THE ASSISI UNDERGROUND (1984) 

Directed by Alexander Ramati: It is always a pleasure 

to find a film dealing with the Holocaust that is not 

hostile to the Church. Shot on location in Assisi, this 

film shows the work of Father Ruffino (Ben Cross), one 

of the "Righteous Gentiles," in sheltering Italian Jews 

and transporting them to safety during the Nazi 

occupation. Unlike many World War II melodramas, 

this one rings true because it is true, and its good 

acting (James Mason is the bishop) and simple 

direction add to the authenticity. As a sign of the film's 

charity, Maximilian Schell plays a sympathetic German 

officer who is also trying to be a Catholic and who 

deliberately interferes with the atrocious work of the 

SS. 

  

AU REVOIR, LES ENFANTS (1987) 

Directed by Louis Malle: Based on Malle's own 

experience of Pere Jacques Bunel's school, Au Revoir 

tells the story of several Jewish boys being hidden in a 

French Catholic boarding school during World War II. 

The opposite of sentimental, it shows not only the 
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arrogance of the boys but the harshness of the 

prevailing class system. It is a school employee, a lower-

class lackey ridiculed by the wealthier students, who 

turns informer. Conscious of the ironies that wars 

produce, the film in one scene has a German officer 

protecting an upper-class Jew from being hassled by the 

French police. But it is just this honesty and complexity, 

as opposed to a simplistic good guys vs. bad guys 

scenario, that give the film its punch when the priests 

and the Jewish boys are led off to the camps. 

  

BABETTE'S FEAST (1987) 

Directed by Gabriel Axel: The delightful story of two 

Danish spinsters who hire a French cook (Stephane 

Audran). Though bearing their unjust suspicions, Audran 

decides to reward them with her love and goes about 

preparing, at her own expense, a sumptuous banquet. 

As the film develops, we realize this is nothing less than 

a eucharistic celebration, consisting of an enormous 

sacrifice for those unworthy of the price. 

  

BACHELOR MOTHER (1939) 

Directed by Garson Kanin: Among the great comedies of 

the '30s, Bachelor Mother should be better known. In it 

Ginger Rogers is mistakenly assumed to be the mother 

of an abandoned baby, and accepts this role in order to 

keep her job. In one of the niftiest comic scripts ever 

written, David Niven, the playboy heir to the 

department store where Ginger works, begins by 

preaching to the "fallen" Ginger, only later to assume 

the fatherhood of the child. While promoting male 

responsibility, the film also serves as a wonderful 

antidote to the pro-choice ethic of "reproductive 

rights." 

  

BICYCLE THIEVES (1947) 

Directed by Vittorio de Sica: Perhaps the greatest of all 

"Neo-realist" films, it tells the all-too-human story of a 

family, particularly a father and his young son, who 

suffer unemployment in postwar Italy. When on the 

first day of his new job his bike is stolen, the bike on 

which the job depends, he in turn steals another and is 

caught. A simple story, yet so movingly told that it 

evokes, even from the most hard-hearted of us, the 

sympathy for others that the Church and our Lord 

desire. 

  

BLUE (1992) 

Directed by Krzysztof Kieslowski: This film is part of a 

trilogy, the other two being White and Red. Beautifully 

photographed and supremely intelligent, it tells of a 

woman (Juliette Binoche) who, after losing her 

husband and child, attempts to withdraw from life. But 

suffering and truth bring her back, with greater 

understanding, to a more meaningful existence. 

  

CASABLANCA (1942) 

Directed by Michael Curtiz: Let's be honest. Although 

this is a typical studio work, reluctantly acted, 

improvised as it went along, it's one of the most 

enjoyable pictures ever made. It's not just Bogie at his 

best, Ingrid Bergman at her most appealing and 

vulnerable, and Claude Rains at his wittiest; it's not just 

Peter Lorre, Sidney Greenstreet, and a superb cast; it's 

not even World War II and "As Time Goes By." No, 

what makes Casablanca a great film is that all of these 

contribute to a story of conversion and sacrifice, in 

which the big, cynical ego of Rick surrenders itself to a 

higher cause. In any roundup of suspects for great 

cinema, Casablanca must be included. 

  

BEN HUR (1959) 

Directed by William Wyler: My favorite scene: As Jesus 

gives water to the enslaved Ben Hur (Charlton Heston), 

a Roman guard starts to say, "Who do you think you..." 

and looking into the face of God cannot finish his 

sentence. 
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THE CHAMP (1931) 

Directed by King Vidor: If City Lights fails to make you 

cry, The Champ certainly will. An over-the-hill, drunken 

prizefighter (Wallace Beery) deliberately alienates his 

loving son (Jackie Cooper) so that the kid will have a 

better life with his upper-class mother, then wins his 

last fight for the boy, knowing his own life is at risk. Not 

unlike the theme of Vidor's later Stella Dallas, this film, 

while remaining positive, captures the ambivalence and 

problems in parent-child relationships. Many '30s films 

take on these Dickensian subjects, not the least of 

which are the early ones starring Shirley Temple. 

  

CHARIOTS OF FIRE (1981) 

Directed by Hugh Hudson: In the spirit of Ut Unum Sint, 

we should acknowledge at least one Catholic film with a 

Protestant orientation. Such is this epic of the 1924 

Olympics, in which Harold Abrahams (Ben Cross) 

overcomes anti-Semitism, and Eric Liddell (Ian 

Charleson) sticks to his religious convictions. Happily, 

the Flying Scot gives full credit to God for making him 

the fastest man alive. 

  

EL CID (1961) 

Directed by Anthony Mann: By far the best of the 

medieval epics. 

  

CITY LIGHTS (1930) 

Directed by Charles Chaplin: The Tramp falls in love with 

a blind flower girl and sets out to raise money so she 

can afford an operation. For his efforts, which include a 

supremely comic prizefight, he's falsely accused of 

robbery, but not before he gets the money for her cure. 

When he returns, down and out, ridiculed by nasty 

boys, she sees him from her prosperous new flower 

shop, laughs at him, and gives him a rose. In touching 

him, she recognizes that he, not a millionaire, is her 

benefactor. The last shot of the Tramp, with the rose in 

his mouth, is nothing less than a representation of 

divine love, a figure of one rejected by men who 

unselfishly saves us. 

  

UN CONDAMNE A MORT S'EST ECHAPPE (1956) 

Directed by Robert Bresson: All of Bresson's films 

qualify for a best Catholic list. This one stands out 

because it dramatizes the interaction of free will and 

providence as a man condemned to death escapes from 

prison. Austere and meticulous in its details, it 

becomes a breathtaking allegory of Christian life. 

  

DIARY OF A COUNTRY PRIEST (1950) 

Directed by Robert Bresson: Austere and profound, 

like the Bernanos novel on which it is based, this film 

presents the daily struggles encountered by a 

sympathetic priest. 

  

GOING MY WAY (1944) 

Directed by Leo McCarey: A sentimental favorite. 

Earlier Hollywood films about priests worked, like this 

one, to show they are regular guys and good social 

workers. Here McCarey has not yet lost his comic 

touch, and he uses it to convey some genuine spiritual 

truths, aided by a fine performance from Bing Crosby. 

If Pope Pius XII enjoyed Barry Fitzgerald taking a snip of 

whiskey, who am I to complain? It was followed by an 

even more popular sequel, The Bells of St. Mary's 

(1945), also Directed by McCarey. 

  

THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO ST. MATTHEW (1964) 

Directed by Pier Paolo Pasolini: Simply the best of all 

the life of Jesus films. 
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GRAND ILLUSION (1937) 

Directed by Jean Renoir: One of the great antiwar films, 

Grand Illusion illustrates the brotherhood of all 

mankind. Yet as Renoir presents a constant play of 

divisive boundaries-of class, of race, of sex-all of which 

can be broken down, he also shows how our fallen 

human nature reconstructs them. Thus as sexual 

barriers tumble in the all-male musical revue, national 

ones are erected when the cast stop the show to sing 

"The Marseillaise." Complex and profound, this film 

contains great performances by Jean Gabin, Pierre 

Fresnay, and Eric Von Stroheim. 

  

THE GRAPES OF WRATH (1940) 

Directed by John Ford: Ford improved on Steinbeck and 

translated his sometimes didactic and heavy-handed 

writing into a great humanist work. It achieves what so 

many works of art in the '30s aspired to: the raising of 

the working man to heroic dignity. Instead of the all-

too-common stereotyping and abstraction of the 

period, Ford invests each character with his or her 

unique individuality. Is it an accident that the most 

effective left-wing film of the decade, if not the century, 

was made by a Catholic? 

  

GROUNDHOG DAY (1993) 

Directed by Harold Ramis: Groundhog Day reverses the 

proposition of Ikiru. Instead of being informed that he 

will soon die, the protagonist, Bill Murray, a nerdy, 

narcissistic, condescending Pittsburgh TV weatherman, 

discovers that he cannot die, that he is trapped, 

seemingly forever, in February 2nd, Groundhog Day, in 

Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, the site of the National 

Groundhog Festival. Murray, sent to cover this event, 

must continually relive it until such immortality as this 

provides him teaches him how to be mortal. Like the 

hero of Ikiru, Murray tries out, in a comical manner, the 

worldly pleasures of indulgence, sex, and money, and 

when they do not work, he turns to despair. But after 

hundreds if not thousands of attempts either to live a 

fun day or annihilate himself, he begins to sanctify the 

time. Whereas Jimmy Stewart in It's a Wonderful Life 

discovers what Bedford Falls would have been like had 

he never lived, Bill Murray discovers how Punxatawney 

can be turned into a better place. I do not know the 

religious affiliation of Danny Rubin, the writer of this 

film, but I do know that his picture embodies the 

message taught and lived by many saints. 

  

IKIRU (1952) 

Directed by Akira Kurosawa: An older bureaucrat 

discovers he has terminal cancer, and in the last six 

months of his life also discovers how to live, which is 

what "ikiru" means in Japanese. The first half of the 

film shows his journey toward the truth; the second 

half, at his funeral, shows through flashbacks what 

happened when he found it. In case you don't already 

know, the truth is to love your neighbor. If only one 

film of the twentieth century could survive, this would 

be my choice. 

  

IT HAPPENED ONE NIGHT (1934) 

Directed by Frank Capra: The original "screwball 

comedy," it belongs on the best fifty list of films of any 

category. Like so many class-conscious pictures of the 

'30s, it reconciles the "screwball" rich with the 

common people. It also reconciles father and 

daughter. Best of all it tames a spoiled brat (Claudette 

Colbert) and cuts down to size a self-centered male 

chauvinist (Clark Gable) and fits them both for a lasting 

marriage. One of the few films that actually deserved 

all its Academy Awards. 

  

IT'S A WONDERFUL LIFE (1946) 

Directed by Frank Capra: If any film can top It 

Happened One Night, this is it. Seldom has the pope's 

favorite theme of the importance of each person's life 

been so effectively dramatized. Perceived when it was 

released as too sentimental, it has taken its place as 
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one of the most profound and beloved films of all time. 

Joseph Walker, the great cinematographer, filmed this 

so beautifully in black and white that it is a sin to watch 

the tacky colorized version. 

  

THE LAST SUPPER (1976) 

Directed by Tomas Gutierrez Alea: Unlike The Seventh 

Seal, which looks Christian on the surface but is actually 

existential, The Last Supper looks existential but is 

actually Christian. In it the great Cuban director 

Gutierrez Alea, who gave us Memories of 

Underdevelopment and Up to a Certain Point, presents 

an anatomy of slavery in eighteenth-century Cuba. 

When an enlightened and pious aristocrat attempts to 

celebrate the Last Supper with his slaves, all chaos 

breaks loose. Though on the one hand the film exposes 

the hideous relationship between the class system and 

the religious establishment, it also reveals Christianity 

as the true basis for human freedom. 

  

LATE SPRING (1949) 

Directed by Ozu: This film tells a story of the conflict of 

generations: of traditional Japan and westernization, of 

father and daughter. It's a wonderful antidote against 

those "essentialists" who believe in the relativity of 

cultural values. This film illustrates the natural (and 

divine) law of paternal sacrifice and love. In it an aging 

professor, a widower, feigns a romance so that his 

daughter, who wishes only to take care of him, will be 

free to marry. Every shot, every composition 

contributes to the beauty and poignancy of this great 

film. 

  

A MAN FOR ALL SEASONS (1966) 

Directed by Fred Zinnemann: A superb account of the 

trial of St. Thomas More, brilliantly acted by Paul 

Scofield and better than Bolt's play of the same name. 

Zinnemann's The Nun's Story marks the beginning of 

Hollywood's negative portrayal of the Church. And 

Bolt's screenplay for The Mission looks at the Church 

from the point of view of Dostoevsky's "Grand 

Inquisitor," which makes this film a happier 

combination of their talents. 

  

THE MIRACLE WORKER (1962) 

Directed by Arthur Penn: Films that portray people 

overcoming handicaps or finding grace through them 

make up an important genre of Hollywood and TV 

movies. These range from Pride of the Yankees to 

Lorenzo's Oil. To my mind the best ever made is The 

Miracle Worker, the true story of Annie Sullivan's 

(Anne Bancroft) efforts to teach the deaf and dumb 

Helen Keller (Patty Duke) how to communicate. 

  

MY NIGHT AT MAUD'S (1969) 

Directed by Eric Rohmer: In the third of his "Six Moral 

Tales," Rohmer daringly shows a middle-class 

protagonist (Jean-Louis Trintignant) in search of a good 

Catholic wife. En route he spends a night with the 

tempting divorcée Maud (Francoise Fabian), but does 

not consummate the relationship, much to the dismay 

of many critics, who see him only as a wimp. Marrying 

a more conventional woman (Marie-Christine Barrault) 

at the end of the film, he takes upon himself the 

burden of her guiltier past. Set in Clermont, the 

birthplace of Pascal, the film integrates the Pensées 

into the drama. 

  

THE NAZARIN (1951) 

Directed by Luis Bunuel: Although Bunuel was 

anticlerical most of his life, in this film, based on a 

novel by Galdos, he captures what it means to bear the 

cross. 
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NORTH BY NORTHWEST (1959) 

Directed by Alfred Hitchcock: Considered by the less 

astute as a potboiler thriller, this is actually one of the 

greatest "comedies of remarriage" ever made. The 

reverse of Vertigo made the year before, here the 

flawed hero and femme fatale save one another. 

Instead of romantic and obsessive love, it comically 

advocates an honest relationship and explores the 

notions of truth, identity, and the nature and purpose 

of art. When that impeccable villain James Mason 

remarks "real bullets, not very sporting," he announces 

the theme of the film, namely that through the play of 

art, we can discover our true selves and abandon the 

false fictions by which we erroneously live. 

  

ON THE WATERFRONT (1954) 

Directed by Elia Kazan: For once in a Hollywood film, a 

priest (Karl Malden) does good for the sake of Christ 

and says so. Marlon Brando, at the height of his career, 

deserved his Academy Award in this literate, superbly 

directed film. Some critics claim that Kazan and Budd 

Schulberg, the screenwriter, made On the Waterfront to 

justify their own informing on the Communist Party, but 

this film is more remarkable in that Kazan and actors 

such as Lee J. Cobb, distinguished alumni of the leftist 

Group Theater of the '30s, should see as an enemy of 

the people not the banks, but a corrupt labor union. 

  

THE PASSION OF JOAN OF ARC (1928) 

Directed by Carl Dreyer: The austerity and intensity of 

Dreyer's work resembles that of Bresson's, and like 

Bresson, he centers his films on religious experience. In 

this silent film, Dreyer follows the text of Joan's trial, 

making his version of Joan the most accurate we have. 

Maria Falconetti as Joan conveys the anguish of the 

maid before her English inquisitors. As color is to the 

great black-and-white films, so spoken dialogue would 

be to the great silent ones. 

  

PICKPOCKET (1959) 

Pickpocket (1959), Directed by Robert Bresson: Like 

Ford and Capra, Bresson excelled in making Catholic 

films. In Pickpocket, he provides his version of Crime 

and Punishment. In this case the hero is not a murderer, 

but an intellectual who picks pockets with Nietzschean 

rationalizations. The Sonia figure, a young woman who 

has helped his ailing mother, leads him, when caught, to 

the threshold of redemption. After a few exposures to 

the current Hollywood style of explosion and shattered 

glass, one appreciates the aesthetic and religious 

economy of Bresson. 

  

PINOCCHIO (1940) 

Directed by Ben Sharpstein and Hamilton Luske: 

Although Snow White has a better score, Pinocchio, 

the second of Disney's animated features, is the most 

beautifully drawn. In excitement and invention, the 

scenes in the whale's belly surpass anything ever done 

by the Disney studio, even with the aid of computer 

graphics. Like the story of Jonah, its distant ancestor, 

Pinocchio graphically portrays both the consequences 

of sin and the grace of redemption. 

  

THE QUIET MAN (1952) 

Directed by John Ford: Almost all of Ford's best films 

qualify for this list. Here he shows an Irish-American 

prizefighter (John Wayne) who, having killed a man in 

the ring, attempts to retire peacefully to rural Ireland. 

But having wooed and won Maureen O'Hara, he 

discovers he must fight her bully brother, Victor 

McLaglen, to liberate her and win the respect of the 

community. Filmed in a lyric, comic style, this film, like 

My Darling Clementine and The Man Who Shot Liberty 

Valance, explores a favorite Fordian theme: the uneasy 

relationship between civilization, or law, and violence. 
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QUIZ SHOW (1994) 

 Directed by Robert Redford: Countless films reveal the 

folly of the world, but among recent ones Quiz Show 

stands out. Its script by Paul Attanasio, who also wrote 

Donnie Brasco, accurately depicts the process by which 

all of us, however well meaning, are capable of sliding 

backwards on the plane of life. 

  

ROME, OPEN CITY (1945) 

Directed by Roberto Rossellini: Shot in part before the 

Nazis had even left Rome, this film poignantly shows 

partisan and priest in their efforts at resistance. The 

death of the pregnant Anna Magnani and the 

martyrdom of the priest remain two of the most 

memorable moments in all cinema. 

  

THE SIGN OF THE CROSS (1932) 

Directed by Cecil B. DeMille: Max von Mayerling said 

that there were three great directors, himself, D. W. 

Griffith, and Cecil B. DeMille. When one sees this epic, 

one understands why. It combines the style of the best 

silent films with the intelligence of the newly imported 

Broadway writers, in this case Sidney Buchman, future 

creator of Mr. Smith and Mr. Jordan. It is so visually 

stunning that it might be mistaken for a work by Von 

Sternberg or Lubitsch, the other two creators of the 

famed Paramount style of the early '30s. Claudette 

Colbert's sensual bath in asses' milk seems decorous 

today, and the film has the virtue of rewarding its hero 

and heroine, Fredric March and Elissa Landi, with 

martyrdom. The prurience of the original version helped 

form the Legion of Decency, but the version shown on 

TV is the one cleaned up by the Production Code 

Administration and omits gratuitous sensuality while 

retaining the story's essential Christianity. 

  

 

 

THE SONG OF BERNADETTE (1943) 

Directed by Henry King: Hollywood's most Catholic film, 

a fact that I attribute to wartime suffering and austerity. 

As Bernadette (Jennifer Jones) goes off in a cart to the 

nunnery, her suitor kneels by the roadside, left at home 

to keep the faith, not unlike the reversed situation of 

women saying final farewells to their men going off to 

war. 

  

THERESE (1986) 

Directed by Alain Cavalier: Done in the style of Dreyer 

and Bresson, this film succeeds in presenting the 

essence of the life of the Little Flower. 

  

THREE GODFATHERS (1948) 

Directed by John Ford: This work by Ford is not as 

admired as it should be, perhaps because it is so 

obviously a Christmas story. In it Ford already pays 

homage to the whole history of the western, as he tells 

the story of two desperados who, joined by John 

Wayne, try to keep a baby alive as they cross the 

desert pursued by a posse, led by a non-killing sheriff 

(Ward Bond). Sophisticates may sneer, but it made me 

cry. 

  

VOYAGE TO ITALY (a.k.a. The Strangers) (1953) 

Directed by Roberto Rossellini: An English couple 

(George Sanders and Ingrid Bergman) travel to Italy in 

an attempt to repair their failing marriage. As Emerson 

warned, they carry "ruins to ruins," and the film 

captures, through the beauties of Naples and the 

surrounding countryside, the emptiness of their 

relationship and the reasons for it. At the end, when 

they witness a miracle, they rediscover their love for 

one another. Some critics think the ending ironic, as in 

La Notte. But Rossellini, unlike Antonioni, consistently 

made profound Catholic films. Bergman, possibly the 
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greatest of all movie actresses, appears here at the 

height of her powers. 

  

YOU CAN'T TAKE IT WITH YOU (1938) 

Directed by Frank Capra: Capra improves the Kaufman 

and Hart play, which reconciles class conflict through 

zaniness and the marriage of children. The scene in 

which Lionel Barrymore and Edward Arnold play "Polly 

Wolly Doodle" on their harmonicas may be the essence 

of "Capracorn," but the music conjures up the lost 

children and is the closest thing I know in film to the 

resurrection of Hermione in The Winter's Tale. 

  

VERTIGO (1958) 

Directed by Alfred Hitchcock: The best of all film noir, 

Vertigo acts more as a warning than as an example. 

Though Hitchcock has been accused of being a 

misogynist, in this film he deconstructs an all-too-

familiar male obsession with women and reveals it for 

the destructive, hideous, and narcissistic thing it is. It's 

an exposé of that sort of false romantic love that seeks 

the ideal in a woman, then goes berserk when the 

object of love turns out to be a flesh-and-blood human 

being. Hitchcock perceived the dark side of Stewart and 

brought it out in this, their greatest collaboration. 

 

William Park taught literature and film at Sarah 

Lawrence College until his retirement in 2000. This 

article originally appeared in the March 1997 issue of 

crisis Magazine. 
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Fourteen Easy Ways to Improve the Liturgy 

Arlene Oost-Zinner and Jeffrey Tucker | Classic 

8/18/09 
oredom during the liturgy is something all 

Catholics have felt from time to time, and it's 

never justifiable. No matter how mundane the 

architecture, how dull the homily, or how bad the 

music, what's taking place on the altar is a miraculous 

sacrifice that gives us the grace for salvation. That 

reality should be enough to keep our attention. 

And yet boredom is a reality that good liturgy can 

help fight. Many parishes try to do so by inventing every 

manner of new enticement: brighter and larger 

banners, forced attempts to create an upbeat 

environment of friendliness and community, big bowls 

of incense carried by special ministers, and Donahue-

style homiletics. 

The attempt to jazz up the liturgy usually takes the 

form of musical enhancements and nearly always 

means more instruments and rhythms drawn from 

popular music. The rationale isn't complicated. 

Liturgists are frustrated that people don't get as excited 

about religion as they do about the pop divas and music 

videos, and they conclude that they need ever more 

musical pyrotechnics to make the difference. 

But these approaches often backfire since the 

argument for them is flawed at its root. Community 

feeling and fun are fine, but if the liturgy doesn't offer a 

setting conducive to prayer and the contemplation of 

eternal mysteries, it has failed its first aesthetic aim. 

In any case, Catholics can't compete with the local 

evangelical community centers for inspiring a toe-

tapping community feeling. A recent Gallup poll of 

Catholics shows that weekly Mass attendance (45 

percent do so) continues to slip, and for the first time 

has slipped behind Protestant churches (48 percent). 

The defectors from the Roman rite include those who 

flee to indults and Eastern liturgies or just drop out. 

There are many reasons for this (demographic, 

cultural, and theological) and liturgists don't deserve all 

the blame. Yet the decline in the desire to attend Mass 

coincides with the de-emphasis on solemnity and the 

advance of mundane art forms in liturgy -- the 

popularization of music being the most conspicuous 

shift. People may say they love to hold hands, dance, 

and tap their toes at Mass, but this wears thin over time 

and eventually undermines the rationale for steady 

devotion. In fact, a 1981-1989 Notre Dame Study of 

Catholic Parish Life concluded that unrelenting 

attempts to get people to sing -- especially attempts 

that employ guitars -- actually increase boredom. 

There are, however, ways to break with routine 

and inspire steadfastness and personal attachment to 

the liturgy. What follows are 14 very simple steps for 

repairing the weaknesses that mar many U.S. Catholic 

liturgies. Professional liturgists resist them because of 

the prevailing bias against anything that smacks of a 

pre-Vatican II sensibility. Nonetheless, the following 

suggestions are born of experience and a conviction 

that the first aim of liturgy is to aid inner reflection. 

The suggestions below are simple and costless. 

They need not be implemented all at once. Small 

changes week by week will make a huge difference 

over time. 

  

1. Turn down the volume. 

It's hard to imagine this today, but Christian liturgy 

thrived for 1,950 years without microphones, 

electronic keyboards, amplifiers, mixers, sound 

technicians, and surround-sound speakers. These days, 

conventional guidebooks on liturgy emphasize 

"proclaiming" and broadcasting one's voice. Cantors 

use microphones as if they're music-video performers. 

Beyond just being heard, the goal of all these 

contraptions and behaviors is to make the liturgy ever 

louder. The results are more often than not 
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earsplitting, creating a sort of stupor. People feel that 

they're being imposed upon. Most of this, of course, 

comes about in reaction against the traditional use of 

the sotto voce -- the under voice -- which has been 

derided by modern liturgists as silence or whispering so 

that the people couldn't hear what was going on. 

Ironically, experts in the advertising world have found 

that the low voice actually draws out the attention of 

the listener. 

The virtue of silence has been rediscovered in 

recent years, with numerous statements by the late 

Pope John Paul II and Vatican officials praising its ability 

to convey meaning in a noisy world. The musical 

counterpart to silence is not in-your-face pop but 

distant sounds of contemplation. Turn down the mikes 

and sing as if the human voice alone is responsible for 

filling the space. This will diminish the electronic 

presence in the liturgy and increase the God-given one 

as a means through which we are worshiping Him. 

  

2. Chant for a prelude. 

If you've ever been to an evangelical service, you know 

that the ten minutes prior to the service are social time. 

For Catholics, on the other hand, it's a time for prayer 

and preparation. Keyboard music is common during this 

time, but imagine something different: simple Latin 

chant, sung calmly, without affectation, with silence 

between verses. The simple sounds inspire prayer. A 

common objection is that people can't understand the 

words. Yet this isn't the time for pedagogy. It is a time 

for reflection, to begin to hear the voice of angels who 

speak in an unfamiliar tongue. The meaning is conveyed 

in the line of notes. The holy sounds remind people 

entering the church that they're in a holy place. 

  

3. Curb the announcements. 

In an age when the secular world lays claim to most of 

our time, making a few announcements has become a 

pastoral necessity. Sunday Mass is often the only 

opportunity a pastor has to inform his flock concerning 

parish and community life. Few are lucky enough to 

have schedules that permit them to go to daily Mass, 

much less have their children attend Catholic schools, 

and gone are the days where the parish or church plays 

a central role in the life of the village. 

That being the reality, it's wise to adhere closely to 

the General Instruction of the Roman Missal's directive, 

inserting announcements after the liturgy of the 

Eucharist and before the dismissal, where they have the 

least chance of interrupting the framework of prayer set 

up by the liturgy. Welcoming statements from cantors 

or others before the procession even begins have 

nothing to do with the rite itself and are most likely 

utterances contrived for the purpose of artificially 

engaging the attention of the congregation. 

Announcements should not be made before Mass 

begins, save concerning matters absolutely necessary 

to the people's understanding of that particular Mass 

itself or other issues prudentially suggested by the 

pastor. 

Mass doesn't begin because a cantor gets up and 

proclaims when, where, and how it is to happen. Mass 

begins when the priest enters the church, with or 

without a cross bearer, book bearer, lector, or deacon. 

  

4. Choose plain, traditional hymns for the 

processional. 

The first Christian hymns were Psalms, the text of 

which was already 500 years old when first used, and 

the melodies handed down from Jewish and Greek 

traditions. The principle then is the same today: Hymns 

should bespeak the long tradition of the faith, whether 

in Latin or in English, in form or in style. Liturgical 

music that mimics the sound of secular music should 

be left outside the church. 

Singable hymns with familiar meters and cadences 

will tie members of the congregation together in 

adoration and prayer and to the experience of the 

whole body of Christ, in all times and all places. 

Liturgical music exclusively tied to current times and 

styles cannot accomplish this. More importantly, the 
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sights and sounds of the Mass, although communal in 

one sense, must ultimately point the individual 

conscience to the mystery unfolding on the altar. 

Processional music can also employ the choir alone, 

a stately piece of polyphony that lets people put down 

their hymnbooks and watch as the celebrant and altar 

servers walk forward carrying the crucifix. People 

should not be so busy with their hands and eyes that 

they don't notice this beautiful sight. In any case, 

liturgists make a great mistake in believing that people 

come to Mass only because they want to sing or that 

active participation can only take one form. 

  

5. Sing the Kyrie. 

One of the earliest and most recognizable parts of the 

Mass is not in Latin but Greek: the Kyrie. It has long 

been a living symbol of the unity of Eastern and 

Western Christendom. And yet for all the bits of music 

in the Roman Rite, the "Lord, Have Mercy" is most often 

said, not sung, by the priest and answered by the 

people. This beautiful passage of the penitential rite 

begins and is over in less than a few seconds. 

The Kyrie seems to have taken on a diminished role 

in the liturgy, but is it too much to ask that a bit more 

time be taken in this beautiful expression of penance? If 

active participation in singing is what we desire, the 

Kyrie can be easily sung by even the least-musical priest 

or cantor and answered by the faithful. It can be sung in 

the original Greek. Everyone knows the words. By 

introducing new music settings according to the 

liturgical season, variation can be brought to the Mass. 

It serves at the outset as a reminder of why we have 

gathered at Mass as a community. 

  

6. Choose a plainer Gloria. 

So many thousands of settings of the Gloria are 

available today that it's a wonder that most parishes 

use pop versions filled with frippery and faux 

exuberance. An about-face is in order toward the 

simpler settings that can be easily learned and sung by 

all. A simple, English version can tap into traditional, 

chant-like sensibilities and do much to restore dignity 

and beauty to this song of praise. 

A timeless Latin Gloria remains unmatched for the 

purpose of praising God in the liturgy. If your parish is 

one where a Latin ordinary is feared, as is the case in 

many parishes across the country, there's still 

something that can be done. Attempting the Gloria in 

Latin can be part of your reformist plan, but it's best to 

start on a small scale. Congregations can be easily 

overwhelmed when faced with something the length 

of the Gloria. The Latin will come in time, should you 

choose to keep working toward it. 

An English Gloria may well fit the needs of the 

congregation on most occasions. Not to be forgotten, 

however, is that the General Instruction does permit a 

Gloria sung by the choir alone. You might want to 

exercise this option and do a plain Latin Gloria on 

certain feast days only, or perhaps even pull out all of 

the stops and do a polyphonic version, if rehearsal 

time and resources permit. 

  

7. Fix the Psalm. 

St. John Chrysostom reports that the Christians sang 

the Psalms unceasingly, and it was the earliest part of 

Scripture translated into Latin. Their centrality in 

Christian worship cannot be overestimated. The 

development of the sung Psalter is central to the 

development of all Christian music and music itself. 

What has happened to the Psalms today? Many 

settings published today sound like miniature versions 

of jazz ballads, and they're preprinted in the 

missalettes, giving the impression that these are an 

ecclesiastical requirement (they're not). 

The goal might be the restoration of the Latin 

Psalter (via the Graduale or the Simplex), but that 

simply isn't viable at most parishes today, nor is any 

English rendering of the elaborate Gregorian chant 

readily available. What is possible is that they be done 

in radically reduced melodic form, without strange 
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intervals or leaps. A simple line consisting of just a few 

notes is a fitting transition to using psalm tones or 

something more elaborate. At first, it might seem 

intimidating, even downright frightening, to abandon 

the printed line of music. The method is to sense the 

need for solemnity, and let the ear guide you. 

The Psalm should begin not with an instrument but 

a confident single voice. His or her line of notes should 

be simple enough to be repeated by the people. The 

verses themselves should not be sung by the entire 

choir (which makes them sound muddy) but, again, by a 

single voice, who should think of it as a sung text. That 

means the singer must enunciate clearly and modulate 

the voice in a way that uses the space well. 

  

8. The Offertory should be a time of preparation. 

During the offertory, the bread and wine are brought 

forward to prepare us for the Eucharistic Prayer and the 

Consecration. The music therefore should not 

overshadow what follows but rather point to the 

coming sacrifice and prepare us mentally and spiritually. 

Something quiet and beautiful (again, employing 

the human voice) is the way. Have the congregation 

sing a simple hymn, beginning with accompaniment if 

necessary, allowing the final verse or two to be sung a 

capella. The keyboard might be of assistance in getting 

people to sing, but in the long run, the congregation will 

become more confident if allowed to experience the 

beauty and mystery of their own voices joining together 

in preparation for the feast. 

The offertory is also a good time to familiarize 

people with the great Latin hymns of the faith. Over the 

course of a year, the goal can be to cover only a modest 

number: Ave Maria, Jesu Dulcis, Ave Maris Stella, Ubi 

Caritas, Attende Domine, Ave Verum, and seasonal 

chants like Veni Creator and Regina Caeli. With enough 

repetition, these can be learned by anyone. They really 

should become part of the life of faith again. 

 

9. Reduce and simplify the 'Mystery of Faith' and the 

'Great Amen.' 

The settings of these used in parishes are most 

commonly those put out by the big publishing houses. 

They tend to have Broadway-type orchestration, to be 

overdrawn, and to appear suddenly and without 

warning. Jarring at best, their drama, distilled into five 

seconds, can compete with the mystery of the 

Consecration itself. Simple chants sung by the people in 

a manner that extends from silent prayer are more 

appropriate. 

The "Mystery of Faith" was never separate from 

the Consecration in the "old" Mass, so there is no 

authentic precedent to light our way. What can be 

done, however, is to reduce the "Mystery of Faith" to a 

single, unrepeated line without accompaniment. For 

that matter, the Amen need not be "great" but rather 

just two notes. 

  

10. Shorten the Sign of Peace. 

Let's be frank: This part of the liturgy, once very formal 

and reserved to the deacons and subdeacons, can be 

disconcerting. The minutes after the consecration just 

seem like a bad time to be required to greet people 

with a friendly hello or a kiss. The choir can do 

something about this. Don't let the Sign of Peace go on 

and on. Just begin the "Lamb of God" right away. Most 

people will be grateful. 

  

11. Begin the communion chant (a simple Latin hymn 

will do) after the priest receives. 

What to do while waiting for Communion? In parishes, 

there is no choice: watch in silence as the celebrant 

gives Communion to the elite laypeople who have 

been selected as official "eucharistic ministers." That is 

just not a pleasant sight, so it's best to introduce some 

music as a way of diverting attention and turning 

toward inward prayer. The General Instruction 

recommends that the communion song begin when 
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the priest receives. So it should. And by the choir alone. 

  

12. Don't force people to sing during communion. 

Various attempts have been made over the years to get 

people to sing while they're standing in line or 

receiving. But these have been a failure. It is a simple 

fact that people don't want to sing during communion. 

Here's the archetype when active participation means 

something other than singing a song. It means receiving 

the Body of Christ. This is the perfect time for the choir 

to develop a sense of singing in a sacred manner, 

quietly and beautifully. Again, chant and polyphony are 

best, but don't overlook the possibility of a quiet organ 

piece as well. It should be prayerful, not boisterous. 

Mostly, people will be glad just to be left alone. 

  

13. Allow for silence after communion. 

One of the remarkable aesthetic aspects of the Roman 

rite is how quickly and suddenly it ends. Only a few 

minutes pass between the reception of Communion and 

the time of departure. This is a wonderful time for 

silence: no music, announcements, children's blessings, 

or anything. Just prayer. 

  

14. Don't attempt a rousing good-bye. 

Mass ends with the words "The Mass is ended," so 

nothing that happens after that should upstage what 

came before. The recessional, which is not mandatory, 

can be exuberant, of course. But many parishes have 

the problem of a great deal of talking and saying hello 

taking place after Mass, and upbeat recessionals can 

only make the problem worse. If the goal is to send 

people out into the world with a sense of what just took 

place, a recessional that recalls the quiet power of the 

whole liturgy is best. 

  

 

More Elaborate Suggestions 

There are other methods for enhancing the sense of 

solemnity, which really means creating sights and 

sounds that remind people they're in church. The choir 

can be in an inauspicious place. Carpet can be pulled up 

to eliminate the deadness in a room that compels the 

use of microphones. Traditional polyphony is a great 

way to add texture to a liturgy dominated by chant. 

Starting a children's choir is an investment in the future 

generation of singers and can dispel the impression that 

Latin is anachronistic or unsingable. Tacky banners can 

be taken down and replaced with beautiful art and 

statues from Christian history. 

All of these changes help a liturgy become rooted 

in the broad range of Christian experience through the 

ages and convey the sense that the individual is part of 

something far larger than one parish or one age. 

Catholic liturgy, by its nature and structure, cannot 

provide an imitation form of popular entertainment 

any more than the rock concert can suitably provide a 

good medium to encourage a sense of penance and 

the presence of the sacred. The unrelenting attempt to 

try and try again can have the unintended effect of 

causing people to feel manipulated. What's more, the 

clamor for ever more innovative liturgical enticements 

is wholly unnecessary. 

The General Instruction is a worthy guide for 

achieving solemnity at Mass, and 2,000 years of 

tradition provide experience enough to prove it. 

Further proof comes when the liturgy again begins to 

spark the spiritual imagination and reminds us why 

we're there. 

 

 

  

Musical Reminders from the General Instruction 

Purpose 

The Christian faithful who gather together as one to 

await the Lord's coming are instructed by the Apostle 
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Paul to sing together Psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs 

(cf. Col 3:16). Singing is the sign of the heart's joy (cf. 

Acts 2:46). Thus Saint Augustine says rightly, "Singing is 

for one who loves." There is also the ancient proverb: 

"One who sings well prays twice." 

  

Goal 

[All elements of the Mass] should form a complete and 

organic unity, clearly expressive of the unity of the 

entire holy people. The character and beauty of the 

place and all its appointments should foster devotion 

and show the holiness of the mysteries celebrated 

there. 

  

Style 

All other things being equal, Gregorian chant holds 

pride of place because it is proper to the Roman liturgy. 

Other types of sacred music, in particular polyphony, 

are in no way excluded, provided that they correspond 

to the spirit of the liturgical action and that they foster 

the participation of all the faithful. 

  

Assembly 

Since the faithful from different countries come 

together ever more frequently, it is fitting that they 

know how to sing together at least some parts of the 

Ordinary of the Mass in Latin… 

  

  

Choir/Cantor 

Among the faithful, the schola cantorum or choir 

exercises its own liturgical function, ensuring that the 

parts proper to it, in keeping with the different types of 

chants, are properly carried out and fostering the active 

participation of the faithful through the singing. It is 

fitting that there be a cantor or a choir director to lead 

and sustain the people's singing. When in fact there is 

no choir, it is up to the cantor to lead the different 

chants, with the people taking part. 

  

Mass Parts 

The singing at the entrance is done either alternately by 

the choir and the people or in a similar way by the 

cantor and the people, or entirely by the people, or by 

the choir alone. Since the Kyrie is a chant by which the 

faithful acclaim the Lord and implore his mercy, it is 

ordinarily done by all, that is, by the people and with 

the choir or cantor having a part in it. The Gloria is 

intoned by the priest or, if appropriate, by a cantor or 

by the choir; but it is sung either by everyone together, 

or by the people alternately with the choir, or by the 

choir alone. It is preferable that the responsorial Psalm 

be sung, at least as far as the people's response is 

concerned. The Alleluia constitutes a rite or act in 

itself. It is sung by all while standing, and led by the 

choir or cantor. The supplication Agnus Dei is, as a rule, 

sung by the choir or cantor with the congregation 

responding. While the priest is receiving the 

Sacrament, the Communion chant is begun. The 

singing is continued for as long as the Sacrament is 

being administered to the faithful. This is sung either 

by the choir alone or by the choir or cantor with the 

people. 

 

Arlene Oost-Zinner is president of the St. Cecilia Schola 

in Auburn, Alabama. Jeffrey Tucker is managing editor 

of Sacred Music magazine and editor of Mises.org. They 

can be reached at contact@ceciliaschola.org. This article 

originally appeared in the May 2004 issue of crisis 

Magazine. 
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