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'People Don't Know What Insurance Is' 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

8/24/09 

t's a myth to say our health care system is 

broken -- it is the best in the world." That 

politically incorrect assertion comes from a 

man with more than 25 years of experience working for 

one of the nation's largest health insurance companies. 

"When the wealthy and powerful from all over the 

world choose to come to the U.S. for medical 

procedures and treatment, the message is clear."  

Jack Whelan, a well-known Catholic philanthropist 

from Indianapolis, is an active Legatus member and has 

been chairman of the board of the Culture of Life 

Foundation for 10 years. But for 25 years, Whelan 

worked for Golden Rule Insurance, eventually becoming 

COO, president, and CEO. Golden Rule, now a United 

Healthcare Company, has been offering health 

insurance for more than 60 years. 

Golden Rule, and Whelan himself, was deeply 

involved in the lobbying that led to legislation creating 

health savings accounts (HSA).  

"The biggest problem with the present health-care 

debate is that people don't know what insurance is," 

Whelan told me in a recent phone interview. 

"Insurance," he explained, "is not pre-payment of 

service, it is the transfer of risk of the financial impact of 

a potential event from yourself to a company."  

Whelan used the example of homeowners' 

insurance. Your homeowners' insurance does not cover 

replacing your roof after years of normal wear and tear. 

But it does cover damage to your house caused by an 

unlikely event, such as high wind or a tree falling on it. 

"When you buy homeowners' insurance you are 

transferring the potential expense of events like these," 

he explained. You are not pre-paying to replace the 

roof; you are paying for the company to take the risk of 

a catastrophic event.  

"Health insurance," Whelan went on, "has evolved 

into something different. In addition to being the 

transfer of an economic risk, health insurance now 

includes some pre-payment for medical services."  

Since the majority of health insurance is provided 

by employers and the government through Medicare, 

Medicaid, and Veterans Affairs, and consumers pay 

only a modest portion of the insurance premium, there 

is no consumer motivation to control consumption. 

Going to the doctor has, as Whelan put it, become 

"like going to the grocery store without having to pay." 

Whelan asked me to imagine two scenarios: 

In the first, you are given permission to go 

shopping at your favorite grocery store without having 

to pay for the items filling your basket. What would 

you pick off the shelves? Premium steaks and the 

finest wine? Of course! Compare that with the second 

scenario: the way you normally shop for groceries. The 

steaks and the wine go back on the shelves, because 

you are paying. As Whelan pointed out, "Assuming the 

cost directly impacts the kind of decisions we make 

about consumption and how we behave when we 

spend our money."  

  

The key to a "workable alternative to government-run 

health care" is lowering the cost of health care by 

bringing consumer choice back into the health-care 

equation. Giving control of health care to the 

government is exactly the opposite of what will bring 

costs down, one of the four goals sought by the 

Catholic bishops.  

Only a portion of health care -- but an expensive 

part -- remains a transfer of risk. Treatment of cancer, 

for example, is not a financial event that everyone will 

"I 

http://www.omearaferguson.com/about.htm
http://www.omearaferguson.com/about.htm
http://www.omearaferguson.com/about.htm
http://www.goldenrule.com/
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6688&Itemid=121&ed=1
http://www.usccb.org/healthcare/
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face one day. The health insurance company assumes 

that risk.  

But -- and this is crucial -- insurance companies have 

to set their pricing for medical coverage to cover the 

behavior of consumers who are not controlling their 

personal consumption of day-to-day medical services 

for things like colds, flu, cuts, bruises, sprains, skin 

rashes, and various physiological and psychological 

services now offered under insurance plans. For 

example, how many massages and visits to the 

psychologist would you pay for if they were coming out 

of your own pocket? 

Whelan's point is simple: 

When we spend our own money, we control our 

consumption -- that is the factor missing in our health-

care coverage which, for the most part, is paid for by 

employers or the government. 

Consideration of price needs to be put back into the 

health insurance equation. This will immediately change 

the dynamics of consumption and the cost. If everyone 

purchased his or her own high-deductible health 

insurance and combined it with a health savings 

account (HSA), health insurance would once again 

become what it should be: the transfer of risk, not 

prepayment for predictable medical needs. 

Under such a plan, everyone would pay out-of-

pocket from their HSA for normal medical needs, and 

the insurance company would assume the risk for high-

dollar medical costs. Once the consumer starts 

considering the costs of medical care, consumption will 

go down, and so will the cost of health insurance, 

without diminishing the quality of this nation's medical 

services.  

 

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


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

4 

 

A Man for Our Season 
Patrick Madrid | Column 

8/24/09

y first conversation with Archbishop 

Charles J. Chaput happened over dinner at a 

mom-and-pop Chinese restaurant in South 

Dakota in late 1990. He was the bishop of Rapid City; I 

was working for Catholic Answers and had been invited 

to conduct a weekend apologetics conference there. 

From that first meeting, I could tell immediately that I 

was in the presence of a truly excellent bishop. 

"Bishop Charles," as all the Catholics I met that 

weekend called him with proud affection, personified 

"down to earth." He was not merely being polite; he 

clearly was interested and engaged with those around 

him, listening thoughtfully and offering insights, advice, 

and the occasional funny anecdote with an easy joviality 

that put people at ease, while always maintaining the 

dignity of his role as shepherd of the flock. 

I was impressed with Bishop Charles's humility; his 

palpable love for Christ and the Church; his quiet, 

understated wisdom; and his obvious pastoral 

dedication to the spiritual and physical wellbeing of his 

flock. I've met many bishops over the years, and I knew 

from that very first conversation with him that I was in 

the presence of not just a good bishop, but a great man. 

A few years later, Bishop Charles became 

Archbishop Charles Chaput when, on March 18, 1997, 

he was appointed the new archbishop of Denver. I can 

recall the profound disappointment among my Catholic 

friends in South Dakota, all of whom were truly sad to 

be losing their beloved bishop; and yet, at the same 

time, they were joyful for the Catholics of Denver, 

knowing what a great gift they were receiving. 

As the years passed, I have watched Archbishop 

Chaput's pastoral ministry with great interest. My 

intuitive perception of him in 1990-- that he is a good 

bishop and a great man -- was continuously reaffirmed, 

especially by his courageous, outspoken leadership on 

critical life and family issues that form the front lines of 

today's culture wars. 

But although Archbishop Chaput is an adroit and 

effective leader in the cause of proclaiming and 

upholding Truth, he always manages to engage his 

opponents with charity and respect, never talking 

down to people nor becoming rancorous with them, 

even when they do not respond in kind. His love for 

Jesus Christ shines through his words and actions as 

genuine charity for all those around him, including 

those who oppose the teachings of the Church. 

In a recent interview, when asked if he ever 

became frustrated by the current cultural landscape 

and the public's seeming indifference to society's 

collapse, he responded in his usual forthright and 

courageous manner: 

It seems human history has been a series of times 

of us not taking the warning signs seriously. I think 

the reading for the first Sunday of Lent this year is 

the story of Noah and the flood. They were eating 

and drinking and carrying on and the flood came. 

They just weren't willing to take the warnings that 

God sends us and I think it is true about our time 

that we are not taking the situation concerning the 

Church and the world seriously now. . . . I don't 

know what we can do about it except to be 

persistent in our preaching and in our continuing 

to give the warning and that God bring fruit from 

that if He chooses. We shouldn't give up. 

  

More recently, as a way to further his commitment to 

preaching the truth to a world that is not inclined to 

listen, Archbishop Chaput authored the best-selling 

book Render Unto Caesar, in which he lays out a 

masterful blueprint for "serving the nation by living our 

Catholic beliefs in political life." 

M 

http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/mar/09030211.html
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0385522290/insidecatcom-20
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In one chapter, titled "Men without Chests," he 

offers this sobering insight into our cultural 

predicament, the result of the widespread tendency to 

ignore God's laws in favor of secularism: 

A truly secularized United States would be a country 

without a soul; a nation with a hole in its chest. 

Such a state could not stand above tribalism in 

public affairs. It would become a tool of the 

strongest tribe. American belief in the sanctity of 

individual rights depends on a God who guarantees 

those rights and to whom the state is subordinate 

and responsible. And this view is not an opinion. It 

is the historical fact that provided the foundation 

for the rest of our public life. 

"Secularism," he continues, 

is a cult -- the kind of rigid separationism where the 

state treats religion as a scary and unstable guest -- 

hollows out the core of what it means to be human. 

It treats the most important part of life, the moral 

and religious, as a private quirk. It starves a nation's 

spirit. And it has never been a natural step toward 

democratic maturity. The rise of American 

secularism did not occur by chance. It didn't happen 

inevitably as a result of modern progress. As . . . 

scholars have chronicled, it came about through the 

intentional political struggle of secularizing activists 

in education, science, the media, and the law.  

Of course, turnabout is fair play. Believers can 

push back. 

Here we see the beauty of Archbishop Chaput's strategy 

for "serving the nation by living our Catholic beliefs in 

political life": He shows us how to "push back" without 

being pushy; how to engage the political process while 

avoiding the extremes of politicizing our religious beliefs 

and turning our politics into a religion. In short, as the 

title of his book quotes Our Lord's teaching, we must 

render unto Caesar what is Caesar's and render unto 

God what is God's. 

St. Paul echoes this theme in Romans 13:7: "Pay all 

of them their dues, taxes to whom taxes are due, 

revenue to whom revenue is due, respect to whom 

respect is due, honor to whom honor is due." 

As everyone who takes his faith seriously knows, 

being a faithful Catholic amid the tumult and 

temptations of the modern world is challenging enough. 

But to be a courageous Catholic -- the kind that 

Archbishop Charles exemplifies so vividly -- requires an 

unswerving commitment to always and everywhere 

"speak the truth in love." I thank the Lord with all my 

heart for this good bishop's good example. 

 

Patrick Madrid is the director of the Envoy Institute of 

Belmont Abbey College, the author of several books on 

Catholic themes, and host of the Thursday edition of 

EWTN's "Open Line" radio program (3:00 p.m. EST). His 

Web site is www.patrickmadrid.com.  

♦ ♦ ♦ 

As a grateful "thank you" to Archbishop Charles 

Chaput for his many years of faithful service and 

courageous leadership, the Envoy Institute of Belmont 

Abbey College will honor him with its "Envoy of the 

Year" award at a special tribute dinner October 8 at 

the Hilton Charlotte City Center. In addition to 

numerous Catholic luminaries who will be joining us in 

person and via video that evening to honor the 

archbishop -- including George Weigel, Joseph Bottum, 

Rev. John Corapi, and Supreme Knight Carl A. 

Anderson -- we will also be privileged to hear a special 

talk from Archbishop Charles himself. 

For more details on this special gala dinner, or to 

reserve seats, please visit www.envoyinstitute.net or 

call or e-mail Mrs. Joan Bradley (704-461-6009, 

joanbradley@bac.edu). 

http://www.patrickmadrid.com/
http://www.envoyinstitute.net/
mailto:joanbradley@bac.edu
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Who Art in Heaven 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

8/25/09

ur Father is not, according to Jesus, merely our 

Father. He is our Father "who art in heaven." 

What does that mean? 

Getting at the answer to that in our present culture 

is harder than you'd think, not least because heaven, 

says C. S. Lewis, is an acquired taste. There are 

moments, he writes, when he wonders whether we 

really desire heaven.  

I know how he feels. I grew up as a pagan. That's 

not to say I grew up worshipping Apollo or painting 

myself with woad and running around naked in the 

woods (a vision to conjure with). Rather it is to say that I 

grew up unbaptized, almost completely unconnected 

with the Christian tradition except what I could glean 

from A Charlie Brown Christmas and the occasional 

glimpses of The Robe at Easter. I came away with dim 

impressions of something about Romans, peace on 

earth, violent death, and that schmaltzy, 1950s-era 

portrayal of sanctity with choirs of angels and people 

suddenly gazing off into the distance with a look of 

profound awe. I knew that Christmas was Jesus' 

birthday. I did not know what Easter was about until 

somewhere in my teens. My grasp of Scripture came 

from one abortive attempt to read Genesis at age 13 

where I started at Chapter 1, plowed on through to 

Genesis 3, gave it up, ruffled the pages of the Bible till 

my eyes fell on Revelation, gave that a stab, and then 

closed the thing with my head spinning.  

Modern-day Christianity (only tenuously connected 

in my mind with "Bible stories") was a vague amalgam 

of holier-than-thou hypocrites from preachy 1970s 

sitcoms (St. Frank Burns, pray for us!); chilly Lutheran 

devotional art on the walls of the local rest home; 

sundry "born again" fellow students in high school 

whose awkward attempts to "witness to" me just made 

me feel awkward; and various encounters with scary 

Christians like Jack Chick, assorted TV screamers, and 

the drawings of Gustav Dore (Noah's flood and Dante in 

hell: brrrrrr!). When I was four, I somehow picked up 

from Sunday school the notion that "you shouldn't say 

Jesus' name." Once, in high school, I darkened the door 

of a Catholic Church when a friend asked me to come to 

Good Friday. I had not one clue what was going on.  

Bottom line: When I thought of "religion," I didn't 

even think about it long enough to dismiss it. It just 

seemed unconnected to me. And while I suppose I 

hoped vaguely for something pleasant to happen in an 

afterlife rather than, say, something like the discovery 

that H. P. Lovecraft was right, I didn't give it much 

thought one way or another. "Christian heaven" 

seemed mostly boring: white clouds, harps, singing 

dull "Church songs" you heard being led by school 

marms on old Westerns. Mostly I felt (and, when left 

to my natural inclinations unenlightened by revelation, 

still feel) a foreboding that at death you simply go out 

like a light and that nothing happens after your final 

agonies. My normal mood is to veer toward the 

general suspicion that death, rather than life, is a tale 

told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying 

nothing. 

Not that I have ever been an atheist. Atheists have 

always struck me as a sort of photo negative of "Scary 

Christians" like Chick. They have a certitude and a 

diagrammatic worldview I lack. They are way angry as 

a rule, arguing in ways that typically said "There is no 

God," but which felt like "Hell yes there's a God, and 

I'm hissing mad at him!" 

No, it's always been death, not life,that seemed 

idiotic to me. I can easily believe in a meaningful life, 

and being a pagan only whetted that inescapable 

sense of a world bursting at the seams with hidden 

meaning. As a pagan, I had a reverence for the Unseen 

and Unknown. That included God. I had the weird 

impression growing up that everything I could see 

around me would, if I could just get around behind it, 

reveal an entire unseen world. It was as though all 

O 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5z53oWCZXX4&feature=fvw
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creation was a sort of stage set, and right on the other 

side of it was Reality. I remember listening to a Jethro 

Tull album in the late 1970s and feeling the dim sense 

that the blasphemies and insults Ian Anderson directed 

against God so flippantly were not so much wrong as 

dangerous. Don't irritate The Power Behind Things. 

But, of course, being Unknown, this Unseen Power 

was also scary and not a God of Love as Christians 

understood him. The Power behind things might be 

something more like a Fate than a God: a capricious 

(and, when it turned its gaze on me, malignant) Will or 

Presence that was setting the universe up as a vast 

practical joke to be sprung on me when I finally let my 

guard down, like some hapless schmuck in an episode 

of The Twilight Zone. Oddly, I didn't think that was a 

blasphemous thought. I thought it was a cautious (and 

dreadful) thought, the thought of a helpless victim and 

not of a rebellious child. I hoped that the Power wasn't 

like that. But something in my Irish makeup tended 

toward such pessimism and flirtation with despair. 

  

I give you all this autobiography because it is the 

interior life of millions of people around the world who 

likewise live in a pagan universe haunted by the 

Unknown God. It is precisely to such minds that the 

stunning revelation that Our Father is in heaven is 

addressed, with the incredible prospect that, so far 

from living in a horror movie where the hero wakes 

from the nightmare and finds that his waking reality is 

worse, the Faith teaches us that every fairy-tale hope 

that has ever stirred our hearts might actually, really, 

truly be realized and that, quite literally, all our wishes 

might come true.  

That hope that there might really be, at the end of 

all things, what Tolkien calls "joy, joy beyond the walls 

of the world, poignant as grief," is what Jesus is getting 

at when He tells us our Father is a heavenly Father. It 

answers profoundly another element in pagan life that I 

experienced countless times, forming a sort of leitmotif 

of my pre-Christian life. It was a thing I kept well under 

wraps for the simple reason that it was an experience 

that lies right at the root of who I am and formed the 

underpinning of every good desire, action, and choice I 

have ever made. But it was an experience so intensely 

personal to me that I did not talk about it, even with 

myself. I figured I was, well, crazy, and would no more 

have brought it up in casual conversation than I would 

have gone for a stroll buck naked in a shopping mall. 

Indeed, I might still be a pagan had I not made the 

acquaintance of a Cambridge don named Lewis who 

had plucked up the courage to say, "You are not alone. I 

also have experienced not so much the presence as the 

absence of that 'unnameable something,' the desire for 

which pierces us like a rapier at the smell of a bonfire, 

the sound of wild ducks flying overhead, the title of 

The Well at the World's End, the opening lines of Kubla 

Kahn, the morning cobwebs in late summer, or the 

noise of falling waves."  

He called it by various names: Desire, Joy, 

sehnsucht, the appetite for Heaven. And he wrote 

about it in words that still bring tears to my eyes, 

making clear that the seeming lack of desire for 

heaven was mere illusion: 

There have been times when I think we do not 

desire heaven but more often I find myself 

wondering whether, in our heart of hearts, we 

ever desired anything else. You may have noticed 

the books you really love are bound together by a 

secret thread. You know very well what is the 

common quality that makes you love them, though 

you cannot put into words: but most of your 

friends do not see it at all, and often wonder why, 

liking this, you should also like that. Again, you 

stood before some landscape, which seems to 

embody what you have been looking for all your 

life; and then turned to the friend at your side who 

appears to be seeing what you saw -- but at the 

first words a gulf yawns between you, and you 

realize that this landscape means something 

totally different to him, that he is pursuing an alien 

vision and cares nothing for the ineffable 

suggestion by which you are transported. Even in 

your hobbies, has there not always been some 

secret attraction which the others are curiously 

ignorant of -- something, not to be identified with, 
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but always on the verge of breaking through, the 

smell of cut wood in the workshop with a clap-clap 

of water against the boat's side? Are not all lifelong 

friendships born at the moment when at last you 

meet another human being who has some inkling 

(but faint and uncertain even in the best) of that 

something which you were born desiring, and 

which, beneath the flux of other desires and it all 

the momentary silences between the louder 

passions, night and day, year by year, from 

childhood to old age, you are looking for, watching 

for, listening for? You have never had it. All the 

things that have ever deeply possessed your soul 

have been but hints of it -- tantalizing glimpses, 

promises never quite fulfilled, echoes that died 

away just as they caught your ear. But if it should 

really become manifest -- if there ever came an 

echo that did not die away but swelled into the 

sound itself -- you would know it. Beyond all 

possibility of doubt you would say "Here at last is 

the thing I was made for." We cannot tell each 

other about it. It is the secret signature of each soul, 

the incommunicable and unappeasable want, the 

thing we desired before we met our wives or made 

our friends or chose our work, and which we shall 

still desire on our deathbeds, when the mind no 

longer knows wife or friend or work. While we are, 

this is. If we lose this, we lose all. 

Lewis made an instant friend to me because, well, I 

thought I was the only one! And here he was describing 

perfectly my deepest interior experience growing up. 

Only he didn't just describe it; he made sense of it.  

Creatures are not born with desires unless 

satisfaction for those desires exists. A baby feels 

hunger; well there is such a thing as food. A duckling 

wants to swim; well there is such a thing as water. Men 

feel sexual desire; well there is such a thing as sex. If I 

find in myself a desire which no experience in this world 

can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was 

made for another world. If none of my earthly pleasures 

satisfy it, that does not mean that the universe is a 

fraud. Probably earthly pleasures were never meant to 

satisfy it, but only to arouse it, to suggest the real thing. 

This, at long last, made sense both of the longing 

and of the frustration of what St. John calls "this passing 

world." There really is something behind it all. But the 

something is not a capricious Power or a malicious 

Joker. It is not an It at all, but a He: the source of all the 

Beauty and the Ultimate Fulfillment of All Desire. 

Indeed, the reason creation was "subjected to 

frustration" is precisely so that we (who are so prone to 

doing so) would not batten on it and seek to satisfy 

ourselves with it. He has arranged all things so that "our 

hearts are restless till they rest in Thee," as Augustine 

said. 

Of course, mere desire is not a proof of sanctity. It 

is merely a proof of humanity. But my point is not to 

illustrate Lewis's (and still less my) cause for 

canonization. Rather it is to make clear that, in fact, 

the hunger for heaven is indeed a burning fire in our 

hearts and that Jesus really is addressing something 

right at the core of our being when He tells us that our 

Father is in heaven. It's not sugary religious talk but a 

statement of fact about who God really is: everlasting 

ecstasy, the fulfillment of our deepest longings, the 

Hope toward which all our little hopes flow, as tiny 

rivulets join larger streams till they pour as a mighty 

river out into the endless sea of His glory. When Jesus 

calls us to address Our Father in this way, He models 

for us (and assists us in emulating Himself) the way to 

set our minds, right from the start, on heavenly 

realities -- which are the real story -- and take our 

distracted hearts and minds off of earthly frippery. 

In doing so, He prepares us to do the main thing 

that prayer is about, which is not "asking for stuff" 

(though that's part of it) but is instead speaking forth 

the praise of His glory in the words "Hallowed be Thy 

Name." 

Of which, more next week. 

 

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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Chastity: Silk Vestments and Fishnet Stockings 
John Zmirak | Column 

8/26/09

espite the evidence of my implausible last 

name -- customer-service staff refuse to 

believe it, force me to repeat it two and three 

times, and sometimes even argue, "It can't be spelled 

like that!" -- the provenance of my Catholic faith is Irish 

American, courtesy of my catechetical mom. Whatever 

specifically Croatian quirks dad had going into the 

marriage were quickly worn away. (Indeed, since he'd 

learned the "Our Father" as a boy from Irish Christian 

brothers, he always said the prayer with a notable 

brogue.) Somehow, over the decades, he even began to 

look Irish, to the point where I started describing him as 

a convert. Indeed, I've come to think that being Irish 

American is a religion unto itself -- particularly after 

attending the wedding of a friend. She and the groom 

were both third generation, and neither had traveled 

extensively in Ireland. I doubt either could quote more 

than a poem or two of Yeats's. And yet, their nuptials 

were accompanied by a kilted bagpiper, conducted in a 

church named for an Irish saint, by a priest from the Old 

Country, whose sermon was all about . . . Ireland.  

I can't speak for everyone with an Irish-American 

mom -- not that they're used to getting a word in 

edgewise -- but I really did grow up thinking that sexual 

sins weren't merely the worst forms of evil but, aside 

from foul language, the only ones. I'll never forget my 

mother sitting with her box of Entenmann's, happily 

munching away to a video of A Nightmare on Elm Street 

4 as some psychopath opened a teenager's head with a 

coroner's saw. When the dying teenager spluttered the 

F-bomb, mom sighed and wondered aloud, "Now why'd 

they have to ruin a perfectly nice movie with that kind 

of filth?" This incident made me wonder how many IRA 

terrorists walked away from their bombs with clear 

consciences -- then trooped off to confession for impure 

thoughts.  

I've written elsewhere that Irish-American sex guilt 

can only be matched by Jewish race guilt: 

Two basic forces driving fallen human history: sheer 

lust, and rank inequality. Feel compelled to 

suppress one, and (unless you're a saint) you'll 

probably give yourself a pass on the other. . . . 

Historically, such differing attitudes have helped 

shape American culture. They gave us lots of Irish 

cops, and lots of Jewish shrinks. (Not too many 

Irish shrinks; Freud famously said that the Irish 

were the one race "for whom psychoanalysis 

seems to be useless. It simply has no effect on 

them.") Jews formed the ACLU; Irish the Legion of 

Decency. Jews went on Freedom Rides; Irish held 

Draft Riots. Think of Father Coughlin. And Woody 

Allen. 

All kidding aside, in a poignant moment, my mother 

once admitted concerning marital sex, "I mean I 

enjoyed it, but I never stopped feeling guilty about it." 

To which I muttered silently, "Poor dad."  

In the course of the doctrinal crack-up that 

occupied the 1970s, mom had much less trouble with 

the bruited idea of ordaining women than that of 

married priests. "I don't want to take Holy Communion 

from a married man," she said with a puckered face. 

"That's disgusting." What can one say to that, apart 

from, "Mom, I think they probably wash their hands"?  

  

But the lady was on to something. My friends at the 

Melkite parish I like to attend (whose wonderful pastor 

is married) have reminded me that clergy in that rite 

are expected to abstain from marital acts on the eve of 

singing the liturgy -- which nicely explains why Eastern 

rite churches don't offer daily Mass. There's something 

deeply . . . anthropological going on in the attempt to 

separate the rites of sacrifice from the acts that 

transmit life. Perhaps it's akin to the explanation I once 

heard for keeping milk separate from meat: "You don't 

D 

http://vdare.com/zmirak/catholic_church.htm
http://olimu.com/WebJournalism/Texts/Commentary/IrishCopsAreEthnic.htm
http://olimu.com/WebJournalism/Texts/Commentary/IrishCopsAreEthnic.htm
http://www.ssa.gov/history/fcspeech.html
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want to mix up the principle of life with that of death," 

my Jewish friend explained between bites of his 

cheeseburger. And that seemed to make sense.  

While we know that the Mass is a source of eternal 

life, the priest's role is still a sacrificial one. He stands in 

the person of Christ and offers in unbloody form the 

corpse of Christ in atonement for sin -- which we duly 

troop up and consume. Perhaps the reason most of us 

like our liturgies brief and banal is because it helps us 

forget how creepy it all is on certain level. Even Romans 

whose amphitheaters were full of orgies and snuff 

productions were authentically appalled to learn about 

the Eucharist. No wonder that the first time people got 

the chance to reinvent Christianity, almost every branch 

of Protestantism reduced the Eucharist to some sort of 

gray, symbolic ritual. They also did away, I'd like to point 

out, with clerical celibacy; it was no longer needed.  

There's a deep tension inbuilt between the 

aspirations of a Faith whose highest clergy -- all bishops 

and monks, and most of its priests -- imitate the 

virginity of Jesus and His mother, and the ordinary, life-

affirming desires that motivate marriage. The Church 

has fought over the centuries to uphold the special 

perfections of the celibate state without lapsing into 

world-despising Gnosticism. It helped that, historically, 

Gnostics tend to set really deranged ideals -- like 

universal celibacy, sometimes crowned by suicide -- 

then throw up their hands and allow the laity to engage 

in every kind of perversity.  

In recent decades, we have heard far more than we 

used to about the virtue of Chastity as practiced within 

a marriage -- faithfulness to the spouse, openness to 

life, and self-sacrificing love between the spouses. Pope 

John Paul II made a point of canonizing thousands of 

married laymen -- even those who weren't martyrs, or 

Catholic monarchs personally responsible for the 

conversion of their nations. And this is all to the good. 

We need more role models of Chastity than poor Maria 

Goretti, or monks who tamed their flesh by wearing 

hairshirts and refusing to bathe.  

Still, I know that I'm not the only person who feels a 

little . . . squeamish when speakers wax eloquent about 

the Theology of the Body. I'm perfectly comfortable 

with the Church's traditional discussion of Chastity: that 

it's part of the virtue of Temperance, designed to 

restrain a biological drive within the bounds of reason 

and charity. Couples owe each other a marital "debt," 

which if refused can put one or both parties into the 

occasion of mortal sin. (And the Church managed to say 

all this long before the invention of the Internet.) The 

marital act of love is not "merely" the method for 

generating new human souls, but also the ordinary 

means of grace within the sacrament; in other words, 

sexual intercourse is to being married what saying 

Mass is to being a priest.  

In the stricter ("perfect") form of Chastity, the 

clergy and religious are called to a sterner discipline, 

inspired by Christ's example to wed themselves not to 

a single person but to Christ and His Church. Hence 

their calling is in some sense truly higher -- and their 

falls the more abysmal, in case you don't read the 

news. 

What makes me squirm in my seat is when 

Catholic writers try to compensate for sexual attitudes 

like . . . well, those I grew up with by laying really heavy 

emphasis on the theological realities of marriage -- 

more emphasis than ordinary human experience will 

bear. It may well be true, as one Theology of the Body 

writer likes to emphasize, that in some sense marital 

intercourse helps both partners to enter into the 

"inner life of the Holy Trinity." But is that kind of 

thinking . . . sexy? I'm single, so readers can correct me 

here, but the last thing I want to hear about on my 

wedding night is Trinitarian theology. If the Sorrowful 

Mysteries make lousy foreplay -- sorry, Mom -- the 

Joyful ones won't do much better.  

It may be that we can't use much New Testament 

material here -- since its protagonists were mostly, for 

good reason, virgins. The Old Testament, with its 

overriding concern for producing more healthy Jewish 

babies, might make better grist for marital 

meditations. Fatherly Abraham; lusty, penitent David; 

exquisite Esther . . . Perhaps these saints are the ones 

we need to invoke as we enter the marital bed. Let's 

think of the saintly celibates in the morning, as we 
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change crappy diapers, soothe deranged teenagers, and 

schlep off to work at ridiculous jobs to pay all those 

bills. At such times, living on a pillar might not sound all 

that bad.  

 

 

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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Why Marriage Matters 

Armstrong Williams | Column 

8/27/09 

 have long chronicled the decline of moral values in 

America, but I must admit that even I was shocked 

to read recently that the Centers for Disease Control 

has estimated that nearly 40 percent of American births 

in 2007 occurred out of wedlock. Perhaps it's 

unsurprising when teenagers or members of lower 

socioeconomic classes fall prey to this phenomenon; 

but the reality of our high rate of out-of-wedlock births 

suggests that the problem has spread much wider than 

previously imagined. It signals the wholesale 

disintegration of our American family.  

Some would question why it matters. What does 

society care whether children are born to wedded 

mothers at all? If the parents are together but not 

married -- or single but wealthy enough to support the 

child -- then isn't it harmless? 

Not at all. There is more to raising children than just 

food, clothing, and shelter. Parents provide nonmaterial 

goods that cannot be quantified in dollars and cents, 

but are just as essential in helping the child become a 

productive member of society: providing a strong moral 

foundation and teaching faith, perseverance, and 

discipline, for example. It's not that one parent is 

incapable of doing this alone; but in most American 

households, where someone has to work to bring in an 

income, the moral education of children requires 

teamwork if it is to be done correctly.  

Of course, two people do not have to be married to 

be committed to raising their child. But the reality is 

that the bond of commitment between the parents is 

strengthened when sanctioned before their wider 

family and bolstered by the social and economic 

benefits conferred by marital status. Married couples 

can more easily combine income to purchase homes, 

and they enjoy distinct advantages under the tax 

system for raising their families. Children of married 

couples are more likely to graduate from college and 

enjoy a higher degree of success than those raised by 

single parents. 

Moreover, marriage leads to the creation and 

preservation of intergenerational wealth. Parental 

legitimacy has historically conferred social and 

economic benefits on children that even moral 

perfection could scarcely equal. Shakespeare knew 

this: In King Lear, Edgar, the illegitimate son of the Earl 

of Gloucester, questioned society's judgment of him, 

maligning the system of marriage and legitimate birth 

as a cruel joke. "Wherefore should I stand in the 

plague of custom and allow the curiosity of nations to 

deprive me [of my inheritance]?" he raged. But the 

reality is that legitimacy confers a name, and a name 

becomes a legacy. Legacies, in turn, create nations and 

empires. 

Just ask the children of professional athletes and 

entertainers born within wedlock and those born 

outside it. While the law may compel the absent father 

to pay child support, it cannot force him to become a 

father. Children born within marriage end up far better 

off than those born out of fleeting romances. 

  

Social disintegration is one of the symptoms of 

modernity. For some, the trappings of modern life -- 

the degrees, the jobs, mortgages, and marital 

responsibilities -- have failed to confer a real sense of 

foundation, and they feel adrift in a culture that values 

only social status. In that light, rejecting social 

institutions like marriage becomes a badge of 

"authenticity" -- a way to remain free to choose any 

option that they might find appealing.  

But it is at precisely this point that society begins 

to fall apart and the true costs of naked individualism -

- the "if it feels good, do it" mentality -- become clear. 

People like Nadya Suleman, the infamous "Octomom," 
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exemplify the effects of this mentality taken to the 

extreme: She may have made the personal choice to 

have her 14 children out of wedlock, but it is society 

that will end up paying the price to supply them with 

medical care and housing.  

The pursuit of radical individuality is based on a vain 

aspiration to live independently of transcendent moral 

laws. That people feel this way is not entirely their fault; 

we live in a society that has failed us in so many ways. 

But this should not make us dismissive of our own 

moral responsibilities. True freedom for the individual 

can only be achieved by living in harmony with a higher 

order that governs the universe and everything in it -- 

and that order requires children be afforded the 

opportunity to grow up in a married household. 

 

"The Armstrong Williams Show" is broadcast daily on 

XM Satellite Power 169 from 9:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m. 
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The Racism Myth 

David R. Carlin | Column 

8/27/09

istening to the radio the other day, I heard a 

professor from one of America's more 

distinguished institutions of higher learning 

explain what is motivating the "angry mobs" who have 

been raucously denouncing President Obama's health-

care plans: racism. When asked for evidence, the 

professor offered this: Some of the angry people made 

it plain that they are opposed to illegal immigration; 

worse still, others speak of the need for personal 

responsibility. As everyone knows, "illegal immigration" 

and "personal responsibility" are code words. 

Translated into honest English, what these people are 

saying is: "We don't like persons of color," and "We 

don't like Obama because he's a person of color." 

So there you have it: A person of color happens to 

sit in the White House (God knows how he ever got 

there in such a racist country), and if he gets his way 

with health care, he'll be taking money away from 

hardworking white people and giving it to his brown 

and black brothers and sisters. 

Why would anybody believe something as crazy as 

this? To answer the question, we have to look at who is 

apt to believe such a thing. There are three categories 

of people who still contend, despite massive evidence 

to the contrary, that the United States remains a 

terribly racist country: 

1. There are so-called "civil-rights leaders" whose 

specialty is to do very bad imitations of a genuinely 

great man, Martin Luther King Jr. If it turns out that 

white Americans are no longer racist in a significant 

way, these guys will have to find a new job. 

2. Then there are professors of "African-American 

Studies," who rely very heavily on the white-racism 

paradigm when writing and teaching. White racism 

explains an awful lot when examining the historical 

experience of blacks in America, but it explains little 

about the current situation of African-Americans. But if 

you're intellectually lazy, it's so very convenient, instead 

of thinking through the new situation, just to use the 

old paradigm. 

(These African-American Studies professors, by the 

way, unlike the civil-rights leaders, don't have to worry 

about finding a new job if they finally face the fact that 

white racism is mostly a thing of the now-distant past, 

for the professors have tenure. They still have their 

classrooms -- but what will they now say when they 

enter them?) 

3. Finally there are white "progressives." These are 

well-educated persons of upper- or upper-middle class 

socio-economic status. You'd think, given their 

intelligence and education, and given the further fact 

that every day they inform themselves about the world 

by reading the best newspapers and magazines, that 

they would have observed by now that anti-black 

racism has -- thanks in great measure to King, who, 

marvelous to say, actually succeeded in his goal of 

changing the racist mind of white America -- become a 

relatively insignificant thing in today's America. 

These people realize that their friends, like 

themselves, are non-racist. At the same time, they 

believe that just a few steps below them on the social 

ladder -- that is, among the ill-educated unfortunates 

who populate the lower-middle and working classes -- 

there is a seething mass of anti-black racism. These 

"inferior" people have learned not to express their 

racism in the blunt and disgusting language that was 

used in the days of their fathers and grandfathers, but 

the racism is still there. You can detect it in their code 

words. It is a natural consequence of the frustrated 

lives that these people live. Frustrated people become 

angry and aggressive; angry/aggressive people look for 

a scapegoat; and the traditional American scapegoat 

has been the black man. Progressives feel that they are 
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sitting at the top of a racist volcano that might explode 

any day now. 

The myth of white racism serves a number of 

valuable psychological purposes for high-status white 

progressives: 

¶ It gives them a great feeling of moral 

superiority. "Most white Americans are racist, 

but not us." 

¶ It justifies their high levels of wealth and 

income. "We are good, and so we deserve to be 

rich. It's almost enough to make one believe in 

the existence of God." 

¶ It justifies their desire to keep political power 

out of the hands of the lower orders and as 

much as possible in the hands of judges and 

bureaucrats. "We believe in democracy, 

certainly; but we can't let unlimited political 

power fall into the hands of racists." 

To a great extent, these progressives have taken control 

of the national Democratic Party. What used to be the 

party of America's plain people has increasingly become 

the party of its privileged people. If non-progressive 

white Americans have increasingly abandoned the love 

affair many of their parents and grandparents used to 

have with the Democratic Party, this is in no small 

measure because these whites, having pretty much 

renounced racism, don't like being told again and again 

by "civil-rights leaders" and very privileged whites that 

they remain racist. When civil-rights leaders tell them 

this, these whites get annoyed. When the higher 

classes tell them this, they feel worse than annoyed; 

they feel insulted. 

 

David R. Carlin, a professor of sociology and philosophy 

at the Community College of Rhode Island, can be 

reached at drcarlin@hotmail.com. 

mailto:drcarlin@hotmail.com


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

16 

 

I Sob Because I Care 
Danielle Bean | Column 

8/28/09

hen it was time for cake and ice cream 

following my eight-year-old son's recent 

birthday dinner, I donned a pair of 

sunglasses. My husband and kids knew exactly why I 

went for the eye cover. It was to spare my dignity. 

You see, our family has a birthday tradition of taking 

turns around the table, sharing things we especially love 

and appreciate about the person celebrating a birthday. 

Without fail, every time we do this, when I listen to my 

children compliment, encourage, and appreciate one 

another, I turn into a sobbing puddle of mush. 

So I'm a crier. I won't try to deny it. I'm not so much 

of a crier about personally disappointing or sad things, 

mind you. I think even my husband would admit that I 

am not the kind of woman who quickly turns to tears in 

a crisis or during an argument. I'm at least a little bit 

tough that way.  

But I sure do make up for my tough side when it 

comes to sentimental things. Like movies, for example. 

It's a Wonderful Life? Heaps of sobbing. 

The Notebook? Mascara mayhem. 

Marley and Me? My tear ducts might never recover. 

My family has grown accustomed to the fact that at 

birthday parties, New Year's celebrations, and in the 

face of any especially sweet gesture of love or kindness, 

I dissolve instantly into a sloppy, sobbing mess. 

"Mama's crying again!" Some snicker and some 

sigh. But don't they see? I only sob because I care. 

Take for example, the biannual, emotionally 

wrenching task of cleaning out closets and switching out 

my family's wardrobes when the seasons change. 

This time of year, the kids' dresser drawers and 

closets must be emptied of t-shirts, swimsuits, shorts, 

and sun dresses and filled with corduroys, sweaters, 

jeans, long skirts, and thick, woolly socks. 

Entire wardrobe changes times eight growing 

bodies. I hate this job. I dread this job. I whine about 

this job every year, and still no one offers to relieve me 

of the obligation. 

The very thought of having to face the clothing 

crisis usually makes me desperate. I have considered 

outfitting my children in paper pants to avoid it. Once, 

I even tried to convince the kids that tank tops and flip 

flops were appropriate attire for soccer practice in 40-

degree temperatures, but they didn't go for it. 

The worst part isn't the work of sorting and storing 

clothes, though. The worst part is the crying. I can't be 

the only mom who finds the job of sorting through 

clothing not only time consuming but also emotionally 

exhausting. 

It goes like this: I hold up a tiny pair of shorts, a 

stained onesie, or a faded pair of jeans, and suddenly I 

am there. I am holding that baby, I am 

watching that boy, I am hugging that tiny girl, who 

wore those shorts, who stained that shirt, who tore 

that pair of jeans. 

I stuff the "to give away" bags while looking away 

to avoid over-examining their contents. I clutch tiny 

shirts to my chest and catch my breath. I fold and sigh. 

I sort and bite my quivering lip. 

This is so inefficient. 

I won't even try to fight it, though. I think it's an 

important calling that we mothers have. We are our 

family's folders and the sorters, but we are our family's 

feel-ers too. Maybe we notice more than we should. 

We might pay attention to all the tiny details. We 
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might blubber at birthdays, remember every blessed 

thing, and love so much it embarrasses the kids. 

I won't apologize for that.  

Only a mother could feel such intense affection, 

such deep love for her family, that she'll break down 

sobbing while sitting in a pile of baseball cleats 

and Hello Kitty t-shirts in the back of a bedroom closet. 

Who else is going to do that for you? 

If you ask me, our jaded world could use a little 

extra heartfelt love and emotion. Tears are a tangible 

sign of the intensity of our affection. And doesn't every 

family deserve as much? 

 

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

& Family magazine and author of My Cup of Tea: 

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

Mom, Day to Day: Advice and Support for Catholic 

Living (Pauline 2007). Visit her blog at 

www.daniellebean.com or follow her on Twitter. 

http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.daniellebean.com/
http://twitter.com/DanielleBean
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Shine On, Mendelssohn 
Robert R. Reilly | Review 

8/28/09 
 recently heard a charming quote from novelist 

Edith Wharton to the effect that there are two roles 

in life -- either that of a candle or of a mirror. I'm a 

mirror. Even when I thought I was a candle -- years ago 

as an actor -- I was really a mirror, trying my best to 

reflect the light of the candle (in that case, 

Shakespeare).  

Having long ago abandoned the histrionic arts, I 

took up the pen, and that has been almost all mirror, all 

the time. This is especially so when writing about music. 

The composers I write about are the candles; I am a 

mirror, however cloudy, trying to reflect the light to 

others so that they can see its source. In the case of 

music, the light is sound, ordered by the spirit. Ever 

since I was first struck by its beauty, I have been trying 

to get others to listen. That, I take it, is my job as a 

mirror.  

One of the really bright candles was Felix 

Mendelssohn. In my last column, I reported on my 

pilgrimage to the Royal Albert Hall in London to hear his 

Symphony No. 2, Lobgesang (Hymn of Praise), in this 

the bicentenary year of Mendelssohn's birth. I did not 

think that I would have occasion to say much more (I 

already wrote of my deep appreciation of Mendelssohn 

in Crisis), beyond reviewing the rich Chandos reissue (in 

its mid-price Classics label) of the Borodin Trio's 

spacious, heartfelt performances of the two delectable 

Piano Trios (Chandos Classics 10535x). 

However, a new 40-CD Brilliant Classics box, titled A 

Mendelssohn Portrait, has landed in time for the 

commemoration (Brilliant 93888).  This may seem a bit 

less thorough and ambitious than the Brilliant boxes for 

Haydn (150 CDs) and Bach (155 CDs), but it is still 

staggering in what it offers for, well, a song. It is 

incredibly inexpensive, available at many internet sites 

for less than $1.50 per CD and at the Berkshire Record 

Outlet for only $40. That is less than what it costs to fill 

the gas tank of my car. 

Of course, one reason there are fewer CDs in the 

Mendelssohn box than in the Haydn or Bach sets is that 

Mendelssohn died at a much younger age. At 38, he 

was struck down by two strokes in quick succession. At 

first glance, it is hard to see what is missing from the 

Mendelssohn Portrait -- a few overtures (Ruy Blas, 

Athalia, etc.); the teenage operas (still unrecorded by 

anyone I know of); the two Pieces for Clarinet and 

Basset Horn; the piano sonatas; the unfinished 

oratorio, Christus; some songs; and the marvelous Die 

Erste Walpurgisnacht. Most everything else seems to 

be here. 

As is its practice, Brilliant Classics combines 

products licensed from other Labels (BIS, Claves, Koch 

Schwann, Hanssler Classics, etc.) with its own original 

recordings. The four CDs of the magical 13 String 

Symphonies, written by Mendelssohn when he was 

practically a child (between ages 11 and 14), come 

from the BIS label. If purchased from that source, they 

would by themselves cost as much or more than the 

Brilliant box. What makes this particularly impressive is 

that the performances of these astonishing works by 

the Amsterdam Sinfonietta, under Lev Markz, are 

considered by some to be the best available. Having 

now listened to them, I understand why. They combine 

verve and refinement in a most attractive way.  

No one should be without these 13 preternatural 

gems, so you can aim for them and get almost 

everything else Mendelssohn wrote to boot. Included 

are all of his major orchestral works, including the five 

symphonies; the Violin Concerto in E minor; the early 

concertos; both mature piano concertos; the music to 

A Midsummer Night's Dream; the oratorios Paulus and 

Elijah; almost all of the chamber music; Songs Without 

Words; a selection of his lieder; and a massive amount 

of his choral works, cantatas, and motets, mostly on 

sacred subjects.  

  

I 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6625&Itemid=121&ed=2
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B002BZET6I/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B001VO7O2G/insidecatcom-20
http://www.berkshirerecordoutlet.com/index.php
http://www.berkshirerecordoutlet.com/index.php
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Of course, one cannot say that the entire lot 

represents in every case the best or one of the best 

recorded performances. However, after luxuriating in 

this set for two weeks, I have heard nothing that was 

inadequate, though there are a few simply ordinary 

performances, along with many that are very good to 

excellent. It should be noted that, except for the string 

symphonies, Brilliant employs a mélange of groups and 

artists and does not present integral sets of the 

symphonies, quartets, or other cycles. Thus, one will 

hear the Bartok Quartet, the English String Quartet, and 

the Sharon Quartet in the eight string quartets 

(including the Four Pieces for String Quartet, Op. 81). 

Unless you seek consistency in interpretation, this 

should not be a problem, as all these groups are fine.   

I was surprised that Brilliant did not utilize the 

reputedly outstanding Wolfgang Sawallisch set of 

Mendelssohn's five symphonies that it has previously 

released in a separate box. Here, we have two 

orchestras and four different conductors. I went first to 

the Second Symphony because of my recent experience 

in London and was delighted to find a bracing, dramatic 

performance by Edo de Waart and the Radio 

Philharmonic Choir and Orchestra Holland. This 

recording has deepened my affection and admiration 

for this somewhat ungainly work. In the First and 

Fourth, Frans Brüggen likewise sets an exciting pace 

with Radio Kamerokest. Arnold Ostman's Third 

Symphony, with the same orchestra, goes at a blistering 

speed in a riveting performance that blows away any 

cobwebs that may have settled on the famous Scottish. 

Conductor Jos van Immerseel is fine in the Fifth, also 

taken at a good clip. In general, these versions display 

the energy and vigor of these works and generate a high 

level of excitement.  

There is no room for detailed notes on the 40 CDs; 

so I will simply say that Mendelssohn was a great 

chamber music composer, and here are almost all his 

treasures in this genre in decent to very good 

performances. The two oratorios, Paulus and Elias, 

receive top-notch interpretations from Helmuth Rilling 

and his forces. They represent a real strength in this set. 

(Alas, only Paulus is provided with an English translation 

of the German libretto in the accompanying CD-ROM.) 

I was long ago convinced by these two oratorios, 

along with the Second Symphony, that Mendelssohn 

was one of the greatest contrapuntalists who ever 

composed for chorus and orchestra -- perhaps the 

greatest since Bach, by whom Mendelssohn was so 

profoundly influenced. One revelation of the Brilliant 

box is how much more evidence for this contrapuntal 

genius there is. I am still in the midst of exploring the 

choral and a capella treasures, which include Lauda 

Sion, Magnificat, Gloria, Hora Est, Te Deum, Ave Maria, 

and a gem of a short Mass, titled the Germany Liturgy. 

(The CD-ROM only provides the German and Latin 

texts without translation.) The exquisite performances 

are mainly by the Chamber Choir of Europe, under 

Nicol Matt. In all, these works give the lie to those who 

might suggest that Mendelssohn's conversion to 

Christianity was a matter of convenience rather than 

of deep conviction.  

The set also demonstrates Mendelssohn's range. 

He is principally known for his quicksilver Midsummer 

Night's Dream-style music. Mendelssohn combined 

tremendous joie de vivre with graciousness; there is 

never a hint of coarseness. His sense of refinement led 

him once to scold an English composition student for 

having written an "ungentlemanly modulation." 

However, any idea of Mendelssohn as a Victorian 

prude is blown away by the deeper side displayed in 

many of these choral and chamber works. The String 

Quartet No. 6, written shortly after his beloved sister's 

death, is one of the most searing utterances ever 

composed. Also, I keep hearing the distraught, 

entreating call from Lobgesang, "Watchman, will the 

night soon pass?" And then comes the thrilling 

moment of the answer from the soprano, then the full 

chorus -- "De Nacht ist vergangen." The night has 

departed!  

Mendelssohn knew real darkness. He was a candle, 

the bright light of which dispelled the night. He may 

have been extinguished at an early age, but his light 

shines on. It is beyond my imagination why anyone 
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would not wish to see this light. Take it from a mirror: 

Here is your chance.  

 

 

Robert R. Reilly is the music critic for InsideCatholic.com. 

E-mail him at rrreilly@msn.com. 

mailto:rrreilly@msn.com
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FDR among the Catholics  
Michael Barone | Classic 

8/22/09
nce, when asked his philosophy, Franklin 

Roosevelt answered simply, "I am a Christian 

and a Democrat."  

As always with Roosevelt, there was more to it than 

that. He was not just a Christian, but a Protestant, an 

Episcopalian, a descendant of Huguenot and Yankee 

New Englanders on his mother's side. And he was not 

just a Democrat, but a New York Democrat, whose 

leaders and most faithful voters were overwhelmingly 

Catholic, especially Irish Catholic. There was a tension, 

always, between this Protestant patrician and his 

Catholic party, a tension that this congenial country 

squire and shrewd politician sought to resolve, with 

much success, but never with finality. There remained a 

tension between the Democratic party he created in his 

own image and the Catholics who were such a large 

part of its constituency, until the tie between them 

snapped sometime in the late 1960s.  

  

Protestant History  

But that is far ahead of our story. Franklin Roosevelt 

grew up in the late 19th century and the first decade of 

the 20th century in an American patriciate that was 

almost entirely Protestant. There were a few rich 

Catholics who secured a tenuous foothold in New York 

society, as well as many more Jews of the type 

portrayed in Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth and 

Anthony Trollope's The Way We Live Now. None, 

however, were likely to gain an invitation to 

Springwood, Campobello, or Mrs. James Roosevelt's 

houses in New York City. Years later James A. Farley 

complained that "the president never took me into the 

bosom of his family," and "never was I invited to spend 

the night in the historic mansion" -- although he adds 

with almost pathetic gratitude that Eleanor Roosevelt, 

presumably out of her innate courtesy, made him feel 

welcome at lunch in Hyde Park.  

The history that the young Franklin Roosevelt 

absorbed was, in many ways, Protestant. It is unclear 

whether he read Macaulay's History of England, though 

it seems likely. In any case, this story of how Protestant 

England was rescued from a Catholic tyrant was the 

basis of what Herbert Butterfield called the "whig 

interpretation of history," which influenced so much of 

the history of the times. Kenneth S. Davis's biography 

recounts how, in his early teens, Roosevelt read 

Francis Parkman's Montcalm and Wolfe and Alfred T. 

Mahan's The Influence of Sea Power on History, both of 

which can be called Protestant history. Mahan showed 

how sea power -- always a central focus of the "former 

naval person," Roosevelt -- determined the outcome of 

the great struggles between Protestant Britain and 

Catholic France (it ends in 1783, before France became 

revolutionary). And Parkman presents a history of 

North America in which the central struggle is between 

Jesuit Quebec and Puritan Boston, and in which the 

Revolution and Civil Wars are just incidental sortings-

out of the Protestant victors.  

The Democratic Party of New York was quite 

another thing. As a five-year-old child, Roosevelt 

visited the White House with his father and met his 

friend, President Grover Cleveland (who, in a sour 

mood, said, "My little man, I am making a strange wish 

for you. It is that you may never be president of the 

United States"). James Roosevelt was a profoundly 

conservative man who was attracted to the laissez 

faire principles of the Democratic party -- low taxes 

and low tariffs, no interference with local custom, 

whether segregation in the South or the saloon in the 

North. But New York Democrats, in James Roosevelt's 

old age, were increasingly Irish Catholics. Daniel Patrick 

Moynihan, in his wonderful chapter on the Irish in his 

and Nathan Glazer's 1963 classic Beyond the Melting 

Pot, tells the story of New York Congressman Timothy 

J. Campbell, a native of Cavan, calling on President 

Cleveland for a favor. The president refused on the 
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grounds it was unconstitutional. "Ah, Mr. President," 

replied Tim, "what is the Constitution between 

friends?"  

Between friends -- but Roosevelt opposed the Irish 

Catholic leaders of New York's Democratic party at 

almost every turn of his career. During the whole of his 

lifetime, the leadership of Tammany Hall -- the 

Manhattan Democratic party -- was Irish Catholic. The 

most notable was Charles F. Murphy, leader from 1902 

until his death in 1924, a grim, taciturn teetotaler with a 

great eye for political talent. In his first election as an 

adult, Roosevelt voted against the 1904 Democratic 

presidential nominee, Judge Alton B. Parker, and for his 

cousin Theodore Roosevelt. In 1910 he won election to 

the state Senate in heavily Republican Dutchess County 

by campaigning against bossism. In his first month in 

the Assembly, he bolted the Democratic caucus and 

refused to vote for Murphy's candidate for the U.S. 

Senate (then still elected by the legislature), "Blue-eyed 

Billy Sheehan." When Murphy sought him out and 

asked his support, he coolly replied, "No, Mr. Murphy." 

Then he refused to vote for a compromise candidate, 

James A. O'Gorman, formerly president of the Friendly 

Sons of St. Patrick. He also opposed Murphy's choice for 

president, supporting Woodrow Wilson at the 1912 

Democratic National Convention. Murphy was surely 

relieved when Roosevelt went to Washington in 1913 to 

become assistant secretary of the Navy.  

But in those days a Roosevelt was not easily put 

down. Assemblyman "Big Tim" Sullivan spied him when 

he first came to Albany: "You know these Roosevelts. 

This fellow is still young. Wouldn't it be safer to drown 

him before he grows up?"   

Murphy must have thought so. In 1913 he 

engineered the impeachment of Democratic Governor 

William Sulzer when he wrested control of political 

appointments from Tammany. In 1914 Roosevelt threw 

his hat into the ring for U.S. Senator (now elected by 

popular vote), while Murphy championed James W. 

Gerard, ambassador to Germany, who beat Roosevelt in 

absentia, 68 percent to 25 percent. Roosevelt 

telegraphed Gerard that he would support him if he 

would declare his unalterable opposition to Murphy's 

leadership.  

  

Breaking the Bosses  

How can we account for what seems, at this distance, 

such animus, and arguably such irrational animus? It 

seems plain that the acquiescence of Murphy and his 

friends was, if not absolutely essential, then at least 

exceedingly helpful for a young New York Democrat 

interested in winning higher office. And there were 

things to be said on Murphy's behalf. In 1911, the 

same year Roosevelt bolted the caucus, the boss 

promoted young men of great talent and integrity to 

the leadership of the legislature: Al Smith in the 

Assembly and Robert Wagner in the Senate. He 

acquiesced in their efforts to enact welfare-state 

measures in New York that led the nation. In record 

time Tammany-backed mayors of New York built 

bridges and subways that even today, though 

somewhat frayed, are an essential part of the 

awesome infrastructure of New York City.  

Roosevelt shared the view of the upper-class elite, 

nurtured by James Bryce in The American 

Commonwealth and Lincoln Steffens in The Shame of 

the Cities, that city governments and party machines 

were thoroughly corrupt and must be opposed at all 

turns. Underneath that notion, seldom articulated, was 

a sense that the mostly Catholic masses of New York 

were not really capable of democracy. Only Anglo-

Saxon Protestants were deeply imbued with the 

principles of liberty and democracy that were central 

to the American republic. Other races -- a term often 

used by elite spokesmen at the time -- were unreliable. 

A contrast was often drawn between the authoritarian 

character of the Catholic Church, whose members 

were expected to defer to the authority of the clerical 

elite, and the Protestant tradition that seemed to 

emphasize the freedom of the individual conscience.  

By analogy, Catholic voters were seen as slavish 

followers of political bosses, rather than as 

autonomous citizens making individual decisions. It is 
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not clear how much Roosevelt shared these attitudes, 

but they were the conventional wisdom of his social 

class; if we can draw inferences from his actions, then 

we can see he shared them to some considerable 

extent.  

Yet for the practical politician, confronted with the 

political map of New York, the votes of the Catholic 

masses were essential. The facts were simple: By 1910, 

New York City had 52 percent of the population of New 

York state; that figure rose to 54 percent in 1920 and 

peaked at 55 percent in 1930 and 1940; and most 

residents of New York City were Catholic. After his early 

fights with the Democratic bosses, Roosevelt seemed 

more disposed to cooperate with them. In 1924, 

Roosevelt stood up on crutches at Madison Square 

Garden and delivered his "happy warrior" nomination 

speech for Governor Alfred E. Smith, Murphy's great 

ally, a Catholic of Irish and Italian descent. The 

recuperating Roosevelt admired Smith's great skills and 

appreciated his power over Roosevelt's future career, 

so he supported Smith as governor and again for the 

presidential nomination in 1928. His reward, of course, 

was his own nomination for governor and the Catholic 

votes that were crucial to his election.  

Yet the tension with Tammany and with Catholics 

continued. To investigate Tammany, Governor 

Roosevelt appointed Samuel Seabury, the 

personification of the white Anglo-Saxon elite. Al Smith, 

despite earlier disavowals, decided to run for president, 

with Tammany support. Then, just after Roosevelt won 

the nomination, the Seabury commission forced him to 

hold hearings on New York City Mayor Jimmy Walker, 

who abruptly resigned. He had "walked the political 

tightrope expertly," wrote James MacGregor Burns. "He 

stripped the Republicans of a national issue without 

losing Tammany, which was divided on the matter and 

in any case did not dare to turn against Roosevelt 

openly."  

Neither Catholic voters nor Catholic bosses turned 

against President Roosevelt openly in the 1930s, when 

he became the greatest Democratic vote-winner since 

Andrew Jackson. The first New Deal of 1933-34 ended 

the downward spiral of depression and got the 

economy growing again, producing the only gains in off-

year elections for the party in power in the 20th century 

until last year. Though there were no exit polls in 1934, 

it is apparent that Roosevelt's Democrats were gaining 

votes from Catholics even as they were losing some 

from Protestants.  

The Second New Deal of 1935-36 did not upset this 

pattern. The Democratic vote in congressional elections, 

closely tracking Roosevelt's landslide reelection margin, 

also followed the 1934 results. The old Democratic 

minority coalition of the South and the big cities had 

become a majority coalition by adding the Progressive 

belt of the Upper Midwest and the West. Catholic 

voters were more heavily Democratic than in the 

1920s or in Woodrow Wilson's 1910s. But this was a 

different kind of Democratic party in one important 

way. The traditional Democratic party, that of Grover 

Cleveland, was a laissez faire party that believed in a 

minimalist federal government. The domestic 

programs of Woodrow Wilson and, even more, the 

wartime policies of the Wilson administration, were 

more interventionist, but they did not all prove to be 

popular: His decision to go to war and the 

government's suppression of German culture hurt 

Democrats in the Progressive Upper Midwest, while 

Prohibition hurt in the heavily Catholic big cities. The 

Democratic party of the 1920s, while deeply riven, was 

also something of a laissez faire party: pro-saloon and 

pro-immigrant in the big states of the North, anti-

liquor and pro-segregation in the South.  

Roosevelt's New Deals suddenly inserted the 

federal government into every local community. NRA 

set all prices and wages. AAA controlled agricultural 

production. The Wagner Act established huge 

industrial unions that became major institutions in the 

industrial belt from Pennsylvania to Illinois. WPA 

employed workers in almost every city and county. 

Roosevelt critic Frank Kent, an admirer of laissez faire 

Democrats, was not far wrong when he wrote, "What 

Mr. Roosevelt has done -- if plain words are to be used 

-- is adopt neither Democratic nor Republican politics, 

but rather he has taken over the policies of that small 

group of so-called Progressive Republicans, typified by 
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Senator Norris of Nebraska and Senator LaFollette of 

Wisconsin."  

  

Keeping the Catholics  

Holding a majority coalition together is not easy in 

American politics, and it is more difficult for an 

interventionist than for a laissez faire party. What is 

noteworthy is that Roosevelt had a high degree of 

success holding Catholics in the Democratic coalition. 

His New Deal programs (Repeal, for instance) and his 

evident openness to people of immigrant origin (he 

once addressed the Daughters of the American 

Revolution as "my fellow immigrants") had special 

appeal to Catholics. In Joseph Alsop's splendid phrase, 

"on a very wide front and in the truest possible sense, 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt included the excluded" -- and 

of course many Catholics felt that they were somehow 

excluded from being regarded as full Americans.  

Including the excluded also meant appointing 

Catholics to more high positions than any previous 

president, most visibly James A. Farley and Joseph P. 

Ken-nedy. Both had been instrumental in Roosevelt's 

election in 1932; Farley was his top political organizer 

and Kennedy was one of two men who contributed 

$50,000 -- an enormous sum in the Depression year of 

1932. Neither was a product of the New York City 

Democratic organization. Farley was from Stony Point 

on the Hudson in Rockland County -- suburban territory 

now, but upstate then. Kennedy's father had been a 

ward politician in East Boston, but he made his money 

in banking, and in 1927, when refused entry to 

Massachusetts's posh clubs, moved his base to New 

York and raised his large family in Bronxville. Farley was 

made Postmaster General, the traditional post for 

dispensing patronage and also one of great interest to 

the philatelist-in-chief. Kennedy became the first 

chairman of the Securities Exchange Commission; then, 

when he sought to become Treasury secretary, was 

fobbed off with the one office Roosevelt knew an Irish-

American with political ambitions could not refuse, 

Ambassador to the Court of St. James.  

In the meantime, Roosevelt, with Farley's help but 

also through WPA Administrator Harry Hopkins, stayed 

in close political alliance with the heavily Catholic 

Democratic machines in Chicago, Philadelphia, and 

other big cities. But in New York he opposed Tammany 

and backed Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia, who was elected 

on the Republican and American Labor Party lines, 

whose strongest ethnic support was among Jewish 

voters.  

Foreign policy produced tensions in this new 

Democratic coalition. Roosevelt stretched the patience 

of liberal advisors like Harold Ickes and Ambassador to 

Spain Claude Bowers with his support of the embargo 

against both sides in the Spanish Civil War, which 

worked to the detriment of the leftist Republican 

government. The reason, he told Ickes, was the 

support of the Catholic hierarchy for the Franco 

regime; to raise the embargo, he exaggerated, would 

lose the support of every Catholic voter in the 1938 

election. But Roosevelt's increasing support of Britain 

in 1939 and 1940 angered many anti-British Irish 

Catholic voters. And when Italy attacked France in June 

1940, he declared, "the hand that held the dagger has 

struck it into the back of its neighbor" -- a comment 

that antagonized some Italian-Americans for years to 

come.  

The coming of the Cold War also divided some 

Democrats from others, with strongly anti-Communist 

Catholics and their liberal anti-Communist allies 

coming out ahead of those liberals, personified by 

Henry Wallace, who favored a softer line. Later, in the 

'60s and '70s, the issue of abortion would also split the 

Democratic coalition along religious lines. We can only 

speculate on how Franklin Roosevelt would have 

handled these divisive issues, though with his 

characteristic tendency to "weave the two together" 

he might have made them less divisive. On education, 

for example, the approach of the G. I. Bill of Rights he 

signed was to extend aid to the student, who could 

then choose public or religious schools, and leave the 

state out of the choice altogether.  
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Accentuate the Positive  

One of the strengths of our majority-forcing politics is 

that it gives politicians a strong incentive to hold 

together large numbers of what has always been a 

diverse people. From the beginning, Americans have 

been divided along lines of region, religion, race, 

ethnicity, and, in recent years, cultural values. Such 

coalitions have been especially hard to hold together as 

the federal government has become larger and more 

intrusive. They were especially difficult to create and 

hold together in the long century beginning with the 

massive Irish Catholic immigration in the 1840s and 

ending with the reforms of the Second Vatican Council 

of the 1960s -- and the election of John F. Kennedy in 

1960, which made American Catholics less religiously 

and culturally distinctive.  

It was the achievement of Franklin Roosevelt to 

build a political coalition that included significant 

majorities of Protestants, Catholics, and Jews -- 

arguably the only such political coalition in American 

history. If he had trouble holding it together, and if his 

successors were ultimately unable to do so, it should 

also be said that the existence of that coalition, the 

highly visible effort to include the excluded, contributed 

greatly to the common American effort in the nation's -- 

and the world's -- great crisis of the 1940s. His coalition 

has also contributed to the strength and cohesiveness 

of the nation in the half-century since. Roosevelt may 

have started off a particular kind of Christian and a 

particular kind of Democrat, but in time he transcended 

these limitations and expanded into the happily elastic 

definition of what it means to be an American. That is 

no mean achievement, nor one that should be 

forgotten. 

 

Michael Barone is a senior writer for U.S. News & 

World Report and principal coauthor of The Almanac 

of American Politics. This article originally appeared in 

the January 1999 issue of crisis Magazine.  



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

26 

 

The Real History of the Holy Grail 

Sandra Miesel | Classic 

8/25/09 
o glorious, so mysterious, the Holy Grail 

symbolizes an elusive object of desire. 

Although now usually identified as the chalice 

of the Last Supper sought by Arthurian heroes, the Grail 

has been pictured as a dish, a ciborium, and even a 

white stone. Indeed, for a long time, its name had a 

rather mundane meaning.  

The word "grail" is derived through Old French from 

the Latin gradale (by degrees) and refers to a type of 

deep platter from which foods were served -- course by 

course -- at a medieval banquet. "Grail" is first recorded 

in English in 1330 with alternative spellings: greal, graal, 

and graile. Sir Thomas Malory's Le Morte 

D'Arthur (1470) renders "Holy Grail" as both "Sankgreal" 

and "Holy Grayle." He sometimes gives "Sankgreal" a 

false etymology (from "sang real") as "the blessed 

bloode of our Lorde Jhesu Crist" instead of the vessel 

containing it (Sank greal). 

This grail -- not yet "holy" -- appears seemingly out 

of no-where in the Conte del Graal (also known 

as Perceval), a French romance by Chretien de Troyes 

written in the late twelfth century. Chretien's grail is a 

large jeweled dish containing a single Mass wafer that a 

maiden carries during a banquet at an enchanted castle. 

The maimed king who presides over the gathering has 

been wounded in the genitals, and his country is a 

wasteland because of his infirmity. Neither he nor his 

land can be healed unless the poem's naive young hero, 

Perceval, asks: "Whom does one serve with the grail?" 

Chretien's poem remained unfinished and the dish 

unexplained at the end of his career. Four 

undistinguished continuators tried to carry on. But 

about 1200, a Burgundian poet named Robert de Boron 

successfully expanded the story, although this survives 

only in a prose adaptation known as the Didot-Perceval. 

Robert turns the grail from a dish into the cup of the 

Last Supper (serving as a ciborium rather than a chalice) 

and has the Grail-king wounded by the holy lance of 

Longinus that had pierced the side of Jesus. Robert had 

previously written Joseph d'Arimathie in which the 

sacred cup, which had also caught Christ's blood at the 

deposition from the cross, feeds Joseph during 43 years 

of captivity. After adventures in the Near East, Joseph's 

son brings the Grail to England where his relatives 

become the hereditary Grail-keepers and ancestors of 

Perceval. 

Robert's material was incorporated into the so-

called Vulgate Cycle of Arthurian romances in prose 

(1215-35). The portion titled La Queste del Saint 

Graalshows Cistercian influence and may have been 

written by a monk. This is the most explicitly Christian 

version of the Grail legend, for it makes the quest a 

spiritual odyssey that only the most virtuous can 

complete. Here the Grail -- originally the dish from 

which the Paschal lamb was served -- stands for divine 

grace. 

The Vulgate Cycle was a major source for Malory, 

whose Le Morte D'Arthur is the "canonical" telling of 

the story for English speakers. In both the Vulgate and 

Malory, Sir Perceval/Percivale is one of the three 

purest knights of the Round Table. Along with Sir Bors 

and the faultless Sir Galahad, he's privileged to take 

part in the Grail ritual and receive Holy Communion 

from the hands of Jesus Himself. Galahad heals the 

maimed Grail-king with Christ's blood dripping from 

the holy lance. Finally, the Grail company sees the 

vessel and lance taken back into heaven. Galahad dies 

soon after, Perceval dies a year after becoming a 

hermit, and Bors returns to Camelot to tell their tale. 

The Holy Grail is now permanently out of reach. 

Between Chretien and Malory, Arthurian romances 

spread all over Europe from Italy to Iberia to Iceland 

and carried with them the story of the Holy Grail. 

German poet Wolfram von Eschenbach shaped the 

material in an original way for his Parzival (1210). 

Wolfram's Grail is a mysterious white stone that may 
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be derived from a magical object in a romance about 

Alexander the Great. This Grail is called the lapsit exilis, 

possibly mangled Latin for "small stone." Brought to 

Earth by the neutral angels at the time of Lucifer's fall, it 

generates whatever food and drink diners in the Grail 

castle desire, revives the dead, cures the sick, and keeps 

those who behold it young. From time to time, the 

names of children called to serve the Grail appear 

written on the stone. The boys will become celibate 

Grail-knights known as Templeisen, but the girls will 

eventually leave to marry. Every Good Friday, a 

heavenly dove lays a Host on the stone to feed the 

wounded Grail-king. Only when his obtuse young 

nephew, Parzival, finally asks, "Dear Uncle, what ails 

you?" is the old king healed. The Grail chooses Parzival 

as the next king. 

Wolfram's innovations never become standard. 

Even Richard Wagner's opera version,Parsifal (1882), 

changes the Grail back to a cup, which is what his 

audience expected to see. Wagner also made his hero a 

virgin rather than a married man, among other 

alterations, including the spelling of his name. 

Wagner's Lohengrin (1850), featuring Parsifal's son, is 

only marginally a Grail story. 

Wagner was hardly alone in turning to the Grail for 

inspiration. Although the taste for Arthurian romances 

faded out after the Renaissance, the Romantic era 

rediscovered them, as it rediscovered the Middle Ages. 

Alfred Lord Tennyson's poem cycle The Idylls of the 

King (completed in 1885) created a revival almost 

single-handedly. It was a favorite subject for the Pre-

Raphaelites and other Victorian artists. Victorians even 

concocted a popular legend that the Grail lay hidden in 

the chalice well at Glastonbury, staining the stones 

there red with the Holy Blood. 

The literary impact of Grail legends continued into 

the 20th century. "The Wasteland" by T. S. Eliot (1925) 

uses that Grail as a metaphor for the modern world. 

Charles Williams depicts a contemporary conflict 

between Good and Evil involving the Grail in his 

novel War in Heaven (1930), while his poetry cycles 

Taliessin through Logres (1938) and The Region of the 

Summer Stars (1944) are metaphysical retellings of 

Arthurian romance. Nova by Samuel R. Delany (1968) 

combines the Grail with Melville's white whale and 

makes it a science-fiction power source. The wasteland 

is Hollywood in Lancelot by Walker Percy (1978), but Las 

Vegas plays that role in Last Call by Tim Powers (1992). 

Moles seek a Grail-like white stone in William 

Horwood's talking beast tale, Duncton Wood (1980). 

Film has also drawn on the same source in diverse 

ways: farce in Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1975), 

romantic fantasy in Excalibur (1981), pulp adventure 

in Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989), and 

modern fable in The Fisher King (1991). 

This small sample of works derived from Grail 

stories bears witness to the extraordinary richness of 

the symbol. Out of it have come universal myth motifs: 

ever-filled vessels, miraculous food, and the union of 

king and land plus specific elements from some Indo-

European cultures, all molded by medieval Christianity. 

  

The Roots of the Holy Grail 

Academic consensus gives the Grail a Celtic origin. The 

foremost campaigner for this view is Arthurian scholar 

Roger Sherman Loomis, whose book, The Grail: From 

Celtic Symbol to Christian Myth (1963), traces it to Irish 

tales of cauldrons and drinking horns that never run 

empty as well as accounts of journeys to the Happy 

Otherworld. The maiden Grail-bearer is based on the 

personified Sovereignty of Ireland, a woman who gives 

her cup only to the worthy. These elements were 

transmitted to Wales, then to Brittany, with Breton 

storytellers spreading them around northern France 

where the medieval romances first appeared. Loomis 

assumes that the material had been much altered by 

misunderstandings and oral process: There was no one 

"original" Grail myth. 

A newer and more controversial theory is 

proposed by C. Scott Littleton and Linda A. Malcor 

in From Scythia to Camelot (1994). They trace the Grail 

motifs back to ancient Scythian peoples of the Crimea 

whose symbolic Cup of Sovereignty fell from heaven 

and whose modern descendants in the former Soviet 
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Union still tell stories about a supernatural 

cup/cauldron that judges the merit of heroes -- 

including an Arthur-like figure. 

These myths were supposedly brought into Europe 

by two waves of Scythian-derived barbarian invaders in 

Roman times: the Sarmatians who were sent to Britain 

in the second century and the Alans who settled in 

Brittany and Provence in the fifth century. Their old 

stories could have mingled with historical incidents such 

as the looting of precious church vessels, supposedly 

including plunder from the Jewish Temple, taken during 

the sack of Rome in 410. Littleton and Malcor see the 

latter event as the origin of the Grail procession. 

But it was the connection with the Holy Eucharist 

that fixed the Grail in medieval minds. The old myths 

might never have gained such popularity without the 

Christianization that brought them in line with medieval 

iconography and devotional practice. 

Medieval artists illustrated Grail romances with the 

costumes, props, and settings of their own day, just as 

they did with scenes from the Bible or classical 

antiquity. As a eucharistic vessel, the Grail was expected 

to resemble those actually used in the liturgy. Grail 

"accessories" such as the holy lance and the broken 

sword of David repaired by Galahad recall relics, votive 

offerings of weapons, and royal regalia preserved in 

churches. 

In addition to its use at the Last Supper -- the first 

Mass -- the Grail was supposed to have been used to 

catch the blood of the crucified Savior. The "chalice at 

the cross" motif that had emerged at the end of the first 

millennium shows a chalice collecting blood alone, 

borne by angels, or in the hand of an allegorical woman 

representing Ecclesia (the Church) who holds a spear-

like staff in her other hand. Surely this resonated with 

the female Grail-bearer. 

Grail romances appeared just as eucharistic 

devotion was gaining favor, expressed in the elevation 

of the Host during Mass, Corpus Christi processions, 

preachers' parables, and miracle stories. Hosts that 

levitate, bleed, discriminate among recipients, serve as 

the sole food of saints, and reveal visions of Christ 

appear often in eucharistic miracles and in Grail 

adventures. Devout contemplation of the elevated or 

exposed Host was believed to convey not only grace but 

well-being and protection, as does an encounter with 

the Grail. 

The medieval Church took no official position on 

Grail romances. But the cathedral of Valencia claims to 

possess the actual vessel, a red stone cup from the time 

of Christ mounted as a splendid chalice during the 

Middle Ages. Its legend -- which owes nothing 

whatever to the romances -- claims that it was sent to 

Spain by the Roman martyr St. Lawrence. Donated to 

the cathedral in 1437, it's kept in a special chapel and 

was once used for Mass by the late Pope John Paul II. 

  

The Stories Multiply 

Regardless of mythological roots, literary 

embellishments, and popular fancies, the Holy Grail 

became firmly linked to the Catholic doctrine of the 

Real Presence. It is Jesus and none other that the 

vessel contains, "Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity." 

Consider the climax of La Queste del Saint Graal (in P. 

M. Matarasso's translation). The worthy knights who 

have completed the quest hear Mass said by Bishop 

Josephus, son of Joseph of Arimathea who had 

survived for years on miraculous Hosts from the Grail. 

At the moment of consecration, "there descended 

from above a figure like unto a child, whose 

countenance glowed and blazed bright as fire; and he 

entered the bread, which quite distinctly took on 

human form before the eyes of those assembled 

there." Later, Josephus vanishes and the company 

"saw the figure of a man appear from out of the Holy 

Vessel, unclothed, and bleeding from his hands and 

feet and side . . . " This is Jesus who gives each knight 

Communion in the usual way, but the wafer tastes 

wonderfully sweet. The scene resembles medieval 

eucharistic miracles in which Christ is unveiled beneath 

the appearances of bread. Pagan prototypes have 

been Christianized. 
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Nevertheless, heterodox alternatives still have their 

followings. For them, a landmark book was Jessie L. 

Weston's From Ritual to Romance (1920). Under the 

influence of Sir James Frazer's Golden Bough (1890), 

Weston imagined that the Grail was derived from 

fertility rites and vegetation folklore as well as esoteric 

teachings of Oriental mystery religions, Gnostics, and 

Cathars as well as heresies among the Knights Templar. 

But Loomis dismisses the lot, denouncing "Miss 

Weston's fascinating theory of a lost mystery cult 

conveyed by Eastern merchants from the 

Mediterranean to Britain, and of secret initiation rites 

enacted in remote ages -- a theory also discredited by 

the absence of any reference to such a cult in the mass 

of medieval testimony of heresy." Loomis discounts a 

Provencal (and presumably Cathar) source for Parzival 

as "preposterous" and rejects its Grail-knights, the 

Templeisen, as actual Templars. For Loomis, the Grail 

legends were "surely not the esoteric doctrines of 

heretical cults" nor intended as antipapal propaganda. 

Furthermore, the antimaterialist Gnostics and Cathars 

could never have envisioned Christ present in the 

Eucharist. 

Weston also popularized the notion of the Four 

Grail Hallows (Cup, Lance, Sword, Stone/Dish) being 

perpetuated in the suits of Tarot cards (Cups, Wands, 

Swords, Pentangles) and then in the suits of ordinary 

playing cards. Weston's discredited notions are still 

popular among present-day occultists such as Margaret 

Starbird, who calls the tarot a Cathar catechism. This 

conveniently ignores real history, in which tarot cards 

were invented in early 15th-century Italy as a harmless 

game -- not an occult tool -- and postdate playing cards 

by at least 50 years. Neither has anything to do with 

Cathars or Templars. 

The Grail as a symbol for secret knowledge also 

fascinated Adolf Hitler. The occult-infatuated Nazis set 

up twelve SS officers as Grail-knights in a rebuilt castle 

at Vevelsburg, Westphalia, where their sinister rites 

may have included human sacrifice. 

Pagans and neo-Gnostics still grab for the Grail, but 

the leading esoteric interpretation today is the one 

promoted in Dan Brown's best-selling novel The Da 

Vinci Code (2003). Brown maintains that the Grail is the 

womb of Mary Magdalene who bore the merely human 

Christ's child, establishing a lineage of holy blood that 

still continues, and that Grail quests were covert 

searches for the lost "divine feminine." Brown's claims 

are heavily dependent on Holy Blood, Holy Grail, a 

groundless specimen of pseudo-history by Michael 

Baigent, Richard Leigh, and Henry Lincoln (1982). 

Contrary to Brown's assertions, there's ample 

evidence from both Scripture and Patristic sources that 

Christians have always believed Jesus to be divine -- 

and no evidence for a sexual relationship between him 

and the Magdalen (see my "Dismantling The Da Vinci 

Code," September 2003, crisis). Although the Grail as a 

vessel is feminine in a Freudian sense, it has -- from its 

first appearance in medieval literature -- always 

contained the Holy Eucharist. 

Therefore, the only person who can claim to be a 

living Grail is Mary the God-Bearer, not Mary 

Magdalene. In pregnancy and by nursing, the Blessed 

Mother gave her blood and milk to become the Body 

and Blood of Christ. As a result, she's honored with a 

litany of titles that sanctify woman-as-container: Ark of 

the Covenant, House of Gold, Vessel of Honor, Singular 

Vessel of Devotion. This Holy Grail was assumed into 

heaven, yet the chalice and ciborium at every Mass are 

genuine Grails. And so each of us is given the grace to 

be a Galahad, our earthly Grail quest ending at the 

altar. 

 

Sandra Miesel is a writer and medievalist. This article 

originally appeared in the September 2004 issue 

of crisis Magazine. 
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