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Newt Gingrich and the Pope 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

9/28/09 

hen Newt Gingrich was received into the 

Church last March, the reactions were 

predictable. The former Speaker of the 

House was simultaneously welcomed, jeered, and 

cynically accused of positioning himself to run for 

president in 2012.  

When I spoke to him last Friday in his Washington, 

D.C., office, Gingrich was humble and soft-spoken about 

his new faith. He was also excited about his forthcoming 

documentary, Nine Days That Changed the World, 

recounting Pope John Paul II's first trip home to Poland 

in June 1979 after being elected to the see of St. Peter. 

Gingrich's wife, Callista, a cradle Catholic, is a co-

producer of the film. 

The Gingriches first got the idea for the film five 

years ago on a trip to Rome, where Callista, as part of 

the choir of the Basilica of the National Shrine of the 

Immaculate Conception in Washington, was making a 

recording at the Basilica Santa Maria Maggiore. 

Conversations during the trip with Msgr. Walter Rossi, 

pastor of the basilica in D.C., combined with his recent 

reading of George Weigel's Final Revolution: The 

Resistance Church and the Collapse of Communism, 

provoked thoughts about the parallels between 

Communist-ruled Poland and the growing secularism of 

the United States.  

Gingrich hopes his film will be an "evangelical 

vehicle" to combat the "secularist moment" in our 

culture. Telling the story of how John Paul's visit led 

Poland to overthrow Communism, Gingrich said the film 

will contain a clear message: "Our true humanness is 

found only in a relationship with God." Added Gingrich, 

"I hope people will see the film and think about their 

relationship to Christ and the importance of courage." 

The projected release date is November 9, the 20th 

anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall.  

There is another Polish connection in the Gingrich 

family: Callista's grandmother, on her father's side, was 

from Krakow. Gingrich told me that his wife never 

pushed her faith on him, but by her example "it was 

clear it meant a great deal to her." He went to Mass 

with her at the basilica and wherever they traveled -- 

including Hawaii, where they were treated to a hula 

dance. "We've been able to see the extraordinary 

range of the Church," he told me.  

Gingrich explained that his wife "created an 

environment where I could gradually think and evolve 

on the issue of faith." Reading and conversations with 

various friends, primarily Monsignor Rossi, fed that 

process until the moment of decision arrived. 

  

The moment came when Pope Benedict XVI visited 

the United States in April 2008. Gingrich was seated in 

the basilica, where his wife's choir was to sing vespers 

for the Holy Father, when he was suddenly able to see 

the pope up close. He recalled, "It was clear he [the 

pope] was having the time of his life, and the joy in his 

eyes belied his reputation as an austere German. As he 

walked past me, I knew I wanted to become a 

Catholic."  

"I knew that I belonged here," he went on. "No -- 

as a Catholic, I should put it: Here is where I belong." 

As Gingrich parsed his sentence, his eyes teared up, 

and he excused himself for getting emotional. He 

changed the subject, but the emotion remained in his 

voice as he talked about Benedict's visit to New York 

City.  

"It was extraordinary," he told me; "we were so 

blessed." As he and Callista tried to get close to the 

pope's entourage driving up Fifth Avenue, they ended 

up on the steps of St. Patrick's Cathedral and were 

invited to stand at the back for the Mass. Then they 

W 

http://www.usnews.com/blogs/god-and-country/2009/03/30/gingrich-keeps-quiet-on-catholic-conversion.html
http://www.ninedaysthatchangedtheworld.com/
http://www.amazon.com/Final-Revolution-Resistance-Collapse-Communism/dp/0195166647
http://www.amazon.com/Final-Revolution-Resistance-Collapse-Communism/dp/0195166647
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were told that the pope would pass by their spot near 

the rope and bless a young boy in the wheelchair sitting 

next to them. They were overwhelmed when "Benedict 

XVI blessed the boy directly in front of us!"  

Gingrich comes from a Pennsylvania Lutheran 

background, though he became Southern Baptist while 

in graduate school. From his mother's mother, he told 

me, he received a pronounced sense of "good versus 

evil in the world." He regards it as something of a 

mystery that, when his father went to Gettysburg 

College, "he had a copy of St. Augustine."  

Gingrich thinks the first time he felt the tug of the 

Church might have been when he visited Notre Dame in 

Paris at age 13, but he clearly remembers the impact of 

visiting St. Jacob's Stone United Church of Christ in 

Glenville, Pennsylvania, where the effect of the organ 

"swept me away" as he heard his mother sing Handel's 

Messiah.  

Since Gingrich often brings up the power of great 

churches and sacred music, I asked him about beauty. 

"Beauty comes from giving up our weakness and 

realizing you don't have to impose anything on the 

universe," he replied. "You accept that it comes from a 

higher being." 

Secularism rejects and ridicules this acceptance of 

our creaturely status. Gingrich sees it gaining more and 

more of a foothold in the United States, as it already 

has in Europe. Further, it is antithetical to the history 

and culture of the United States. As Gingrich explained, 

"This country is heir to a Scottish and English 

Enlightenment that did not reject God, unlike the 

atheism of the French Revolution." "In the face of the 

secularist threat," Gingrich mused, "along with that 

militant Islam, endurance is what really matters."  

At 66, Newt Gingrich has endured the travails of a 

very public life to discover a new faith and new mission 

to reinvigorate the Christian roots of our nation and 

our civilization. Nine Days That Changed the World will 

tell the story of John Paul's return to Poland, but its 

subtext will be the moment Benedict walked by with a 

smile on his face.  

 

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). To support 

"Nine Days That Changed the World," visit its Web site 

and sign up to receive updates on its release. 

http://www.stonechurchucc.org/home.html
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.ninedaysthatchangedtheworld.com/
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Back to School 
David Warren | Column 

9/28/09

n Jerusalem, on the Dome of the Rock -- situated on 

top of what is almost certainly the Holy of Holies, 

within the ancient Temple precincts -- is an 

inscription, in their earliest angular Kufic script, on what 

was also the earliest monument the Arabs caused to be 

erected in a conquered land. It reads, in its most 

significant part: "Praise to Allah who begets no son and 

has no associate in power and who has no surrogate for 

humiliations." The point is sustained by repetition, 

together with the contrary assertion that Mohammed 

alone can provide intercession on the day when the 

Muslim community is resurrected. 

That is on the outside of the Dome. On the inside, 

there is a further long inscription, which mentions Jesus 

and Mary by name; states that Jesus was an envoy of 

Allah; that the religion of Allah is Islam; and that Allah 

will reckon with those who dissent. 

Nearly 14 centuries have passed since this challenge 

to the existence of Christianity was made; and indeed, 

we are living in the fallout of certain manifestations of it 

today. 

Yet we have today, at least in the more progressive 

and nominal Christians of North America and Europe -- 

most certainly including Catholics -- the curious notion 

that Christianity is compatible with Islam. That it is 

likewise compatible with all other religions. That it is 

compatible with a Darwinian cosmology, and therefore 

with atheist materialism. That it is part of "diversity"; 

and so on. 

I have a day job writing newspaper columns. I make 

clear that I am a Catholic. ("The worst kind, a convert," 

as Marshall McLuhan used to say.) I get a lot of mail. 

And whatever our bishops and bureaucracies may think 

they have achieved, in the way of teaching the faith, I 

get to see their results. 

For sure, some of the Catholics who write to me are 

well-educated and well-formed. But on inquiry, I find a 

large proportion of these are also converts; and that 

even among those who are not, most have learnt the 

Faith by their own efforts. Many of these are, as one 

can see by the way they phrase religious ideas, careful 

to avoid heresies. 

But many other correspondents, declaring 

themselves to be cradle Catholics, are at no pains at 

all. 

I often wonder what the Church is for such people. 

A nice venue for a wedding, to be sure; a bit of formal 

"closure" for a funeral. A building that may be worth 

including on an architectural preservation list, since no 

one is ever going to build another like it. Beyond this, 

some vague sense of an ethnic identity. 

"I was born a Catholic," someone wrote to me 

recently (already in error: Nobody is born Catholic), 

"unlike you. Don't you dare tell me what a Catholic 

should believe!" 

The sense of some Catholic ethnicity -- hyphenated 

Irish, Polish, or whatever -- goes with other 

sentimental thoughts. But Catholic means "universal," 

so there is a problem when we find nostalgic mush on 

both sides of the hyphen. They may or may not 

vaguely remember a rather cumbersome Catechism. 

But the whole thing may now apparently be 

reduced to a "bottom line." It comes down to being 

nice to people and trying not to notice if anyone is 

mean. It is about being open-minded, and accepting 

people as they are, unless they happen to be very 

religious. 

Indeed, whatever else Christ may have done, 

according to this very common view, He reduced all 
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the Ten Commandments to just One Commandment: 

that "you mustn't judge people." 

  

I wish that were a parody of what I am told in e-mail so 

often, by self-described Catholics -- who then go on to 

judge me. I've been told these things not only by the 

laity, but even by several "modern" Catholic priests, one 

of whom was clever enough to add the word 

"misogynistic" to describe my opposition to abortion. 

"We should keep an open mind." And we ought to 

look with especially open minds at those who chisel the 

words of Christ off public buildings. Or those who teach 

our children in school that the whole history of our 

Church consists of the Crusades, the Spanish Inquisition, 

and (let us not forget) the trial of Galileo. 

Likewise, we are asked to keep open minds toward 

those paragons of art and style who, say, put a crucifix 

in a vial of urine, or display a statue of Mary smeared 

with cow dung. For these people are only "expressing 

themselves," and ours is not to judge them -- for Christ, 

I have been told condescendingly by a Catholic, self-

described art critic, was all about "expressing yourself." 

There are quite a few places in the Gospels where 

Jesus says things that cannot be squared with the 

smiley-face icon. But faced with any of the 99 in 100 

Gospel passages that will come as a surprise to the 

postmodern reader, he can always allow that Jesus had 

a right to His opinions. He was, as one "Catholic-born" 

atheist acquaintance put it, probably no more crazy 

than many of the people we see walking the streets 

these days. 

I myself often ride the Queen Street trolley in 

Toronto, and there's a man who regularly boards it 

proclaiming that he is, in point of fact, the son of God: 

not only on his way to outpatient services at Queen 

Street's famous mental health facility, but also on his 

way back home to Parkdale. Clearly, by analogy, Christ 

is to be tolerated, for his own unique point of view. 

There are quite a variety of points of view, and it 

has become policy in every jurisdiction of which I am 

aware, throughout the Western world, never to prefer 

one to another. For each is a valid statement of a point 

of view. And while the Catholic Church is evidently 

failing to inculcate its own "point of view," the State 

has no difficulty teaching multiculturalism. 

It simply is not possible -- not humanly possible, 

and not possible in logic -- to make every point of view 

equal to every other. So that if you have, as a 

governing principle, the proposition that "all points of 

view are equal" -- in other words, the defining dogma 

of multiculturalism -- you must perforce walk into the 

hell in which that dogma becomes juxtaposed with the 

elementary facts of life. 

I do not doubt that God will take care of this, in the 

fullness of time. But for the foreseeable future, I would 

like to see some evidence that our bishops and 

bureaucracies are panicked on the matter. 

 

David Warren is a Canadian journalist who writes 

mostly on international affairs. His Web site is 

www.davidwarrenonline.com. 

http://www.davidwarrenonline.com/
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Give Us This Day Our Daily Bread 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

9/29/09 

ane people never ask, "Did Michaelangelo cause 

the statue of David, or was it his chisel? Did 

Shakespeare cause Hamlet, or was it his pen? 

Choose!" 

But for some reason, when the subject turns to 

evolution, many fundamentalists, both atheist and 

Christian, completely forget that a thing can have 

primary and secondary causes. Instead, they start by 

demanding that we choose between God or Nature, 

one or the other, as the sole cause of life on earth. The 

answer, from a Catholic perspective, is, "Why not both? 

God made me and used secondary causes called 'my 

ancestors' to do it. So why couldn't he have used a 

massive artillery of secondary causes stretching back 13 

billion years to do it?" Secondary causes do God's will all 

the time. Pigs serve God according to their piggy nature, 

rooting around in the mud and having a swine old time 

of it making new piglets. Dogs serve God according to 

their doggy nature, eating with gusto, adoring their 

master, sniffing the daylights out of everything in scent, 

and causing puppies. Stars serve God's purposes 

according to their starry nature by burning brightly and, 

now and then, exploding and making heavier elements 

such as carbon, useful for building things like pigs and 

dogs and you and me. 

Of course, when it comes to those secondary causes 

called "human persons," a new dimension enters in: 

dignity and free will, since God made these particular 

causes to be rational animals in His own image and 

likeness. Treatment perfectly appropriate for pigs and 

dogs is inappropriate for men and women, which is why 

the former do not appreciate being called swine and the 

latter dislike being called bitches. We are human beings, 

not beasts, and entitled to being treated as such.  

Now because of our unique status in the created 

order, we have the duty and privilege of doing 

something no other animal can do: We can ask God for 

things. We can even ask for God to do things, often 

quite remarkable things. That's what Pascal is getting at 

when he tells us that "God instituted prayer in order to 

lend to His creatures the dignity of causality." Strictly 

speaking, all creatures share that dignity, but our 

causality is unique. Pigs cause more pigs, and dogs more 

dogs. Both can cause stains on the carpet if you keep 

them in the house. But man alone can cause not 

merely natural events but even supernatural ones to 

happen, because he can ask God to move His hand and 

perform mighty works.  

  

"Give us this day our daily bread" is the clause in the 

"Our Father" where Jesus sums up the paradox of our 

position before God as we enter into petitionary 

prayer. There are several things to note about it, the 

first being, once again, the marvel that it exists at all. 

Christians may not see this as clearly as non-Christians 

do, so let a former non-Christian point out what they 

take for granted. Growing up, I was not baptized and 

never went to church. I had a curious scruple against 

petitionary prayer, not because I was an atheist (not 

enough faith for that) but because as a pagan with a 

cloudy reverence for the Unknown God, I considered it 

the height of both arrogance and of a sort of welfare 

mentality. Why, I thought, should God bother Himself 

playing waiter and bellhop to insignificant specks on 

the Pale Blue Dot who were constantly looking for 

handouts? He's got billions of galaxies to juggle. So, I 

thought, deal with it yourself and don't pester the 

Almighty with your stupid requests.  

This rugged sort of Libertarian theology, of course, 

eventually fell on hard times as I discovered things like, 

"I am a creature who could not so much as exist 

without God's actively willing it from nanosecond to 

nanosecond," and, more embarrassing still, "I am a 

wretched sinner who needs God's help, not only for 

my daily necessities, but still more because without His 

help I would be a monster, not a Jeffersonian paragon 

S 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pale_Blue_Dot
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of the Free and Good Man at Home in Nature." So I 

discovered that petitionary prayer, while certainly not 

the highest form of prayer, is still good and not merely 

permitted, but commanded by our Lord. That such an 

infinite God could hear, much less lovingly answer, the 

prayers of we swarming infusoria under the microscope 

ought to astonish us.  

Another minor thing I noticed was simply this: 

Jesus' petitionary prayers have none of the sort of 

courtly embroidery that surrounds what we normally 

think of as "religious language." There is a matter-of-

fact brevity to the Lord's Prayer that could almost be 

taken as rudeness if we didn't know this was the Son of 

God teaching us. Picture yourself at dinner with a family 

where the teens look the adult in the eye and say, "Give 

me the bread," without so much as a "please." Yet this 

is the norm set out for us in the Lord's Prayer. No 

"please." No "O Great and Gracious God, if it is possible, 

though we are wretches who deserve nothing but 

death, of your ineffable kindness, we beg that you 

would stoop down and from your endless bounty, give 

us a morsel of bread and we will praise you forever for 

your goodness to us." Just a straightforward, "Give us 

this day our daily bread." It's a prayer of pure trust such 

as you only see from really small children who have not 

yet learned the embroidery (because they have not yet 

learned that some adults need to be truckled to) but 

who have completely internalized the fact that their 

Father loves them and will give them what they need. It 

is, in a curious sense, the opposite of selfishness since, 

as the Catechism says:  

The trust of children who look to their Father for 

everything is beautiful. "He makes his sun rise on 

the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just 

and on the unjust." He gives to all the living "their 

food in due season." Jesus teaches us this petition, 

because it glorifies our Father by acknowledging 

how good he is, beyond all goodness (2828). 

Like the whole of the "Our Father," this petition is made 

in the full awareness that prayer is always done in 

community. Just as we do not pray the My Father, so 

we do not pray, "Gimme this day my daily bread." 

Instead, we pray as members of the covenant 

community of Jesus, people who have not invented this 

stuff for themselves, nor figured it out on their own, but 

who have been graciously welcomed into the Body of 

Christ by God and by other members of the Body, 

without whom we would be completely lost. By the 

same token, as we pray for "us" we pray on behalf of 

others who, likewise, need the help of our prayers just 

as much as we depend on the prayers of others. Our 

request for daily bread goes up to Heaven, not only on 

behalf of ourselves and our loved ones, but for the 

Church around the world. Somewhere in Somalia, a 

child may well be getting a meal right now because 

you, sitting in Suburbia U.S.A., prayed, "Give us this 

day our daily bread."  

This is solidarity in action in Heaven (with the 

expectation, of course, that we shall likewise put it into 

practice "on earth as it is in heaven"). That is why the 

Christian tradition has always linked this prayer to 

concrete works of mercy such as feeding the hungry. 

To pray this prayer and ignore those in the world 

without the common necessities of life is to risk 

playing the wrong part in the parable of Lazarus and 

the Rich Man. Our unstable age tends to want to place 

a crazy emphasis on work or prayer as opposites, as 

though those who pray are exempt from feeding the 

hungry, and those who do social activism don't need to 

pray. The sane Catholic balance is, "Pray as if 

everything depended on God, and work as if 

everything depended on you." 

  

At its most elemental level, of course, "Give us this 

day our daily bread" is a prayer asking God to meet our 

elementary bodily needs -- all that stuff right down at 

the bottom of Maslow's pyramid. All our basic needs -- 

food, drink, shelter, medicine, work, love, etc. -- are 

represented by the image of daily bread: essentially, 

whatever we basically need. Christian prayer has great 

sympathy for those in need, but not so much for those 

praying out of mere renegade appetite. Contrary to 

the "health and wealth" prosperity gospel preacher, 

the gospel counsels have tended to radiate a general 

suspicion of hankering after more than you actually 

need. This doesn't mean we should offer "modest" 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Mazlow%27s_Hierarchy_of_Needs.svg
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petitionary prayers, but rather that we should offer 

petitionary prayers which seek to glorify God rather 

than our own appetites. When the goal is God's glory, 

Jesus urges us to Think Big ("For truly, I say to you, if 

you have faith as a grain of mustard seed, you will say 

to this mountain, 'Move from here to there,' and it will 

move; and nothing will be impossible to you" [Mt 

17:20]). But when it comes to the whole "O Lord, won't 

you give me a Mercedes-Benz" school of prayer, James 

sums up the general biblical attitude, "You do not have, 

because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, 

because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions" 

(Jas 4:2-3). Prayers prayed for the glory of God rather 

than for the delectation of our appetites can and do 

result in stunning acts of provision and grace from God. 

Whole orders in the Church, such as the Dominicans or 

the Sisters of Providence, have essentially functioned on 

the assumption that God will provide what is necessary 

and have achieved a global impact. 

That said, at the end of the day, petitionary prayer 

is ultimately ordered toward our eternal good and not 

merely to our temporal good. The same One who 

taught us this prayer and told the sheep that to feed the 

hungry is to feed Him (Mt 25:31-46) is the One who 

said, "'Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every 

word that proceeds from the mouth of God" (Mt 4:4). 

Therefore, the prayer for our daily bread is pregnant 

with significance in the Eucharistic tradition of the 

Church. As the Catechism says:  

This petition, with the responsibility it involves, also 

applies to another hunger from which men are 

perishing: that is, by the Word he speaks and the 

Spirit he breathes forth. Christians must make every 

effort "to proclaim the good news to the poor." 

There is a famine on earth, "not a famine of bread, 

nor a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of 

the LORD." For this reason the specifically Christian 

sense of this fourth petition concerns the Bread of 

Life: The Word of God accepted in faith, the Body of 

Christ received in the Eucharist.  

Hebrew (and its cognate Aramaic) is a language without 

degrees of emphasis. You don't say, "God is very very 

holy." Instead, the way you emphasize is to repeat 

yourself by saying, "Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power 

and might." In a similar way, the pedagogical style of 

the Hebraic teacher is to rhyme ideas rather than 

words. Jesus is thoroughly Jewish in teaching, "Ask, and 

it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it 

will be opened to you" (Mt 7:7). Something like this is 

also going on in "Give us this day our daily bread." 

Strictly speaking, you could simply say, "Give us bread 

each day," but instead Jesus teaches us to emphasize 

the moment-by-moment dependence we have on God. 

Instead of some vast abstract theory about a God who 

inks a "once saved, always saved" contract with us and 

then leaves us alone to do as we please until whisking 

us off to Heaven, this petition reminds us that we can 

make no lifetime guarantees of fidelity to God in His 

absence. Apart from Him, says Jesus, we can do 

nothing. So we can, says Uncle Screwtape, make no 

"lavish promises of perpetual virtue." For us, there is 

"not even the expectation of an endowment of 'grace' 

for life, but only a hope for the daily and hourly 

pittance to meet the daily and hourly temptation." 

That's not a bug. That's a feature. We are to live, day 

by day, in dependence on the day-by-day provision of 

God with only the light sufficient to see the next step. 

Thus, and no other way, do we learn humility. 

  

One final tidbit about the petition "Give us this day 

our daily bread" is that the word translated "daily" 

(epiousios) occurs nowhere else in the New Testament. 

The literal translation of the word is "super-essential," 

and is, quite consciously, meant to remind us of the 

fact that, particularly in the profoundly Eucharistic 

New Testament, "bread" never means merely "the 

stuff you eat made of flour." Rather, "bread" virtually 

always has a Eucharistic connotation as well. This can 

be seen, for instance, in Luke's gospel, which bookends 

the whole story of Jesus with His birth at Bethlehem 

("House of Bread") and His being laid in a manger (a 

feed box) at one end of the story and, at the other 

end, tells us the tale of His revelation on the Emmaus 

Road when He took bread, gave thanks, broke it -- and 

the eyes of the disciples are opened to see Him. All 

through the gospels, miracles involving bread and wine 
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are directly connected to the source and summit of our 

Faith: the Holy Eucharist. Likewise, then, the prayer for 

our daily bread is also a Eucharistic prayer. No wonder 

that it is inseparable from the Eucharistic liturgy, since 

here, supremely, we eat the true bread from Heaven 

that Jesus came to give us in abundance.  

There is a profound truth here. There is no 

guarantee that the answer to any petitionary prayer is 

going to be "Yes." Indeed, one of the greatest tragedies 

that could befall the human race would be for God to 

grant every prayer ever offered Him. And so God does 

not promise us that we will never miss a meal. There 

are times we may pray for our daily bread and yet not 

get what we asked for. God sometimes says, "No." 

Hunger and famine have stalked Christians, just as they 

do the rest of our wretched race. Jesus fasted with us 

that we might, at times, fast with Him and experience 

bodily hunger as one of the ways into His holy Cross. 

But there is one place where God has never, in all the 

history of the Church, said "No" to the petition, "Give us 

this day our daily bread": the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass. 

There, every time the liturgy has been validly 

consecrated, God has sent His Spirit to transform mere 

earthly bread into the Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity of 

Jesus Christ, the Bread of Life. Prayed in that context, 

this petition is, without any possible comparison, the 

prayer God always answers with a resounding, "Yes."  

 

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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Civic Engagement 101 
Peter Freeman | Column 

9/23/09

hen public school began earlier this month, 

some parents were wary of the idea of 

President Barack Obama's likeness 

appearing on Orwellian viewscreens in their children's 

classrooms. While the presidential address might have 

captured the banality of Big Brother's compulsory public 

health announcements, the speech itself contained little 

that was politically alarming.  

Of greater concern, however, was that the 

Department of Education had developed a class 

assignment (to be used in tandem with the address, but 

later scrapped) asking students to compose a letter 

detailing how they would personally help the president 

solve the country's problems. To right-wing noses, the 

lesson plan reeked of propaganda, but it smelled rosy 

enough to modern pedagogues professionally trained in 

the latest academic trend: the civic-engagement 

curriculum.  

It is hard to define civic engagement from a 

pedagogical standpoint; most attempts trail off in 

ambiguity. The American Psychological Association, 

whose guidelines are used by education departments in 

colleges across the country, attempts to lock down the 

nebulous conglomeration of activities that falls under 

the term: 

One useful definition of civic engagement is the 

following: individual and collective actions designed 

to identify and address issues of public concern. 

Civic engagement can take many forms, from 

individual voluntarism to organizational 

involvement to electoral participation. It can include 

efforts to directly address an issue, work with 

others in a community to solve a problem or 

interact with the institutions of representative 

democracy. Civic engagement encompasses a range 

of specific activities such as working in a soup 

kitchen, serving on a neighborhood association, 

writing a letter to an elected official or voting. 

Indeed, an underlying principal of our approach is 

that an engaged citizen should have the ability, 

agency and opportunity to move comfortably 

among these various types of civic acts. 

Most definitions read in equally ambiguous, open-

ended terms. What is clear, however, is that many 

professors are enthusiastic about the idea of forcing 

students to "get involved" as political creatures. As 

Harvard Professor Harry Lewis wrote in The Chronicle 

of Higher Education: 

Harvard's recently voted curriculum expects all 

students to study American institutions to prepare 

them for "civic engagement." It is too soon to 

know what courses will fulfill that requirement. 

But I cautiously hope that we are stepping back 

from our relentless relativism and indifference to 

civic responsibility. 

The problem with "stepping back" from relativism and 

indifference, however, is that personal preference 

complicates academic objectivity. A number of 

headlines from the last academic year reveal how civic 

engagement can be anything but civil or impartial.  

Take the case of Andrew Hallam, an instructor who 

allegedly required his students to identify their 

political ideology before compelling them to write 

papers against Sarah Palin. Or Jonathan Lopez, a Los 

Angeles City College student, who took his professor 

John Matteson to court when Matteson criticized his 

stance against gay marriage during a public-speaking 

class. After witnessing his student become "civically 

engaged" in his state's Proposition 8 debate, the 

teacher referred to Lopez as a "fascist bastard." And 

who can forget twelve-year-old Lia from Toronto, 

whose pro-life defense of the unborn during a speech 

contest caused consternation among her teachers, led 

W 

http://www.apa.org/ed/slce/civicengagement.html
http://chronicle.com/article/A-Core-Curriculum-for/26454
http://cbs4denver.com/politics/palin.essay.denver.2.820285.html
http://articles.latimes.com/2009/feb/16/local/me-speech16
http://articles.latimes.com/2009/feb/16/local/me-speech16
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a judge to quit in protest, and eventually made 

international news?  

These may be rare occurrences, but civic 

engagement pedagogy invites them. In such a climate, it 

is no wonder that the Department of Education's 

proposed letter-writing campaign appeared politically 

suspicious. 

  

Operating as it does between the minefields of politics, 

morality, free speech, and political correctness, why are 

civic-engagement programs increasingly popular, or at 

least more vocal, at institutions of higher learning? First, 

because they are an easy sell -- especially to liberal arts 

programs. 

Consider how difficult it is for the average 

philosophy or literature class to justify its existence. The 

immortal student inquiry, "Why are we reading this?" 

echoes in the halls of most liberal-arts institutions, 

where the students are more interested in a degree 

(and future employment) than in the fruits of Wisdom. 

Professors, trained for decades now to value the social 

over the transcendent, struggle to respond; once 

intellectualism embraces materialism, there is little 

reason to pursue art.  

As a result, professors would usually be cornered 

into stammering out the response that reading great 

literature exercises critical thinking skills, teaches 

students how to improve writing, or develops some 

other ability useful to non-liberal arts majors. 

Meanwhile, materialists advocating civic engagement 

can point to tangible, documentable results -- like 

pictures of smiling students in a soup kitchen -- proving 

that learning has taken place. After all, how else can an 

institution quantify something as ethereal as a student's 

spiritual growth for an outcome assessments report 

(the other new trend in higher learning)? 

 By marrying our various arts and sciences with 

active improvement in the community, the modern 

argument goes, and by enabling students to see how 

they can "make the world a better place," we can attach 

value to that which is perceived as otherwise valueless -

- not only to students, but to administrators, 

benefactors, and grant-giving institutions. 

Obviously, I'm not suggesting that students 

shouldn't volunteer to feed the hungry. As Catholics 

who can boast a tidy list of Corporal Works of Mercy, 

we have a religious obligation to be at the forefront of 

service initiatives. But the civic-engagement curriculum 

tends to blur the distinction between religious and 

secular duties. We are told to  

take care not to perform righteous deeds in order 

that people may see them; otherwise, you will 

have no recompense from your heavenly Father . . 

. . When you give alms, do not let your left hand 

know what your right is doing, so that your 

almsgiving may be secret. And your Father who 

sees in secret will repay you (Mt 6:1-4). 

Meanwhile, the pedagogy of civic engagement shouts 

out our service from the rooftop and inevitably makes 

our motives appear questionable. This breeds a 

cynicism regarding the intentions of civic engagement 

and even the purpose of higher education. 

 

There is another, more disturbing aspect of civic 

engagement: By its own slippery definition, this 

approach ought to have tangible effects outside of the 

institutions of higher learning. We have seen those 

ultimate effects firsthand in the election of our current 

president. Among the last year's headlines in The 

Chronicle of Higher Education, one proclaimed that 

"Young Voters Overwhelmingly Favored Obama, 

Swinging Some Battleground States." Civic 

engagement turned into a Democratic pep rally: 

On Election Day, [Chontay Combs, a freshman at 

Indiana University at Bloomington] distributed "I 

rocked the vote" stickers on the campus, but by 

10:15 a.m., she had run out. "Everyone wanted to 

show that they had voted," she said. That night, 

after the results were known, everyone wanted to 

celebrate, Ms. Combs said: "For hours on end, 

http://chronicle.com/weekly/v55/i12/12a02101.htm
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students were driving around campus honking 

horns and screaming, 'Obama!'" 

One could easily find cynical motivations here. Whether 

it is due to the hopeful (or rebellious) nature of youth, 

implicit or explicit indoctrination by professors, or other 

more complex social factors, college students have a 

tendency to lean left politically. Colleges and 

universities -- and the politicians who visit them -- know 

this; in the case of last year's election, civic 

engagement's call to arms succeeded in motivating an 

otherwise indifferent and sluggish population to usher 

in a particularly liberal president. 

Of course, if civic engagement is part of some kind 

of vast left-wing political machination, it could also 

backfire. Just before Obamania hit campuses, The 

Chronicle of Higher Education had reported: 

[T]he fact is that conservatives have been making 

inroads into academe for decades, at least among 

students. While liberals outnumber conservatives 

on many college faculties, students have been 

slowly shifting rightward, even as young voters 

continue to favor Democrats. 

According to a 2006 study by the University of 

Maryland's Center for Information and Research on 

Civic Learning and Engagement, 26 percent of students 

now describe themselves as conservative, compared 

with 24 percent who describe themselves as liberal. 

Four years ago, those percentages were 21 and 36, 

respectively. 

With the current excitement over Tea Parties and a 

countercultural reaction emerging against the liberal 

status quo, colleges might find more students wanting 

to use their service options to work at pro-life 

maternity clinics, to write letters to their local 

representatives condemning health-care plans that 

jeopardize life, and to make films exposing corruption 

in socially "progressive" institutions. The question will 

be whether their statistically liberal professors will 

tolerate a new, socially conservative form of civic 

engagement.  

 

Peter Freeman is an assistant professor of Renaissance 

English Literature at a liberal arts college in the United 

States. 

http://chronicle.com/weekly/v53/i19/19a03301.htm
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A New Patron Saint for Chastity? 

John Zmirak | Column 

9/30/09 

hen we're thinking about the Deadly Sins, 

it helps to use examples. It's too easy for 

theological writers to sling around 

Abstractions with Capital Letters, as if with each stroke 

of the pen they're tapping into Plato's realm of 

changeless, ineffable Forms. Or at least that they're 

writing in German, where all nouns start with caps. A 

friend of mine used to write weekly for the estimable 

investigatory journal The Wanderer. Founded by 

German-Catholic immigrants, it was published auf 

Deutsch well into the 20th century. As my friend 

recalled, "The editors were, I think, waiting for the rest 

of the country to catch up with them. At last they 

admitted that this was unlikely, and agreed to translate 

the paper. But they kept on as their typesetter someone 

named Uncle Otto, who for years insisted on capitalizing 

every noun."  

At least, that's the story. Such Teutonic 

stubbornness served The Wanderer's editors well in the 

wake of Vatican II, as the newspaper became a snout-

rapper -- whose reports, as Bishop Rembert Weakland 

whines in his memoirs, were what Joseph Cardinal 

Ratzinger used to roll up and smack heretical bishops on 

the nose. I urge all to subscribe.  

But capitalizing your Concepts in order to give them 

an Air of spurious Authority will only take you so far in 

this world -- as far as "B-minus," I learned back in 

freshman rhetoric class at a staunchly secular school. So 

I've decided to give the Virtues and Vices a little flesh, 

to fatten them up for the reader so he'll remember how 

they look, sound, even smell.  

I've already, elsewhere, profiled the patroness of 

promiscuity, the racist shrew Margaret Sanger. Lust's 

opposing virtue, Chastity, deserves an equally 

unforgettable advocate. Much as I love St. Maria 

Goretti, I'm not sure that her story is terribly useful for 

illuminating this virtue. Maria died from wounds 

incurred while resisting a rapist, and is quoted as having 

chosen "Death before Sin." In another context that's 

surely a worthy maxim, but it's worth pointing out, over 

and over again, that rape victims who don't fight back 

are not committing a sin. A woman I knew, the victim of 

a violent rape, said that tales of Maria Goretti (which 

she'd learned as a girl) fed into the crippling, 

inappropriate guilt that haunted her after the attack. 

What's edifying about Gorretti's story, I think, is how 

she forgave her attacker before she died, and how he 

converted afterward -- even attending her 

canonization Mass. That part is enough to break your 

heart, but its matter is Mercy, not Chastity. 

So let's move on to another story, a longer and 

sadder one, of Chastity lived over decades and under 

duress in its most common context, marriage. I speak 

of someone well known to Showtime subscribers, 

Queen Catherine of Aragon (1485-1536). The 

beleaguered first wife of Henry VIII, she started life 

with every promise of pleasure and power -- as the 

youngest daughter of Europe's richest, most well-

armed monarchs, Ferdinand and Isabella. She learned 

Spanish, French, Latin, and Greek, and all the liberal 

arts, in an education infused with the Christian 

humanism that formed Erasmus and Thomas More 

(her future friend). Obedient to her parents, she made 

a political marriage at age 15 to the English Prince 

Arthur -- a shy young man who died only six months 

later.  

According to Catherine, Arthur carried shyness to 

quite an extreme, since she always claimed the 

marriage was never consummated. This may seem 

implausible now, but it pays to remember two things: 

1. Arthur was sickly. 

2. Arthur was English.  

A few centuries down the line, it would take seven 

years for Louis XVI to consummate his bond with Marie 

W 

http://www.reelmovienews.com/quotes/do-you-understand-that-the-world-does-not-revolve-around-you-and/
http://www.thewandererpress.com/ee/wandererpress/index.php
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/sometimes_a_racist_always_a_slut/
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4688&Itemid=100
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6750&Itemid=48
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maria_Goretti
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maria_Goretti
http://www.sho.com/site/tudors/home.do
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Antoinette; perhaps the prospect of handing on royal 

genes can cause performance anxiety. Whatever the 

case, the pious Catherine would swear to this fact 

repeatedly under oath, so it probably behooves us to 

believe her; her actions in later years otherwise make 

no sense. 

  

After Arthur's death, Catherine was left for seven years 

an impoverished widow living under something close to 

house arrest in damp and alien England. She escaped 

this fate when her parents arranged with Henry VII for 

her to marry Arthur's brother, the dashing and learned 

Prince Henry. Because of Leviticus 20:21, Canon Law 

forbade a widow's marrying her brother-in-law. But 

royal dispensations back then were as thick on the 

ground as Kennedy annulments, so Henry and Catherine 

married in 1509. A very different man from his brother, 

Henry made Catherine pregnant five times -- in 

between long bouts with mistresses, a sport which 

historians think gave Henry syphilis. That disease 

contributes to infant mortality, which might explain why 

only one of Catherine's children outlived infancy. 

Lacking a legitimate male heir, with his own family's 

claim to the throne still legally tenuous, Henry began to 

doubt the validity of his marriage to Catherine. By sheer 

coincidence, he'd fallen in love with one of her 

teenaged ladies in waiting, Anne Boleyn. Thus began 

the well-known story of the English Reformation, whose 

sordid origins have given Irishmen ever after the chance 

to snark at their English landlords: "My Church was 

founded by Christ, and yours by Henry VIII."  

 his isn't the place to rehearse the tedious legal 

proceedings by which Henry sought a divorce, or the 

violence he used on those who resisted him. His efforts 

were slowed, not stopped, by the fact that Catherine 

was the well-loved aunt of Charles V, whose armies held 

the pope a virtual prisoner. There was little honor on 

any side of this issue, most of whose protagonists 

(except for saints such as Thomas More and Bishop 

John Fisher) treated the sanctity of marriage as a pawn 

on Europe's chessboard. It all ended with butchered 

Carthusians; roofless abbeys; bare, ruined choirs; and 

the liltingly lovely language of the Book of Common 

Prayer, whose sacraments are invalid.  

What matters to us is Catherine's unfailing 

commitment to her marriage. As the wheels of her 

persecution ground slowly and certainly, she found 

herself losing first her privileges, then her rights. In the 

end, she was banned from even visiting her daughter, 

the disinherited Princess Mary, and imprisoned in a 

crumbling castle far from court. At any point in time, 

Catherine could have freed herself, left England, and 

returned to Spain -- to life as a pampered dowager. All 

it would have required for Henry to set her free was a 

simple letter, admitting that their marriage was invalid.  

But Catherine wouldn't write it, not even long after 

she'd given up any prospect of the throne. To the end, 

she concerned herself with "my husband's" health and 

holiness -- both in steep decline. She died in poverty 

and solitude, but would never renounce the reality and 

the sanctity of her vocation as a wife. Deeply in love 

with her husband, affectionate and romantic, she was 

sentenced to decades of celibacy in the midst of the 

marital state. Abandoned, she never abandoned God. 

She never even gave up on Henry.  

As she wrote him, the year before she died: 

My most dear lord, King and husband, 

The hour of my death now drawing on, the 

tender love I ouge [owe] thou forceth me, my case 

being such, to commend myselv to thou, and to 

put thou in remembrance with a few words of the 

healthe and safeguard of thine allm [soul] which 

thou ougte to preferce before all worldley matters, 

and before the care and pampering of thy body, 

for the which thoust have cast me into many 

calamities and thineselv into many troubles. For 

my part, I pardon thou everything, and I desire to 

devoutly pray God that He will pardon thou also. 

For the rest, I commend unto thou our doughtere 

Mary, beseeching thou to be a good father unto 

her, as I have heretofore desired. I entreat thou 

also, on behalve of my maides, to give them 

marriage portions, which is not much, they being 

http://bible.cc/leviticus/20-21.htm
http://carthusianmartyrs.blogspot.com/
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01644a.htm
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but three. For all mine other servants I solicit the 

wages due them, and a year more, lest they be 

unprovided for. Lastly, I makest this vouge [vow], 

that mine eyes desire thou aboufe all things. 

She died with dignity, as true to her vocation as any 

monk or martyr. I cannot think of a worthier model 

today for all the married.  

 

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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All Is Grace 
Rev. John Jay Hughes | Column 

10/1/09

I will spend my heaven doing good upon earth. . . . 

God will have to do my will in heaven, because I 

have never done my own will on earth. 

-- St. Thérèse of Lisieux 

he 24-year-old Frenchwoman who spoke these 

oft-quoted words shortly before her death as a 

Carmelite nun on September 30, 1897, was 

Thérèse Martin, born on January 2, 1873, the youngest 

of five surviving sisters. The deeply devout family doted 

on her, especially her father Louis, who called Thérèse 

his queen. When Thérèse was four and a half, her 

mother died.  

"After Mamma's death my happy disposition 

changed completely," Thérèse would write later. "I, who 

had been so full of life, so outgoing, became shy, quiet, 

and oversensitive." At age nine, Thérèse was told that 

her older sister Pauline, who had been a second mother 

to her, had decided to enter the Carmelite convent at 

Lisieux. "It was like a sword piercing my heart. In an 

instant I understood what life was . . . . I saw that it was 

only continual suffering and separation. I shed very 

bitter tears." When Pauline explained the Carmelite life 

to her, Thérèse "felt that Carmel was the desert where 

God wanted me to go and hide too. I wanted to go to 

Carmel, not for Pauline, but for Jesus alone. I thought 

very much about things which words could not express, 

but which left great peace in my soul." Thereafter 

Thérèse never wavered: From age nine, she knew what 

she wanted to do with her life.  

At age eleven, Thérèse received her First 

Communion. She called it  

the first kiss of Jesus. It was a kiss of love, I felt that I 

was loved, and I said: "I love you, and I give myself 

to you forever." There were no requests, no 

struggles, no sacrifices; for a long time Jesus and 

poor little Thérèse looked at each other and 

understood each other. That day it was no longer 

simply a look, it was a fusion, there were no longer 

two. Thérèse had vanished like a drop of water lost 

in the depths of the ocean. Jesus alone remained. 

He was the Master, the King. 

Though not into her teens, Thérèse was already a 

contemplative in spirit. This did not prevent her, 

however, from succumbing to scrupulosity. The 

sermons she heard did not help: Virtually devoid of the 

good news of the gospel, they stressed the danger of 

mortal sin and the pains of hell. Thérèse was often in 

tears. "You would have to endure this martyrdom to 

understand what it was like," she would write later. "It 

would be impossible for me to say what I suffered for 

eighteen months." 

Deliverance came on Christmas Eve 1886. "Jesus 

had changed [my] heart," Thérèse wrote. It was  

a little miracle. In an instant Jesus, content with 

[my] good will, accomplished the work I had not 

been able to do in ten years. Since that blessed 

night, I have not been vanquished in any battle, 

but on the contrary, I have marched from victory 

to victory and begun, so to speak "to run a giant's 

course" (Ps 19:5).    

Under the influence of this experience, Thérèse 

resolved to enter Carmel the following Christmas. Not 

until April 1888 was Thérèse, now 15 years and 3 

months, where she had wanted to be from age nine. 

The next day her broken-hearted father wrote a friend: 

"My little Queen entered Carmel yesterday. God alone 

could have asked such a sacrifice, but he is helping me 

so powerfully that in the midst of my tears my heart is 

overflowing with joy."  

             

Thérèse soon discovered the shadow side of 

Carmelite life. "Of course one does not have enemies 

T 
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in Carmel," she wrote, "but still there are natural 

attractions, one feels drawn towards a certain sister, 

whereas you go a long way round to avoid meeting 

another." After nine years of convent life, she put it 

more bluntly: "The lack of judgment, education, the 

touchiness of some characters, all these things do not 

make life very pleasant."   

There were physical austerities as well. During the 

unusually severe winter of 1890-91, she felt "cold 

enough to die," she wrote. Considering herself unable 

to do great things for the Lord, Thérèse tried not to let 

any small sacrifice escape her, "not one look, one word, 

taking advantage of the smallest things and doing them 

for love. . . . I loved to fold up the mantles forgotten by 

the sisters, and to render them all the little services I 

could."  

She refused to rub her chilblain-covered hands; and 

on hot summer days she avoided wiping her face, so as 

not to attract attention. When sitting in a chair, she did 

not lean back or cross her feet. During the long hours of 

prayer in chapel, she refused to look at the clock. She 

put herself at the call of every other sister. If someone 

borrowed a book she was reading, she did not ask for it 

back.  

Through such small sacrifices, most of which 

became known only after her death, she tried to 

express her love for the Lord who had called her. 

Thérèse called this her "Little Way" to God. After her 

death it would become known to millions. While she 

lived, however, the things she offered to God remained 

so hidden that some of her fellow sisters complained 

that she did nothing, that she seemed to have entered 

Carmel simply to amuse herself. 

Astonishing though it may seem to us, Thérèse 

never had access to a Bible, only to excerpts. In her day, 

nuns were nourished spiritually by commentaries on 

Holy Scripture and devotional writings, including classics 

like the Imitation of Christ and the works of the Spanish 

Carmelite St. John of Cross, but also many lesser works. 

She asked her sister Celine, who was still looking after 

their father at home, to get a copy of the four Gospels 

and Paul's Epistles bound together into a single volume. 

"It is especially the gospels which sustain me during my 

hours of prayer," Thérèse writes. "In them I find all my 

poor little soul needs. I am always gaining fresh insights 

and finding hidden and mysterious meanings."  

"When I read spiritual treatises," Thérèse wrote, "in 

which perfection is shown with a thousand obstacles in 

the way and a host of illusions round about it, my poor 

little mind soon grows weary. I close the learned book, 

which leaves my head splitting and my heart parched, 

and I take the Holy Scriptures. Then all seems luminous, 

a single word opens up infinite horizons to my soul, 

perfection seems easy." 

During a retreat in September 1896, Thérèse, now 

23, wrote of dreams still unfulfilled: to be "a warrior, a 

priest, a deacon, an apostle, a doctor of the Church, a 

martyr," a missionary to the whole world. For some 

time she had been praying for two missionaries. "O my 

Jesus!" she wrote, "What is your answer to all my 

foolishness? Is there a soul more little, more powerless 

than mine?" She decided to open at random the book 

obtained for her by her sister Celine, who by this time 

had entered Carmel herself, after their father's death. 

It opened to chapter twelve of Paul's first Letter to the 

Corinthians. There Thérèse read: "All cannot be 

apostles, prophets, doctors . . . the eye cannot be the 

hand." She read on and came to chapter 13, Paul's 

great hymn to love, or charity.   

"At last my mind was at rest," Thérèse wrote.  

Charity gave me the key to my vocation. I 

understood that the Church had a body made up 

of different members; the most necessary and 

most noble of all could not be lacking, and so I 

understood that the Church had a heart, and that 

this heart was burning with love; that if I 

understood that it was love alone that made the 

Church's members act, and love ever became 

extinct, apostles would not preach the gospel, 

martyrs would refuse to shed their blood. I 

understood that love contained all vocations, that 

love was everything, that it embraced all time and 

all places. In a word, that it is eternal! 
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Then, in the excess of my ecstatic joy, I cried 

out: O Jesus, my love, at last I have found my 

vocation. My vocation is love. Yes, I have found my 

place in the Church and it is you, O my God, who 

have given me this place -- in the heart of the 

Church, my mother, I shall be love. Thus I shall be 

everything -- and thus my dream will be fulfilled! 

             

Three years after profession, a Carmelite normally 

leaves the novitiate to become a full member of the 

community. In September 1893, Thérèse said she 

wished to remain a novice: She would always have to 

ask permissions and remain, spiritually, a minor. It was 

another example of her wanting to offer a sacrifice for 

the Lord out of love. 

In the early hours of April 4, 1896, Good Friday that 

year, Thérèse felt something bubbling in her throat 

shortly after she had gone to bed following the 

midnight vigil of Holy Thursday. Daylight revealed that it 

was blood. She thought death might be near. Instead of 

fear, however, she felt joy. She had always wanted to 

be close to Jesus, her spouse. What better day to die 

than on Good Friday?  

She had tuberculosis. She would live with the 

disease another eighteen months, much of it in spiritual 

darkness, deprived of her previous joy of faith. In 

January 1897 she wrote: "I do not believe in eternal life. 

It seems to me that after this mortal life there is nothing 

more. I cannot convey to you the darkness into which I 

am plunged." Her faith persisted, however, as shown by 

verses which she wrote at this time. "When the blue sky 

turns black / and he seems to abandon me / my joy is to 

stay in the dark, / to hide and keep down. Jesus, my 

only love, his holy will is my joy, / therefore fearless I 

live, / I like night time as much as the day."   

In June of that year, Thérèse told her three sisters 

who were now with her in Carmel that a time might 

come when she could no longer receive Communion. "If 

you find me dead one morning, don't worry. God will 

quite simply have come for me. Yes, it is a great grace to 

receive the sacraments, but when God does not permit 

it, it is good just the same. Everything is grace." 

On July 8, 1897, Thérèse was taken to the infirmary. 

From mid-August she was unable to receive Holy 

Communion. At the community recreation, one of the 

nuns said she couldn't understand why people were 

making such a fuss over Thérèse; she wasn't doing 

anything exceptional. "One doesn't see her practicing 

virtue, you cannot even say she is a good nun." When 

this remark was repeated to her, Thérèse responded: 

"To hear on my death-bed that I am not a good nun, 

what joy! Nothing could give me greater pleasure." She 

died in the early evening of September 30, 1897, 

having gasped, as she looked at the crucifix: "Oh! I love 

him! My God, I love you!" 

A year later, Thérèse's account of her life, written 

under obedience, was published under the title The 

Story of a Soul. It had been sanitized by her oldest 

sister Pauline, now Mother Agnes, who considered the 

original version insufficiently edifying. Only in 1973 

was Thérèse's authentic text published.  

Even the previous bowdlerized version, however, 

had an effect that no one expected. Originally 

published in an edition of 2,000 copies, it was soon 

reprinted and eventually translated into more than 40 

languages, producing what Pope Pius XI called at 

Thérèse's canonization in May 1925, before more than 

a half-million people, a "storm of glory." People read 

The Story of a Soul, invoked Thérèse's intercession, and 

found their prayers answered. Today the literature 

about her is enormous, including studies by major 

theologians such as Yves Congar and Hans Urs von 

Balthasar. In October 1997, a century after her death, 

Pope John Paul II named her a doctor of the Church.  

In days when Catholicism was presented mostly in 

terms of stern prohibitions and warnings of hell, 

Thérèse gave primacy to the gospel message of God's 

love, freely granted to all. The contemporary art 

historian Elizabeth Lev writes: "Thérèse's Little Way 

reminds a society which esteems learning over wisdom 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

19 

 

and titles over virtue, that God chooses what the world 

deems foolish to shame the proud" (1 Cor 2:27). 

 

Rev. John Jay Hughes is a priest of the Saint Louis 

archdiocese and the author, most recently, of the 

memoir No Ordinary Fool and of Columns of Light: 30 

Remarkable Saints, available both in print and as a 

recorded book from Now You Know Media. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1606041827/insidecatcom-20
http://search.store.yahoo.net/cgi-bin/nsearch?catalog=yhst-23951345135210&.autodone2=http://store.yahoo.com/yhst-23951345135210/nsearch.html&query=Columns%20of%20light
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Legal Lessons from the Polanski Case 
Ronald J. Rychlak | Column 

10/2/09

ost law professors who have had the 

opportunity to teach criminal law agree that 

it is a fun course. There is much discussion 

of morality, intentionality, deterrence, and other 

intellectually stimulating topics. On the other hand, you 

also have to deal with rape, which is both difficult and 

uncomfortable. 

One rape case that we always discuss in my class is 

that of Roman Polanski. In 1977, Polanski, a well-known 

44-year-old filmmaker, had sex with a 13-year-old girl. 

In fact, he drugged, raped, and sodomized her while the 

two were at actor Jack Nicholson's house. Polanski was 

indicted for furnishing a controlled substance to a 

minor, committing a lewd or lascivious act upon a child 

under 14, unlawful sexual intercourse, rape by use of 

drugs, perversion (oral copulation), and sodomy. 

Polanski's lawyers got him a great deal. He pleaded 

guilty to having had sex with a minor, and the other 

charges were dropped. Prior to sentencing, however, 

Polanski fled the country and went to France. That 

nation refused to extradite him, but in September 2009, 

while in Switzerland to pick up a "lifetime achievement" 

award, he was arrested by Swiss authorities. He now 

faces extradition to the United States for sentencing on 

the statutory rape charge and to confront potential 

charges relating to his flight from justice. 

Even before his recent arrest, the case illustrated 

many important legal issues. For instance, some people 

wonder what a 13-year-old girl was doing alone with 

Polanski at Nicholson's house. Why the girl's parents let 

her go unsupervised is an unanswered question, but 

that does not exonerate Polanski, nor does the fact that 

she was not a virgin at the time of the rape. Nothing -- 

not provocative dress, nor being alone with a man, nor 

the victim's being sexually active -- justifies rape. Her 

testimony to the grand jury was that she repeatedly 

told him "no." He overcame her with intimidation and 

by giving her champagne and quaaludes.  

Even if the victim had agreed to have sex with 

Polanski, it would have been rape. A 13-year-old girl is 

legally too young to give consent, so in the eyes of the 

law he had sex without her consent. That is the legal 

definition of rape. Some commentators have noted that 

she looked and acted older than 13, but Polanski 

admitted in court to having known that she was only 

13. (Later, in a radio interview, he defended himself by 

saying that no one had been harmed.)  

Some people want to cut Polanski slack because 

his wife, Sharon Tate, was carrying his unborn son 

when she and the child were brutally murdered by the 

Charles Manson gang. Others note that although 

Polanski's mother was a Catholic, she perished in a 

Nazi concentration camp. (Polanski himself survived 

the war with the help of a Catholic family.) These are 

tragedies, but they do not provide him with a "Get-

Out-Of-Jail Free" card. 

Polanski fled because he came to believe that the 

judge would not follow the plea agreement and might 

impose something longer than probation. As we learn 

in criminal law class, however, sentencing is for the 

judge. A prosecutor may recommend a sentence as 

part of a plea agreement, but the judge does not have 

to follow it.  

 With the recent arrest, there is a new legal point 

to be learned from this case: The victim says that she 

does not want to see Polanski incarcerated. A criminal 

case is brought by the state, however, not the 

individual. In this case, moreover, the victim settled a 

civil case against Polanski. In all likelihood, he paid her 

money so that she would oppose criminal prosecution. 

It sometimes happens, but do we really want rich 

defendants to be able to buy their way out of trouble? 

One legal issue that does not matter in this case is 

the statute of limitations. Normally, it is difficult to 

provide someone with a fair trial if too many years 
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have passed since the crime took place. Accordingly, the 

statute of limitations imposes a time limit on 

prosecutions. There is no statute of limitations in this 

case, however, because Polanski has already entered a 

guilty plea.  

That might lead to a final teaching moment: 

Polanski has people wanting to ignore the law (or revise 

it) so that he can escape punishment. That's quite 

different from the treatment so many Catholic priests 

have had. Accusations against them have been made on 

the basis of very speculative "recovered memories"; the 

press have treated them as if they are presumed guilty; 

and lawmakers have tried to change statutes of 

limitations for the express purpose of letting them be 

prosecuted for alleged crimes that are decades old.  

  

Guilty priests should be punished as should guilty 

filmmakers, but statutes of limitations, evidentiary 

rules, constitutional protections, and the presumption 

of innocence all exist for legitimate reasons. Changing 

the law to accommodate a particular defendant or class 

of defendants is the wrong way to run a legal system. 

Justice should be blind. The Polanski case may reveal 

whether it is. 

 

Ronald J. Rychlak is the associate dean and MDLA 

Professor of Law at the University of Mississippi School 

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

Pope (2000) and Righteous Gentiles (2005). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0879732172/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0879732172/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0879732172/insidecatcom-20
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Managing Men 
Marjorie Campbell | Column 

10/2/09 

"Who am I to refuse my lord? Whatever is pleasing 

to him I will promptly do. This will be a joy for me till 

the day of my death" (Jdt 12:14). 

y mother-in-law once asked me 

disapprovingly, "Why are you so direct and 

confrontational with your husband? You 

should know by now he doesn't like it. It's no way to get 

what you want." She added with a twinkle in her eye, 

"You know, dear, I have everything I always wanted in 

life -- but I always made sure it was my husband's idea!" 

I laughed a troubled laugh, wondering which of us 

followed the better path, reluctantly noting her long, 

successful marriage of more than 55 years. 

My preference for directness with my husband 

originates in the theories of 20th-century radical 

feminism, which vehemently rejects "the melancholy 

science" urged by my mother-in-law -- "to use trickery, 

to play on the vanity and the weaknesses of a man, to 

learn to thwart him, to 'manage' him" (The Second Sex, 

Simone de Beauvoir). Even though I no longer subscribe 

to most of radical feminism's aims, I still believe that 

this rejection of manipulative, adolescent strategies as 

an operating standard for wives to control their 

husbands remains a great contribution to both sexes. 

The New Feminism does not differ much from 

radical feminism on this particular point. Indeed, to the 

extent that it relies on traditional Christian moral 

standards, the New Feminism might fairly expect 

women to eschew half truths and crafty omissions to 

manage men to a desired result.  

Yet I know many faithful women who steer, lure, 

and outwit the men in their lives regularly. It's a 

strategy that seems to come naturally to my gender, 

married or single, and traces of it appear at startlingly 

young ages. And, much to my own chagrin, I've caught 

myself in the same act. Indeed, it was not my intention 

to teach my only daughter how to manipulate her 

father -- but it came so naturally, the lessons were done 

and mastered before I realized the subject.  

I still remember my miserable 13-year-old beauty, 

twirling in a dress of lace overlay with a pink bow, 

moaning, "Mom, this costs too much. Dad will be 

ticked." We were shopping for her father-daughter 

dance at school; and as I watched this blossoming child 

watch herself in the mirror, I suddenly heard myself 

say, "Honey, don't mention the price to Daddy. Just 

put on the dress and show him first -- and if he asks, 

we can tell him the price later."  

Of course, it worked perfectly.  

  

Women manipulating men has a long Judeo-Christian 

history. The story of Judith of Bethulia remains one of 

my favorite.  

She took off the sackcloth she had on, laid aside 

the garments of her widowhood, washed her body 

with water, and anointed it with rich ointment. She 

arranged her hair and bound it with a fillet. . . . She 

chose sandals for her feet, and put on her anklets, 

bracelets, rings, earrings, and all her other jewelry. 

Thus she made herself very beautiful, to captivate the 

eyes of all the men who should see her (Jdt 10:3-4). 

Combining her beauty with "words well spoken" 

(11:23), Judith won her way into the tent of 

Holofernes, the general-in-chief of an Assyrian troop to 

whom her own leaders in Bethulia proposed to 

"deliver the whole city as booty to the troops of 

Holofernes" (7:26). Outraged at their lack of valor and 

failure to trust God, Judith took matters into her own 

hands. Wiling her way into drunken Holofernes's 

sanctuary, she saved the people entrusted to her by 

God: 
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She went to the bedpost near the head of 

Holofernes, and taking his sword from it, drew close 

to the bed, grasped the hair of his head, and said, 

"Strengthen me this day, O God of Israel!" Then 

with all her might she struck him twice in the neck 

and cut off his head (13:6-8). 

My husband presented me with a bronze statue of 

Judith as an anniversary gift one year. "Which do you 

prefer," I asked my spouse, as I puzzled over the gift. 

"Being tricked and beguiled as your mother does your 

father, or my direct, to-the-point style?" 

I watched him ponder my question, apparently 

confused and uncertain. He looked long at the full, 

bared breasts and long, flowing hair of the Judith 

dominating the table space between us. His eyes fell 

upon the unsheathed sword dangling menacingly from 

Judith's hands. 

"I suppose," he finally concluded, "that I don't mind 

your manipulating me, as long as your objective is good 

and I don't know about it." He absentmindedly rubbed 

his neck, as if to verify that his head remained in place  

His response irritated my feminist sensibilities -- 

managing him to my own ends, no matter how 

beneficent, seemed undignified at best. His apparent 

consent to such an arrangement only deepened my 

discomfort. And yet, just as his own father no doubt 

conceded to his wife's management, my husband, too, 

was offering himself to me.  

 He looked at me silently, and in that moment, I was 

overwhelmed by his utter trust in me. The words of 

New Feminism made sudden sense: "The man was 

entrusted by the Creator to the woman . . . . [T]his 

entrusting concerns women in a special way -- precisely 

by reason of their femininity" (Mulieris Dignitatem, 30). 

New Feminism reaches beyond and around the 

"melancholy science" of managing men, focusing 

instead on the proper "moral force of women, which 

draws strength from . . . this entrusting," as expressed 

"in a great number of figures of the Old Testament." 

This is what made Judith strong -- what makes women 

strong in their vocation:  

A woman is strong because of her awareness of 

this entrusting. Thus the "perfect woman" (cf. Prv 

31:10) becomes an irreplaceable support and 

source of spiritual strength for other people, who 

perceive the great energies of her spirit. These 

"perfect women" are owed much by their families, 

and sometimes by whole nations" (Mulieris 

Dignitatem, 30). 

Being a perfect woman, I finally grasped, may well 

mean managing my man. I yet have much to learn 

from my mother-in-law. 

 

Marjorie Campbell is an attorney and speaker on social 

issues from a Catholic perspective. She lives in San 

Francisco with her family, blogs at 

www.dealwhudson.typepad.com, and writes a regular 

column, "On the Way to the Kingdom," at 

www.phasesofwomanhood.org.  

http://www.dealwhudson.typepad.com/
http://www.phasesofwomanhood.org/


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

24 

 

Reflections on the Struggle to Advance the Culture of Life 
Archbishop Raymond Burke | Classic 

9/26/09
t is clear that we are experiencing today a period of 

intense and critical struggle in the advancement of 

the culture of life in our nation. The administration 

of our federal government openly and aggressively 

follows a secularist agenda. While it may employ 

religious language and even invoke the name of God, in 

fact, it proposes programs and policies for our people 

without respect for God and His Law. In the words of 

the Servant of God Pope John Paul II, it proceeds "as if 

God did not exist" (Pope John Paul II, Post-synodal 

Apostolic Exhortation Christifideles laici, "On the 

Vocation and the Mission of the Lay Faithful in the 

Church and in the World," 30 December 1988, no. 34). 

At the same time, there is a lack of unity among 

those dedicated to advance a culture which respects 

fully the gift of human life and its origin in procreation, 

that is, in the cooperation of man and woman with God 

through the conjugal union and through education in 

the home which they have formed by marriage. Recent 

statements, occasioned by the Rites of Christian Burial 

accorded to the late Senator Edward M. Kennedy, have 

manifested profound disagreement and even harsh 

criticism among those who are publicly committed to 

the Gospel of Life. 

As we share the same commitment to foster 

respect for human life and the integrity of marriage and 

the family, I wish to offer some fundamental reflections 

on how to advance the culture of life in our nation. The 

reflections are not comprehensive. It is my hope that, in 

some small way, they may help us both to address more 

effectively the Gospel of Life to the political leadership 

of our nation and to draw together in greater unity with 

all who are truly dedicated to promote the respect for 

human life and the integrity of the marital union and its 

fruit, family life. 

Finally, by way of introduction, I have tried to relate 

these reflections to the Encyclical Letter Caritas in 

Veritate, "On Integral Human Development in Charity 

and Truth," of Pope Benedict XVI, given on June 29th of 

this year. It seems to me that the development for 

which God has created man is achieved in the 

establishment of the culture of life. In the words of 

Pope Benedict XVI: 

Hence charity and truth confront us with an 

altogether new and creative challenge, one that is 

certainly vast and complex. It is about broadening 

the scope of reason and making it capable of 

knowing and directing these powerful new forces 

[in the development of peoples], animating them 

within the perspective of that "civilization of love" 

whose seed God has planted in every people, in 

every culture (Pope Benedict XVI, Encyclical Letter 

Caritas in Veritate, "On Integral Human 

Development in Charity and Truth," 29 June 2009, 

no. 33; hereafter, Caritas in Veritate). 

Our tireless promotion of the culture of life, in fact, 

responds to the deepest longing in every man, and in 

every society. It anticipates and prepares "a new 

heaven and a new earth," which Our Lord Jesus Christ 

will inaugurate at His Final Coming (Rv 21:1). 

  

The Context 

The context of my reflections is the truth that the 

struggle against the total secularization of our nation 

is, by no means, futile, that is, ultimately destined to 

failure. Notwithstanding the grave situation, in our 

nation, of the attack on innocent and defenseless 

human life and on the integrity of marriage as the 

union of man and woman in a bond of lifelong, faithful 

and procreative love, there remains a strong voice in 

defense of our littlest and most vulnerable brothers 

and sisters, without boundary or exception, and of the 

truth about the marital union as it was constituted by 

God at the Creation. The Christian voice, the voice of 

Christ, transmitted by the Apostles, remains strong in 
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our nation. The voice of men and women of good will, 

men and women who recognize and obey the law of 

God written upon their hearts, remains strong in our 

nation. 

Living outside of the United States of America, living 

in Europe, I can say, without hesitation, that many who 

recognize the human bankruptcy of a secularized 

culture are looking with hope to our nation, with hope 

that our people will claim anew the God-fearing and 

Christian foundations of our democracy. God has 

created us to choose life; God the Son Incarnate has 

won the victory of life for us, the victory over sin and 

everlasting death (cf. Dt 30:19; Jn 10:10). We, therefore, 

must never give up in the struggle to advance a culture 

founded on the choice of life, which God has written 

upon our hearts, and the victory of life, which Christ has 

won in our human nature. In fact, we witness every day 

the commitment of God-fearing Americans in advancing 

the cause of life and the family in their homes, in their 

local communities and in our nation. 

With regard to the foundations of our democracy, it 

is sometimes said that, although the founders of our 

nation used religious language, their faith was not truly 

Christian in the sense that it was profoundly influenced 

by the secularist philosophy of the Enlightenment. In 

other words, if they believed in God, they understood 

God to be remote from man and the world, leaving man 

to his own designs, to his own making of himself and 

the world. In a particular way, the position that our 

country is not really founded on faith in God is said to 

be verified in the language of the Constitution of the 

United States of America, in which neither the name of 

God nor reference to His Law ever appear. Such a 

position is used to assert that the foundation of the 

union which is our nation does not rest ultimately upon 

the natural moral law but upon what a majority of the 

citizens wish at any given time, in accord with a 

rationalist and secularist philosophy. 

Whatever may have been the philosophy of 

particular founders of our nation, it seems clear that the 

inspiration for the founding of the nation came from a 

declared faith in God and in the inalienable rights with 

which He has endowed man, as expressed in the Action 

of the Second Continental Congress, that is, The 

Declaration of Independence, on July 4, 1776. The 

Declaration of Independence makes it clear that 

government exists to safeguard the inalienable rights of 

man, which have their origin in God and are 

safeguarded by His Law. The representatives of our 

nation, at its beginning, concluded The Declaration of 

Independence with an appeal to "the Supreme Judge of 

the World" and, "with a firm reliance on the Protection 

of divine Providence," pledged their "Lives", their 

"Fortunes," and their "sacred Honor" to each other in 

support of everything which they had declared. The 

citizens of our nation, notwithstanding the persistent 

and strong influence of secularist philosophy, have 

consistently manifested belief in God and trust in His 

Providence, which faith and hope also have disposed 

them, as they disposed the founders of our nation, to 

give their lives to safeguard the God-given rights of 

"Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness." To deny 

the Christian foundation of the life of our nation is to 

deny our very history. 

Articulating the context in which I place my 

reflections, I do not, in any way, deny the contribution 

which other religions and persons of good will have 

made to the life of our nation. To acknowledge the 

Christian faith which inspired the foundation of our 

nation and has sustained our nation is not a 

declaration of intolerance toward persons who are not 

Christians. It is, in fact, of the very nature of the 

Christian faith to love all men, without boundary or 

exception. The Golden Rule, taught to us by Our Lord 

Jesus, expresses the Christian embrace of all men, 

without boundary or exclusion (cf. Mt 7:12). For 

Christians, the acceptance of others who are not of the 

Christian faith is not a matter of tolerance, but of love 

which adheres to the truths of the faith while 

respecting the beliefs of those who are not Christian, 

as long as those beliefs are coherent with the natural 

moral law, that is, coherent with the respect for the 

"inalienable rights" with which God has endowed 

every man. Christian love does not have its foundation 

in blind tolerance of others and of what they think and 

say and do, but rather in the profound knowledge of 

others and their beliefs, and the honest 
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acknowledgment of differences of belief, especially in 

what may compromise the life of the nation. 

 A second context of my remarks is the essential 

relationship of the respect for human life and the 

respect for the integrity of marriage and the family. The 

attack on the innocent and defenseless life of the 

unborn has its origin in an erroneous view of human 

sexuality, which attempts to eliminate, by mechanical 

or chemical means, the essentially procreative nature of 

the conjugal act. The error maintains that the artificially 

altered conjugal act retains its integrity. The claim is 

that the act remains unitive, even though the 

procreative nature of the act has been radically 

violated. In fact, it is not unitive, for one or both of the 

partners withholds an essential part of the gift which is 

the essence of the conjugal union. The so-called 

"contraceptive mentality" is essentially anti-life. Many 

forms of so-called contraception are, in fact, 

abortifacient, that is, they destroy, at its beginning, a 

life which has already been conceived. 

 The manipulation of the conjugal act, as Pope Paul 

VI prophetically observed, has led to many forms of 

violence to marriage and family life (Pope Paul VI, 

Encyclical Letter Humanae vitae, "On the Proper 

Regulation of the Propagation of Offspring," 25 July 

1968, no. 17). Through the spread of the contraceptive 

mentality, especially among the young, human sexuality 

is no longer seen as the gift of God, which draws a man 

and a woman together, in a bond of lifelong and faithful 

love, crowned by the gift of new human life, but as a 

tool for personal gratification. Once sexual union is no 

longer seen to be, by its very nature, procreative, 

human sexuality is abused in ways that are profoundly 

harmful and even destructive of individuals and of 

society itself. One has only to think of the devastation 

which is daily wrought in our nation by the multi-million 

dollar industry of pornography. Essential to the 

advancement of the culture of life is the proclamation 

of the truth about the conjugal union, in its fullness, and 

the correction of the contraceptive thinking which fears 

life, which fears procreation. 

 It is instructive to note that Pope Benedict XVI, in 

his most recent encyclical letter on the Church's social 

doctrine, makes special reference to Pope Paul VI's 

Encyclical Letter Humanae vitae, underscoring its 

importance "for delineating the fully human meaning of 

the development that the Church proposes" (Caritas in 

Veritate, no. 15). Pope Benedict XVI makes clear that 

the teaching in Humanae vitae was not simply a matter 

of "individual morality," declaring: 

Humanae vitae indicates the strong links between 

life ethics and social ethics, ushering in a new area 

of magisterial teaching that has gradually been 

articulated in a series of documents, most recently 

John Paul II's Encyclical Evangelium vitae (Caritas 

in Veritate, no. 15). 

He reminds us of the essential part which a right 

understanding of our sexuality has in true human 

development. In treating the whole question of 

procreation, he underscores the critical nature of the 

right understanding of human sexuality, marriage and 

the family. He declares: 

The Church, in her concern for man's authentic 

development, urges him to have full respect for 

human values in the exercise of his sexuality. It 

cannot be reduced merely to pleasure or 

entertainment, nor can sex education be reduced 

to technical instruction aimed solely at protecting 

the interested parties from possible disease or the 

"risk" of procreation. This would be to impoverish 

and disregard the deeper meaning of sexuality, a 

meaning which needs to be acknowledged and 

responsibly appropriated not only by individuals 

but also by the community (Caritas in Veritate, no. 

44). 

The respect for the integrity of the conjugal act is 

essential to the context for the advancement of the 

culture of life. In the words of Pope Benedict XVI, it is 

necessary "once more to hold up to future generations 

the beauty of marriage and the family, and the fact 

that these institutions correspond to the deepest 

needs and dignity of the person" (Caritas in Veritate, 

no. 44). Correspondingly, he notes that "States are 

called to enact policies promoting the centrality and 

integrity of the family founded on marriage between a 
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man and a woman, the primary vital cell of society, and 

to assume responsibility for its economic and fiscal 

needs, while respecting its essentially relational 

character" (Caritas in Veritate, no. 44). 

  

Faith and Political Life 

Regarding the faith and political life, there has 

developed in our nation the false notion that the 

Christian or any person of faith, in order to be a true 

American citizen, must bracket his faith life from his 

political life. According to such a notion, one ends up 

with Christians, for example, who claim personally to be 

faithful members of the Church and, therefore, to hold 

to the demands of the natural moral law, while they 

sustain and support the right to violate the moral law in 

its most fundamental tenets. We find self-professed 

Catholics, for example, who sustain and support the 

right of a woman to procure the death of the infant in 

her womb, or the right of two persons of the same sex 

to the recognition which the State gives to a man and a 

woman who have entered into marriage. It is not 

possible to be a practicing Catholic and to conduct 

oneself politically in this manner. 

Such conduct is also not true to the founding 

principles of our nation and its government. While the 

clause of the First Amendment of the Constitution, 

which guarantees the free-exercise of religion, prohibits 

the imposition of purely confessional practices on the 

general population, it fosters the teaching and 

upholding of the moral law, common to all men, which 

is at the heart of every true religion. What kind of 

government would require that its citizens and political 

leaders act without reference to the fundamental 

requirements of the moral law? 

While true religion teaches the natural moral law, 

the observance of the moral law is not a confessional 

practice. It is rather a response to what is inscribed in 

the depths of every human heart. Religious faith plainly 

articulates the natural moral law, enabling men of faith 

to recognize more readily what their own human nature 

and the nature of things demand of them, and to 

conform their lives to the truth which they recognize. 

For that reason, the founders of our nation 

acknowledged the importance of religious faith for the 

life of the nation. The free exercise clause, in fact, aims 

to protect the teaching and practice of religious faith for 

the sake of the common good. In his Encyclical Letter 

Caritas in Veritate, Pope Benedict XVI reminds us: 

The Christian religion and other religions can offer 

their contribution to development only if God has a 

place in the public realm, specifically in regard to its 

cultural, social, economic, and particularly its 

political dimensions. The Church's social doctrine 

came into being in order to claim "citizenship 

status" for the Christian religion. Denying the right 

to profess one's religion in public and the right to 

bring the truths of faith to bear upon public life has 

negative consequences for true development.... 

Reason always stands in need of being purified by 

faith: this also holds true for political reason, which 

must not consider itself omnipotent. For its part, 

religion always needs to be purified by reason in 

order to show its authentically human face. Any 

breach in this dialogue comes only at an enormous 

price to human development (Caritas in Veritate, 

no. 56). 

Presently, in our nation, the Christian faith has a 

critical responsibility to articulate clearly the natural 

moral law and its demands. Under the constant 

influence of a rationalist and secularist philosophy 

which makes man, instead of God, the ultimate 

measure of what is right and good, we have become 

confused about the most basic truths, for example, the 

inviolable dignity of innocent human life, from the 

moment of conception to the moment of natural 

death, and the integrity of marriage between one man 

and one woman as the first and irreplaceable cell of 

the life of society. If Christians fail to articulate and 

uphold the natural moral law, then they fail in the 

fundamental duty of patriotism, of loving their country 

by serving the common good. Pope Benedict XVI 

reminds us that the universal natural moral law 

"provides a sound basis for all cultural, religious and 

political dialogue, and it ensures that the multi-faceted 
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pluralism of cultural diversity does not detach itself 

from the common quest for truth, goodness and God" 

(Caritas in Veritate, no. 59). Referring to the 

fundamental moral defect of our culture, that is, "a 

conscience that can no longer distinguish what is 

human," Pope Benedict XVI declares: "God reveals man 

to himself; reason and faith work hand in hand to 

demonstrate to us what is good, provided we want to 

see it; the natural law, in which creative Reason shines 

forth, reveals our greatness, but also our wretchedness 

insofar as we fail to recognize the call to moral truth" 

(Caritas in Veritate, no. 75). 

  

Reality of Scandal 

Recognizing the responsibility of Christians and of all 

men of good will to enunciate and uphold the natural 

moral law, we also recognize the scandal which is given 

when Christians fail to uphold the moral law in public 

life. When those who profess to be Christian, at the 

same time, favor and promote policies and laws which 

permit the destruction of innocent and defenseless 

human life, and which violate the integrity of marriage 

and the family, then citizens, in general, are confused 

and led into error about the basic tenets of the moral 

law. In our time, there is a great hesitation to speak 

about scandal, as if, in some way, it is only a 

phenomenon among persons of small or unenlightened 

mind, and, therefore, a tool of such persons to 

condemn others rashly and wrongly. 

Certainly, there is such a thing as pharisaical 

scandal, that is, a malicious interpretation of the 

morally good or, at least, morally indifferent actions of 

another. The term comes from the supposed scandal 

which Our Lord Jesus caused to the Pharisees by, for 

instance, healing the man born blind on the Sabbath (cf. 

Jn 9:13-34). 

But there is also true scandal, that is, the leading of 

others, by our words, actions and failures to act, into 

confusion and error, and, therefore, into sin. Our Lord 

was unequivocal in his condemnation of those who 

would confuse or lead others into sin by their actions. In 

teaching His disciples about temptations, He declared: 

Temptations to sin are sure to come; but woe to 

him by whom they come! It would be better for him 

if a millstone were hung round his neck and he were 

cast into the sea, than that he should cause one of 

these little ones to sin (Lk 17:1-2). 

It is clear that Our Lord taught as a primary 

responsibility, with the gravest of consequences, the 

avoidance of scandal, namely, of any act or failure to 

act which could lead another into sin. Our Lord's words 

are nothing less than vehement. 

To ignore the fact that Catholics in public life, for 

example, who persistently violate the moral law 

regarding the inviolability of innocent human life or 

the integrity of the marital union, lead many into 

confusion or even error regarding the most 

fundamental teachings of the moral law, in fact, 

contributes to the confusion and error, redounding to 

the gravest harm to our brothers and sisters, and, 

therefore, to the whole nation. The perennial 

discipline of the Church, for that reason among other 

reasons, has prohibited the giving of Holy Communion 

and the granting of a Church funeral to those who 

persist, after admonition, in the grave violation of the 

moral law (Code of Canon Law, cann. 915; and 1184, § 

1, 3º). 

It is said that these disciplines which the Church 

has consistently observed down the centuries presume 

to pass a judgment on the eternal salvation of a soul, 

which belongs to God alone, and, therefore, should be 

abandoned. On the contrary, these disciplines are not 

a judgment on the eternal salvation of the soul in 

question. They are simply the acknowledgment of an 

objective truth, namely, that the public actions of the 

soul are in violation of the moral law, to his own grave 

harm and to the grave harm of all who are confused or 

led into error by his actions. The Church confides every 

soul to the mercy of God, which is great beyond all our 

imagining, but that does not excuse her from 

proclaiming the truth of the moral law, also by 
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applying her age-old disciplines, for the sake of the 

salvation of all. 

When a person has publicly espoused and 

cooperated in gravely sinful acts, leading many into 

confusion and error about fundamental questions of 

respect for human life and the integrity of marriage and 

the family, his repentance of such actions must also be 

public. The person in question bears a heavy 

responsibility for the grave scandal which he has 

caused. The responsibility is especially heavy for 

political leaders. The repair of such scandal begins with 

the public acknowledgment of his own error and the 

public declaration of his adherence to the moral law. 

The soul which recognizes the gravity of what he has 

done will, in fact, understand immediately the need to 

make public reparation. 

If there has always been the danger of giving 

scandal to others by public and seriously sinful actions 

or failures to act, that danger is heightened in our own 

time. Because of the confusion about the moral law, 

which is found in public discourse, in general, and is 

even embodied in laws and judicial pronouncements, 

the Christian is held to an even higher standard of 

clarity in enunciating and upholding the moral law. It is 

particularly insidious that our society which is so 

profoundly confused about the most basic goods also 

believes that scandal is a thing of the past. One sees the 

hand of the Father of Lies at work in the disregard for 

the situation of scandal or in the ridicule and even 

censure of those who experience scandal. Teaching 

about the relationship of human ecology to 

environmental ecology, Pope Benedict XVI underscores 

a contradiction in "the overall moral tenor of society," 

which leads us and especially our youth into serious 

confusion and error: 

If there is a lack of respect for the right to life and to 

a natural death, if human conception, gestation and 

birth are made artificial, if human embryos are 

sacrificed to research, the conscience of society 

ends up losing the concept of human ecology and, 

along with it, that of environmental ecology. It is 

contradictory to insist that future generations 

respect the natural environment when our 

educational systems and laws do not help them to 

respect themselves. The book of nature is one and 

indivisible: it takes in not only the environment but 

also life, sexuality, marriage, the family, social 

relations: in a word, integral human development. 

Our duties towards the environment are linked to 

our duties towards the human person, considered 

in himself and in relation to others. It would be 

wrong to uphold one set of duties while trampling 

on the other (Caritas in Veritate, no. 51). 

One of the ironies of the present situation is that the 

person who experiences scandal at the gravely sinful 

public actions of a fellow Catholic is accused of a lack 

of charity and of causing division within the unity of 

the Church. In a society whose thinking is governed by 

the "tyranny of relativism" and in which political 

correctness and human respect are the ultimate 

criteria of what is to be done and what is to be 

avoided, the notion of leading someone into moral 

error makes little sense. What causes wonderment in 

such a society is the fact that someone fails to observe 

political correctness and, thereby, seems to be 

disruptive of the so-called peace of society. Lying or 

failing to tell the truth, however, is never a sign of 

charity. A unity which is not founded on the truth of 

the moral law is not the unity of the Church. The 

Church's unity is founded on speaking the truth with 

love. The person who experiences scandal at public 

actions of Catholics, which are gravely contrary to the 

moral law, not only does not destroy unity but invites 

the Church to repair what is clearly a serious breach in 

Her life. Were he not to experience scandal at the 

public support of attacks on human life and the family, 

his conscience would be uninformed or dulled about 

the most sacred realities. 

  

Proportionalist Moral Reasoning 

At the root of the confusion regarding the moral law is 

a form of distorted moral reasoning called 

proportionalism or consequentialism. The Servant of 

God Pope John Paul II addressed the error of 

proportionalist moral thinking in his Encyclical Letter 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

30 

 

Splendor Veritatis. At root, the error places all moral 

issues on the same level, failing to distinguish between 

intrinsically evil acts, that is, acts which are always and 

everywhere wrong, and acts which may or may not be 

wrong, depending on the objective conditions required 

for the act to be morally right. It is also given to the 

confusion of ends and means, judging the goodness of 

an act by the end it achieves, without reference to the 

immorality of the means used to achieve the end. Pope 

Benedict XVI makes reference to the harm done in 

questions regarding technology, when ends and means 

are confused (cf. Caritas in Veritate, no. 71). He also 

cautions us about the equivocal use of the term, ethics, 

in questions of development, observing: 

Much in fact depends on the underlying system of 

morality. On this subject the Church's social doctrine 

can make a specific contribution, since it is based on 

man's creation "in the image of God" (Gen 1:27), a 

datum which gives rise to the inviolable dignity of the 

human person and the transcendent value of natural 

moral norms (Caritas in Veritate, no. 45). 

According to the proportionalist way of thinking, 

procured abortion, which is always and everywhere 

wrong, is placed on the same plane with acts of war 

which may or may not be wrong. A recent article in a 

Catholic journal of bioethics gives expression to the 

proportionalist way of thinking. The writer states that 

he voted for a particular candidate whom he knew was 

in favor of embryonic stem-cell research, which involves 

the deliberate destruction of a human life at its 

beginning, because he agreed with the candidate on 

other issues, namely "the war in Iraq, universal health 

care, the importance of diplomacy and dialogue, energy 

policy, concern for the environment, and global climate 

change" (W. Malcolm Byrnes, "Confessions of a 'Pro-life' 

Obama Supporter," The National Catholic Bioethics 

Quarterly, 9 [2009], 241). The candidate for whom he 

voted was also in favor of procured abortion, including 

partial-birth abortion, and so-called "same-sex 

marriage." 

According to the proportionalist way of thinking, 

each of us has the right to choose what are the most 

important moral issues. Ultimately, it lacks any 

relationship to the objective truth of actions. It fails to 

realize that unless the fundamental moral goods are 

safeguarded, that is, human life and the sanctuary of 

marriage, other moral issues, while having an 

importance, lose their ultimate meaning. In such a way 

of thinking, for instance, one can accept a program of 

universal health care, even if it includes the compulsory 

provision of abortion and the rationing of health care to 

the benefit of those considered to be "productive," 

while providing for the hastening of death for the aged, 

the weak and those with special needs, that is, for those 

considered to be "unproductive," according to the 

reasoning of whoever has political power. 

 In this regard, I find the language of values to be 

less than adequate to our moral discourse. Although I 

know it is common to speak of moral values, we must 

remember that the language of values, which comes to 

us from the world of economics, usually expresses a 

relative assessment of worth. What is a value to me 

may not be a value to another. What is really at stake 

are objective goods, created by God and participating 

in His own goodness, like human life and the union of 

man and woman in marriage. They are good in 

themselves, no matter how I may view them. Only 

when I am able to view them as they are, according to 

God's plan, am I able to do what is right and good. 

Only then I find happiness in a right relationship with 

others and with the world. 

Whatever the good intention of using the image of 

a seamless garment to talk about the moral issues 

regarding human life, it has become identified with the 

proportionalist way of thinking in which, for example, 

acts of war, the use of the death penalty, procured 

abortion, embryonic stem-cell research, and 

euthanasia are viewed as matters of equal moral 

weight. In other words, the image covers over the 

distinction between intrinsically evil acts and acts 

which are not evil in themselves but can become evil, if 

unjustly taken. The moral questions pertaining to the 

safeguarding and fostering of human life are all related 

to one another but they are not of the same weight. To 

use the image of the garment, they are not all of the 

same cloth. The use of the metaphor of the seamless 
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garment, while it may have been intended to promote 

the culture of life, has, in fact, been used to justify the 

acceptance of acts essentially contrary to a culture of 

life for the sake of attaining some seeming good. 

Whatever good intention those who have developed 

the "seamless garment" argument may have had, it 

falsely places intrinsically evil acts, that is, acts which 

are always and everywhere morally wrong, on the same 

plane with acts which, according to prudent judgment, 

may not sufficiently safeguard human life. 

In a similar way, the language of common ground is 

employed in the advancement of a proportionalist or 

consequentialist way of moral thinking. Common 

ground, rightly understood, is the ground of moral 

goodness. It is established by what is objectively good. 

If, on the contrary, it is understood to be the 

compromise of certain moral truths for the sake of 

harmony with those who deny a moral truth, for 

example, the intrinsic evil of procured abortion or 

euthanasia, then it is a betrayal of the good and can 

only lead to the harm of self and others, and of society 

itself. 

Sometimes, we hear that we as Christians or as 

apostles of the Gospel of Life must be careful to get 

along in society, not to separate ourselves or to appear 

to be counter-cultural. One wonders how such language 

squares with the essence of the Gospel, that is, to be "a 

sign of contradiction" (cf. Lk 2:34). At the same time, 

one cannot help but think of what Christians getting 

along and being politically correct has meant in other 

nations whose leaders had embraced an agenda of 

death and the totalitarianism which advanced it. 

In some way, our consciences have become dulled 

to the gravity of certain moral issues. When insistence 

on the elimination of legalized abortion in our nation is 

dismissed as a kind of "single-issue" approach, as the 

obsession of the "religious right," which fails to take 

account of a whole gamut of moral issues, then we have 

lost the sense of the horror of destroying a human life 

in the womb. In a similar way, when the denial of 

nutrition and hydration to the gravely ill is seen as a 

"single issue," then we have lost a sense of the horror of 

failing to give basic care to a brother or sister who has 

grown weak for whatever reason. It is not a question of 

a single issue but of what is fundamental to life itself 

and to society. I recall the words of the Servant of God 

Pope John Paul II: 

The acceptance of abortion in the popular mind, in 

behavior and even in law itself, is a telling sign of an 

extremely dangerous crisis of the moral sense, 

which is becoming more and more incapable of 

distinguishing between good and evil, even when 

the fundamental right to life is at stake. Given such 

a grave situation, we need now more than ever to 

have the courage to look the truth in the eye and 

to call things by their proper name, without 

yielding to convenient compromises or to the 

temptation of self-deception (Pope John Paul II, 

Encyclical Letter Evangelium Vitae, "On the Good 

and Inviolability of Human Life," 25 March 1995, 

no. 58).  

  

Common Good 

Finally, in advancing the culture of life, we must be 

clear about the objective meaning of the common 

good. The Second Vatican Ecumenical Council 

described the common good as "the sum total of social 

conditions which allow people, either as groups or 

individuals, to reach their fulfillment more fully and 

more easily" (Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, 

Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et spes, "On the Church 

in the Modern World," 7 December 1965, no. 26). The 

fulfillment of individuals and societies is not some 

subjective determination by those, for example, who 

are in power. It is the fulfillment which is written in the 

very nature of man, in nature itself. It is the fulfillment 

for which God has created us and our world, not the 

fulfillment which, at any given time, we may find 

attractive or useful. It is interesting to note that the 

English word, fulfillment, translates the Latin word, 

perfectio, that is, the perfection of the individual or 

group, according to man's proper nature and end. In 

The Declaration of Independence the objective 

fulfillment or perfection which the common good 
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safeguards and promotes is described as "Life, Liberty, 

and the Pursuit of Happiness." 

In advancing the culture of life, we must be clear about 

the objective nature of the common good and of the 

perfection which it makes possible. Not everyone who 

uses the term, common good, understands its true 

meaning. In a recent article, a well-known European 

Catholic theologian, commenting on the 

Commencement Address of President Barack Obama at 

Notre Dame University on May 17 of this year, declared: 

In fact, the speech to the University of Notre Dame 

seems strewn with references taken from the 

Christian tradition. There is, for example, an 

expression which frequently returns, "common 

ground," which corresponds to a fundamental 

concept of the social teaching of the Church, that of 

the common good (Georges Cottier, O.P., "La 

politica, la morale e il peccato originale," 30Giorni, 

2009, no. 5, p. 33). 

The common good refers to an objective perfection 

which is not defined by common agreement among 

some of us. The common good is defined by creation 

itself as it has come from the hand of the Creator. Not 

only does the notion of common ground not correspond 

to the reality of the common good, it can well be 

antithetical to it (for instance, if there should be 

common agreement in society to accept as good for 

society what is, in reality, always and everywhere evil). 

In the words of Pope Benedict XVI, the common 

good "is the good of 'all of us', made up of individuals, 

families and intermediate groups who together 

constitute society" (Caritas in Veritate, no. 7). The 

common good corresponds "to the real needs of our 

neighbors"; it is an act of charity which each Christian is 

to exercise "in a manner corresponding to his vocation 

and according to the degree of influence he wields in 

the pólis" (Caritas in Veritate, no. 7). Pope Benedict XVI 

consoles and urges us onward in seeking the common 

good: 

God's love calls us to move beyond the limited and 

the ephemeral, it gives us the courage to continue 

seeking and working for the benefit of all, even if 

this cannot be achieved immediately and if what we 

are able to achieve, alongside political authorities 

and those working in the field of economics, is 

always less than we might wish. God gives us the 

strength to fight and to suffer for love of the 

common good, because he is our All, our greatest 

hope (Caritas in Veritate, no. 78).  

  

Conclusion 

It is my hope that these few reflections will help us all 

to engage with new enthusiasm and new energy in the 

struggle to advance the culture of life in our nation. 

The struggle is fierce and the contrary forces are many 

and clever. But the victory has already been won, and 

the Victor never fails to accompany us in the struggle, 

for he is faithful to His promise to us: "[A]nd lo, I am 

with you always, to the close of the age" (Mt 28:20). 

We know that, if we speak the truth and live the truth, 

Who is Christ the Lord of heaven and earth, we will 

foster a culture of life in our nation, a culture in which 

"Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness" is 

safeguarded and fostered for all, without boundary or 

exception. 

Let us confide ourselves and our nation to the 

prayers of the Mother of God, under her title of Our 

Lady of Guadalupe, so dear to our continent. Through 

her ceaseless maternal care, she will not fail to bring us 

and our nation to the truth, to her Divine Son, Our 

Lord Jesus Christ. I conclude making my own the 

prayer with which Pope Benedict XVI concluded his 

latest Encyclical Letter: 

May the Virgin Mary -- proclaimed Mother of the 

Church by Paul VI and honored by Christians as the 

Mirror of Justice and the Queen of Peace – protect 

us and obtain for us, through her heavenly 

intercession, the strength, hope and joy necessary 

to continue to dedicate ourselves with generosity 

to the task of bringing about "the development of 

the whole man and of all men" (Caritas in Veritate, 

no. 79). 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

33 

 

 

Archbishop Raymond Leo Burke is the Archbishop 

Emeritus of Saint Louis and Prefect of the Supreme 

Tribunal of the Apostolic Signatura. This article is 

adapted from remarks he delivered at InsideCatholic's 

14th Annual Partnership Dinner, on September 18, 2009. 

 

 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

34 

 

The Failure of Darwinism to Explain Morality 

Benjamin D. Wiker | Classic 

9/29/09 
"As an explanation of the world, materialism has a 

sort of insane simplicity. It has just the quality of the 

ƳŀŘƳŀƴΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎΤ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǘ ƻƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 

it covering everything and the sense of it leaving 

everything out." 

-- G.K. Chesterton 

n the struggle to survive, the fit win, and so it is also 

the fit who breed. The winners pass on their winning 

characteristics to the next generation, and on 

marches Darwinian evolution. 

Nothing could be simpler. Yet Darwin thought this 

process could account not only for the most stunningly 

complex biological organs, such as the human eye, but 

also for the just as stunningly complex moral nature of 

humanity. From Darwin’s Descent of Man down to the 

present day, most evolutionists have assumed that 

natural selection has produced all moral codes, beliefs, 

and actions. The question was, how? 

The newest approach for research in this area 

involves game theory. Game theory, as conceived and 

executed by evolutionists, tries to understand the 

essence of moral judgments by submitting research 

participants to variously contrived games. The results 

are then construed according to the dictates of natural 

selection. Karl Sigmund, Ernst Fehr, and Martin Nowak 

outlined the whole project in the January 2002 issue of 

Scientific American in an article titled "The Economics of 

Fair Play." Realizing that such contrived games are 

defined by "artificial constraints that rarely apply in 

real-life interactions," game theory proponents claim 

that "such constraints, rather than being a drawback, let 

us study human behavior in well-defined situations, to 

uncover the fundamental principles governing our 

decision-making mechanisms. The process is somewhat 

like physicists colliding particles in a vacuum to study 

their properties." 

Allow me (since we are going to be playing games 

for rather high stakes) to lay my own cards on the table. 

I find this sort of talk absurd. Darwinian game theory is 

not new but simply a rehash of liberal political theory 

disguised as cutting-edge science. Give it a few vigorous 

scratches and we find Thomas Hobbes, the very father 

of modern political liberalism, back to haunt us from 

the 17th century. Hobbes was also the father of 

modern materialism, and his political liberalism was 

rooted in his mechanistic account of nature and 

human nature. 

In truth, Darwinian game theory is not even 

science, for its mode of investigation (the crudely 

simple game) is entirely disconnected both from its 

Darwinian presuppositions and its subject matter (i.e., 

actual people living real lives). These presuppositions 

are undemonstrated and pernicious; they undermine 

the only source of sanity in human morality, the 

natural law. 

  

Let the Games Begin 

So exactly what are the Darwinian game theorists up 

to? The Darwinian game theorists play two research 

games more than any other, the Ultimatum Game and 

the Public Goods Game. 

The Ultimatum Game is painfully simple, especially 

considering how much it claims to explain. There are 

two players, a proposer and a responder, and a sum of 

money. The players may share the money if they can 

agree on the portions, but it’s a one-shot deal. The 

proposer makes an offer. If the responder accepts, 

they split the money accordingly. If, however, the 

responder rejects the offer, then neither player gets 

anything. 

The Public Goods Game is a tad more complicated. 

Each of four players is given an equal amount of 
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money at the outset. Each player must decide, 

independent of the others, how much he will contribute 

to the common pot. The experimenter then divides 

equally whatever the players have decided to put in, 

and the game begins again. To spice things up a bit, the 

rules allow the punishment of other players. If Henrietta 

thinks Finley is a freeloader, she can fine him a dollar -- 

but it will cost her 30 cents. 

Seems harmless enough, doesn’t it? Not a bad way 

for a labcoat and some willing mouseys to spend a rainy 

Saturday afternoon. But remember: By using games 

with fewer rules than Candy Land, the Darwinian game 

theorists are claiming "to uncover the fundamental 

principles governing our decision-making mechanisms." 

We’d better take a closer look, starting with their 

presuppositions. 

To begin with the Ultimatum Game, Darwinian 

game theorists assume for the sake of simplicity that at 

bottom man is not to be defined as Homo sapiens but 

as Homo economicus -- "a rational individual relentlessly 

bent on maximizing a purely selfish reward." And Homo 

economicus is, at bottom, Homo darwinianus, 

relentlessly bent on the desire for self-preservation -- 

or, rather, the preservation of his genes. 

In an article in Science called "Fairness Versus 

Reason in the Ultimatum Game," Martin Nowak, Karen 

Page, and Karl Sigmund write that the only "rational" 

thing for the proposers to offer in the Ultimatum Game 

is as little as possible. Rational responders, on the other 

hand, "should accept even the smallest positive offer, 

since the alternative is getting nothing." 

  

The Theory Evolves 

Did the Ultimatum Game reveal the Homo darwinianus 

in its players? Clearly disappointed, the researchers 

report that "the outcome was always far from what 

rational analysis would dictate for selfish players." 

Participants were plagued by "the irrational human 

emphasis on a fair division." 

The Public Goods Game was spoiled as well. The 

"canonical prediction" based on the idea of man as 

Homo darwinianus "is that everyone will free-ride, 

contributing nothing," writes Joseph Henrich in the 

American Economic Review ("In Search of Homo 

Economicus," May 2001). If nature really is red in tooth 

and claw, and gene is set against gene in mortal 

combat, it is only rational to be a first-class welcher and 

contribute nary a penny to the community. 

But alas, "Real people don’t play that way," concede 

the authors of "The Economics of Fair Play." What 

happens? At the beginning, contrary to expectation, 

everybody throws about half his money into the kitty. 

If free-riders are discovered, then everyone tends to 

stop feeding the pot in subsequent rounds. 

So strong is the attachment to fairness that 

participants would rather punish freeloaders than 

maximize profits. According to the rules of the Public 

Goods Game, players can punish others, but both the 

fines imposed and the cost of punishment go to the 

mediator in charge of the experiment, not the 

common pool. So the rational thing to do -- if all that 

counts is the selfish reward -- is to forgo punishment of 

freeloaders. Actual human beings, however, invariably 

nail the loafers until they shape up, whatever the cost. 

Seeking an out from these embarrassing results, 

the Darwinian game theorists reasoned that perhaps 

the problem was that they were using only university 

students as subjects. So off they went on a hunt for the 

noble savage who had no notions of nobility -- to the 

Machiguenga of Peru, the Hadza of Tanzania, the 

Quichua of Ecuador, the Khazax in Mongolia, the 

Mapuche in Chile, the Sangu of Tanzania, the Orma of 

Kenya, the Aché of Paraguay, and the Lamelara of 

Indonesia. 

 Did their assumptions fare better abroad? "We 

can summarize our results as follows. First, the 

canonical model is not supported in any society 

studied," Joseph Henrich writes. Backed into the 

corner of common sense, Henrich admits that, 

contrary to the expectations of researchers, 

"preferences or expectations [of players in these 
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games] are affected by group-specific conditions, such 

as social institutions or cultural fairness norms." 

Translation: No society consists of relentless profit 

pursuers, unconsciously trying to flood the gene pool; 

rather, individuals are almost invariably governed by a 

desire for fairness as filtered through the particular 

conditions of their society. 

Rather than give up and look elsewhere for a more 

suitable theory, Darwinian game theorists assume that 

their failure to substantiate the theory is a sign of its 

enviable plasticity. How, then, to incorporate irrational 

desires for fairness into a theory that assumes we are all 

merely selfish genes writ large? 

The solution, evidently, is to say the irrational 

desires that contradict Darwinian presuppositions are 

also the result of natural selection. So Henrich 

conjectures that "long-run evolutionary processes 

governing the distribution of genes and cultural 

practices could well have resulted in a substantial 

fraction of each population being predisposed in certain 

situations to forgo material payoffs in order to share 

with others, or to punish unfair actions, as our 

experimental subjects did." 

"Yes, but how do we know natural selection was 

really the cause?" one asks. 

The answer seems to be that whatever has survived 

must be the most fit; therefore whatever exists must 

have been the result of natural selection. Fairness 

exists; therefore, it must be the result of natural 

selection. Q.E.D. 

It is always convenient to have a theory that cannot 

possibly be proved wrong. And so the Darwinian game 

theorists forge ahead, unshaken in their confidence that 

the theory stands firmer than ever, whatever the results 

of their research may indicate. "Many of us prefer to 

explain our generous actions simply by invoking our 

good character. We feel better if we help others and 

share with them. But where does this inner glow come 

from? It has a biological function." So it must be the 

case that "social emotions such as friendship, shame, 

generosity and guilt prod us toward achieving biological 

success in complex social networks" ("The Economics of 

Fair Play"). Undaunted by the failure of their 

predictions, the authors triumphantly announce that as 

a result of their efforts, humanity has reached a new 

scientific plateau, "a stage at which we can formalize" 

the effects of natural selection governing our decision-

making mechanisms by using "game-theory models that 

can be analyzed mathematically and tested 

experimentally." Moral science has finally come of age. 

  

The Search for Homo Hobbesianus 

Contrary to the claim of Darwinian game theorists that 

they are on the cutting edge of science, the ultimate 

source of their presuppositions and procedures is 

modernity’s first great materialist and avowed enemy 

of the natural law, Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679). 

Like the new Darwinians, Hobbes tried to wipe 

away the complexity of human morality by reducing 

human beings to desire-driven machines. We can "put 

for a general inclination of all mankind," wrote Hobbes 

in his Leviathan, "a perpetual and restless desire of 

power after power, that ceaseth only in death." This 

desire for ceaseless power is, at heart, the desire for 

physical self-preservation at all costs. 

Homo hobbesianus is the source of both Homo 

economicus and Homo darwinianus, the first 

expressing the desire for self-preservation through the 

desire for profit, the second through the desire to 

propagate. Darwinism is often spoken of as if it were 

an entirely original discovery; in fact, it is merely part 

of the peculiar current of modern thought that has its 

headwaters in Hobbes’s work. Darwin did not 

empirically verify the struggle for survival in nature at 

large and then apply it to human nature. Quite the 

contrary: He read Hobbes’s materialistic account of 

human nature back into nature at large. 

This becomes clearer when we examine Hobbes’s 

famous "state of nature," a fictional condition in which 

human beings, abstracted from all actual social, 

natural, and moral connections, relentlessly pursue 

individual self-preservation. "Notions of right and 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

37 

 

wrong, justice and injustice have there no place," 

Hobbes wrote. Such moral niceties are no part of our 

natural condition. Indeed, the state of nature is really "a 

state of war" in which "the life of man [is] solitary, poor, 

nasty, brutish, and short." 

According to the tenets of Darwinism, the 

categories of right and wrong are epiphenomena of 

genetic drives: Nature is itself amoral. In Hobbes’s 

"state of nature" -- and it is remarkable how often 

Darwin used this same phrase in his Origin of Species -- 

the only rule is self-preservation at all costs, and this 

ceaseless conflict is the fuel firing the engine of 

evolution. 

This explains why the Darwinian game theorists 

hoped to flush out the real causes underneath the 

apparent moral complexity of human beings by colliding 

human particles in a moral vacuum -- that is, under the 

abstract conditions of contrived games. These games 

merely aim at constructing newer models of the 

abstract and unreal conditions that define Hobbes’s 

state of nature. Like Darwin and Hobbes, Darwinian 

game theorists assume that the desire for fairness must 

ultimately be the result of the amoral desire of 

organisms to preserve and reproduce their genes. 

The Darwinian game theorists are also animated by 

the very Hobbesian ambition of constructing a new 

moral science. Hobbes was in a swoon over the 

precision of Galileo's new mechanistic account of 

motion. He thought that by reducing human beings to 

inert projectiles hurtling through a vacuum he could 

instill moral science with a similar precision. 

Reading the game theory literature, one sees a 

similar desire -- the desire to discover the "fundamental 

principles governing our decision-making mechanisms" 

so that they can be "analyzed mathematically and 

tested experimentally." The literature is filled to 

overflowing with abstract, impenetrable mathematical 

and logical equations standing in the place of ordinary 

speech about human things. 

The Darwinian game theorists do not seem to 

understand that their gain in precision comes about 

only as a result of jettisoning the actual complexity of 

human moral desires and actions. Simply invoking 

mathematical formulae does not a moral science make. 

The various sciences are defined by what they study. If 

scientists distort what they study in an effort to gain 

precision, that does not make them either more 

scientific or more precise. If human moral desires and 

actions are actually complex, it is the moral scientist’s 

duty to take that complexity as his beginning point 

rather than to deny it in an effort to shoehorn the facts 

into a cherished theory. 

Over and above all of this, there is no evident 

connection between the Darwinian assumption that 

human beings are relentlessly driven to propagate 

their genetic line and the actual structure of the game 

theorists’ experiments. The games, as games, could 

just as easily be used to (1) test the strength of a nun’s 

vow to poverty, (2) demonstrate the tendency to sin 

unless punished, (3) show that human beings, even 

under the abstract condition of games, exhibit a 

natural desire for fairness, (4) undermine Darwin’s 

theory that natural selection drives all moral decisions, 

and so forth. 

  

Natural Selection vs. Natural Law 

Perhaps the most remarkable feature in the literature 

about Darwinian game theory is the tenacious 

unconcern expressed by the theorists themselves 

whenever the facts uncovered by their games run 

counter to the expectations of their theory. This 

continued confidence in the face of the evidence 

plagues Darwinism at large. Even when faced with 

strong contradictory evidence -- such as the lack of 

intermediate species in the fossil record, the stark 

differences in embryological development, the speed 

with which evolution would have to work given the 

time available, the inability to give convincing accounts 

of morphological transformation, and, above all, the 

complex nature of actual biological structures -- 

Darwinists remain convinced that, whatever the facts, 
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the simple principle of natural selection must be the 

cause. 

But when Darwinian game theorists carry this habit 

of confidence into the moral arena, much more is at 

stake. The result is pernicious. If, as Sigmund, Fehr, and 

Nowak assure us in "The Economics of Fair Play," 

behind all moral complexity "stands the evolutionary 

program commanding us to survive and to procreate," 

so that "social emotions such as friendship, shame, 

generosity and guilt" can safely be reduced to sub-

moral impulses that "prod us toward achieving 

biological success in complex social networks," then we 

ought to latch directly onto the real principle at work -- 

biological success -- and cast off the moral window 

dressing. In short, we ought to take evolution into our 

own hands. That is just what the bravest of the 

Darwinians are now counseling us to do. 

In contrast to Darwinism, the theory of natural law 

assumes that human beings are distinct from all other 

animals. As St. Thomas Aquinas argued in his Summa 

Theologiae, human beings alone among the animals 

have "a share of the Eternal Reason," since they are 

made in the image of God, and "this participation of the 

eternal law in the rational creature is called the natural 

law." Such reasoning assumes that human nature is 

permanently defined and that all human beings are of 

the same species, subject to the same moral dictates of 

the natural law. Thus, for example, "Do not murder is a 

moral command rooted in and defined by the nature of 

the human species. 

Darwinism, on the other hand, must treat the 

human species as something accidentally cobbled 

together by natural selection. The result: Species 

distinctions can no longer provide moral distinctions. 

That explains why cutting-edge Darwinians like Peter 

Singer reject the natural law assertion that human 

beings are morally distinct. According to Singer, a full-

grown gorilla has more rights than a newborn human 

baby -- especially if the newborn is somehow deformed 

or handicapped, in which case he may be dispatched 

without compunction as "unfit."  

The insane simplicity of attempting to explain 

human morality by means of natural selection results 

in the inability to make moral distinctions at all. In 

Darwinian game theory, this amorality is hidden -- 

perhaps even from the game theorists themselves -- by 

the abstract conditions of the game. But the 

abstraction itself is no game. By making self-

preservation-at-all-costs the only intelligible virtue, the 

theorists leave behind the actual complexity of human 

nature -- a complexity that includes the desire for 

fairness. 

 

Benjamin D. Wiker is a senior fellow at the Discovery 

Institute and the author of the new book, The Darwin 

Myth: The Life and Lies of Charles Darwin (Regnery, 

2009). This article originally appeared in the May 2002 

issue of crisis Magazine. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980974/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980974/insidecatcom-20
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Mere Theism: The Case for God 

Mark P. Shea | Classic 

10/1/09 

ome years ago, my kids got a computer game 

called Myst. It's a very curious game -- there are 

no instructions, no rules, and no commentary 

offered at the beginning. You find yourself plunked 

down into a strange environment on a mysterious 

island. You don't know where you are or why you're 

there. As you look around, you discover various things 

that were put there before you by some unseen 

intelligence. There are rocks, trees, buildings, books, 

and many other things, and each is invested with a 

mysterious, disjointed, and elusive significance. Push 

this button, and a map appears, but you don't know 

what it portrays. Open that door, and there's a strange 

machine that hums and "works" at the flip of a switch, 

but you have no idea what it does. You open various 

books, and the books tell fragments of stories, but you 

don't know what the stories are about. You go to 

different buildings and examine pieces of furniture and 

other objects. You know what they are, and you even 

know that they must mean something, but you have no 

idea what that meaning might be. 

As you keep playing, you begin to discover 

connections between the strange paraphernalia you 

stumble upon. You find a book showing a piano 

keyboard and giving instructions to play a certain 

sequence of notes. Then you discover just such a 

keyboard elsewhere on the island. So, of course, you 

play the notes to see what happens. (I won't tell you in 

case you haven't played the game.) 

As you can imagine, in such a mysterious world 

everything becomes charged with great significance. 

There's no telling what some seemingly trivial thing 

might signify, and there's the constant sense that you're 

moving in the precincts of a great mystery. You become 

increasingly convinced that there's some master key 

that can make sense of the connections between things 

in this world. And you come to realize that the 

connections -- though mysterious -- are not random. 

In a curious way, what the Church calls "natural 

revelation" proceeds in a way similar to the game of 

Myst. We don't start out as adults with Bibles giving us 

a full set of instructions for the rules of the game, but as 

children with eyes, ears, noses, tongues, fingers, heads, 

and, especially, hearts. And through these portals come 

the first streams of light by which the "dawn from on 

high shall break upon us" (Luke 1:78). 

It was the same in the childhood of the world. The 

earliest civilizations didn't have the benefit of a written 

revelation. God permitted most of humanity to muddle 

along for quite a while simply "feeling for him," as St. 

Paul said (Acts 17:27), on much the same basis as a 

non-Christian or a child today might do. He is not 

afraid to allow Himself to be revealed in the childhood 

of the world (and to the childlike heart today) through 

what He has made. And so, we come to know things 

about God first of all by looking around. 

Some people are surprised to discover that the 

Bible itself teaches this. St. Paul tells us that God's 

primal revelation comes not through prophets or holy 

writings or mystical visions, but simply through the 

created stuff we see every day. 

For what can be known about God is plain to them, 

because God has shown it to them. Ever since the 

creation of the world his invisible nature, namely, 

his eternal power and deity, has been clearly 

perceived in the things that have been made. 

[Romans 1:19-20] 

That is, God has made it possible to know that He 

exists, that He is almighty, and that He is Creator of all 

things, not by "blind faith" but just by looking around 

at things with an unprejudiced heart. It is well to 

understand this, for such "mere theism" revelation 

sets the stage for biblical revelation. So let us consider 

it briefly and note that the natural (as distinct from 

supernatural) evidence for God is presented to us 
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every day in the form of two basic things: the physical 

world and the human person. 

  

The Cause of All 

Babies come from mothers and fathers, cars come from 

builders and engineers, and trees come from acorns. 

And though little children may simply rest content with 

that explanation, adults inevitably ask, "Where do the 

parents, builders, and acorns come from?" And so we 

find that everything participates in a "Great Chain of 

Being" back to the Big Bang itself. Absolutely nothing in 

Nature is unhooked from that chain. Everything in this 

universe is caused by something else in this universe 

that is caused by something else in this universe, and so 

on. 

Our awareness of this is so fundamental that when 

something does break that Great Chain of Being (as, for 

instance, the miracle of the loaves and fish does in John 

6:1-14), we have to find an explanation for it by either 

saying, as Catholics do, that the God who exists outside 

nature added some links to the chain, or else we must 

say, as skeptics do, that it has some sort of natural 

cause (i.e., people sharing lunches or a big lie by the 

apostles who were yanking our Great Chain of Being). 

The one thing nobody believes in is what philosopher 

Peter Kreeft calls the "Pop Theory" -- that things like 

loaves and fish just pop into existence by themselves. 

They must have a cause, either natural (i.e., bakers and 

fish eggs) or supernatural (i.e., direct creation by God 

the Creator). Nothing in this world can cause itself to 

exist. Every created thing relies on some created thing 

ahead of it to pull it into being, just as a boxcar relies on 

the car ahead of it to pull it uphill. 

Very well then, if existence is like a big train going 

uphill, we have to ask, "What is the engine?" We can't 

say that there is some break in the chain -- that some 

natural thing just popped itself into existence 15 billion 

years ago -- just as we can't say that loaves and fish just 

popped themselves into existence 2,000 years ago. 

Hence, appeals to the Big Bang don't explain away God. 

They just say that some unthinkable supernatural Power 

that is not the universe itself caused the universe to 

exist (because nature -- like the tiny things that 

comprise it, such as the loaves and fish -- doesn't have 

the power to make itself exist). Therefore, there must 

be some sort of Uncaused Cause beyond nature. And 

that, as St. Thomas says, is what everybody means by 

"God." So from looking around, we can infer that God 

exists, just as St. Paul says. 

  

The Invisible Designer 

Likewise, from looking around, we can infer that God 

designs. So, for instance, when we see a 

microcomputer, we say, "The hand of a designer was 

here." When we see the fathomlessly greater 

complexity of the human brain that made the 

microcomputer, we similarly respond, "The Hand of a 

Designer was here." 

A Christian man I know who worked at Boeing had 

this simple point confirmed recently when he e-mailed 

a diagram of the molecular "motor" that drives a 

paramecium flagella to some of the engineers in his 

department. Before doing so, he stripped off the 

description and the source of the diagram (Darwin's 

Black Box, Michael Behe's book on Intelligent Design 

and irreducible complexity). The result? Engineer after 

engineer wrote my friend back asking the musical 

question: "Who designed this?" They assumed it was 

some sort of nanotechnology being proposed by 

somebody in the company. 

Of course they did. Why? Because when we see 

"specified complexity," we very sensibly think 

"Intelligent Design." Indeed, this tendency to connect 

specified complexity with an Intelligent Designer is so 

strong that one has to work extremely hard to 

brainwash oneself out of it. Some attempt to do this by 

repeating over and over that this is all just the 

"appearance of design." Others solve the problem by 

appeals to visits by ancient astronauts who seeded the 

earth with life of their design (though this simply takes 

us back to the very Thomistic question: "Who designed 

the ancient astronauts?"). 
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But for people without such dogged faith in 

materialist dogma, the specified complexity and the 

vastness of creation betokens God's "eternal power and 

deity," as St. Paul says. This is exactly why most of the 

world has always been religious, not atheistic. Like any 

good Myst player, the average man, woman, and child 

can connect the dots. They're not so arrogant as to 

suppose they know much about the mysterious Power 

that made the world. But neither are they such fools as 

to gaze upon a cosmos pregnant with such meaning, 

design, and sheer wonder and attribute it to nothing. 

  

A Personal God and the Human Person 

But, of course, being religious can mean almost 

anything. Indeed, based on the data we have looked at 

so far, many people can and do conclude that the 

power behind the universe is something impersonal, 

like the Force in Star Wars. Such a view of God 

(technically known as pantheism) is an ancient opinion 

that is particularly popular in the West these days 

because it's a bit like a spiritual methadone treatment: 

It gives you the pleasures of religious faith without any 

of the troubling demands. In the words of C. S. Lewis, 

"An 'impersonal God' -- well and good. A subjective God 

of beauty, truth and goodness inside our own heads -- 

better still. A formless life force surging through us, a 

vast power which we can tap -- best of all.... The 

Pantheist's God does nothing, demands nothing. He is 

there if you wish for Him, like a book on a shelf. He will 

not pursue you." Pantheism essentially tells us that God 

is identical with Creation. And, of course, if God is 

everything, then we're considerably relieved of the 

burden of having to choose between right and wrong. 

The trouble with pantheism is that it tries to make 

God something "beyond personal" but instead winds up 

calling God something less than personal. Many people 

harbor in the back of their minds the notion they are 

being "truly spiritual" when they say, "We must get rid 

of the crude fancies of the puny human mind with its 

primitive agricultural images of shepherds, sheep, 

vineyards, and all the rest of it. We must instead thrust 

our spirits into contact with a realm beyond the 

imagination!" Usually, what this means in practice is 

abandoning older and more nourishing religious 

symbols for newer and more impoverished ones. It 

typically involves picturing God as an invisible gas or 

energy field, to cite enormously popular sci-fi imagery. 

And the explanation for this is simple: It's not that the 

energy field devotee has a higher religious 

consciousness. It's simply that he or she has -- like most 

people in a technological society -- known things like 

magnetism or electricity as their closest experiences of 

invisible power. 

But the reality is that neither gas nor electric 

sparks nor magnets are terribly interesting 

conversationalists. A long chat with a magnet will yield 

few wise insights, whether we are pantheists or 

Christians. And this is our clue that we've made a 

wrong turn in shooting for something impersonal as 

the Ultimate Reality. For it turns out that we 

contemplate magnets and gases far more often than 

they contemplate us. In short, the average human 

being seems to have a much more vast and varied 

mind, heart, and soul than most magnets, gases, and 

electric sparks. And for this reason, we can say there 

exists something in this world that is more than mere 

"Creation," though it is certainly a creature as well. 

That something is the human person, and every 

attempt to reduce humans to equality with mere 

nature is doomed to failure. Some who try to do so 

note, for instance, that humans share many common 

physical traits with the beasts -- as though this made 

humans equal to beasts. The problem with this 

argument is that humans alone in all the cosmos are 

aware of and interested in the fact of our similarity 

with our fellow creatures. Not one other creature in 

the world recognizes it because not one other creature 

in the world is capable of reason as human beings are. 

Cats do not rhapsodize about their brotherhood with 

mice. Oak trees seldom hug environmentalists. And 

great apes do not concern themselves with tracing the 

evolutionary evidence of their common ancestry with 

us. These are purely human activities, conducted by 

human beings who, alone in the natural world, can see 
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and reason about such matters -- because only they are 

endowed with reason in the natural world. 

Likewise, humans are distinguishable from all of 

natural Creation in their ability to see and create 

beauty. In the words of G. K. Chesterton, "Art is the 

signature of man." We do not find rough studies of a 

wildebeest swinging its head sketched in the dirt by 

chimpanzees. Those creatures biologically nearest to us 

in the great dynasties of the animal kingdom -- the 

primates -- are still so remotely different from us that 

there exists an unbridgeable chasm between our 

capacity to create and theirs. Such creativity and love of 

beauty doesn't square well with the attempt to claim 

that there's no real difference between humans and 

other creatures. It does, however, make a remarkable 

amount of sense in light of the biblical account of 

humans as somehow being made in the image of the 

God who creates. And so, looking not merely at 

Creation-in-general but at the strange creature called 

Homo sapiens, we can begin to glimpse not only that 

God is but that if man and woman are any reflection of 

Him, He may just be more like an artist than an energy 

field or a gas. 

  

Morality and Justice 

Looking at the human person shows us other things as 

well, particularly because we are human beings, not just 

"impartial observers" looking at human beings. When 

we see this, we begin to notice something besides 

creativity: namely, morality. 

Modern readers sniff at this word. If human beings 

are so moral, why do they act like such dirtbags so 

often? The problem, however, only highlights the 

central point. For though we complain strenuously that 

a man is evil if he dismembers and eats a child, we do 

not similarly complain if a crocodile does this. In both 

cases, the same thing happens, but in the former case, 

we recognize that the man is acting contrary to his true 

nature as a moral agent while in the latter case the 

crocodile is not a moral agent but simply a creature of 

instinct. The crocodile is not "to blame" as a man is to 

blame for his act. The moment we recognize this (and 

only those lobotomized by trendy philosophical fads do 

not recognize it), we see that there's a component to 

human makeup not present in other creatures: the 

awareness of justice. Indeed, the essence of the 

complaint against "dirtbags" is that they treat others 

not like people but like lesser created things. That is, 

they are unjust, and we know it. 

And so we complain of the man who treats a 

woman like a "sex object" and not a person. We fault 

employers who treat their employees "like dogs" and 

not persons. And we rightly condemn the Nazis for 

butchering Jews and Slavs "like animals" and not 

respecting them as persons. In all this, even human evil 

shows that humans are different from the rest of 

Creation and that it is wrong to treat them as simply 

unusually clever pieces of meat. Even when we do evil, 

we exhibit something new that cannot be seen by 

contemplating the rest of the created order. For the 

demand of conscience shows, both in the breach and 

the observance, that humans are aware of some 

higher demand enjoined upon them for justice. When 

that demand is honored by human beings, they take 

care to respect and even love their neighbors in ways 

that could never occur to beasts. On the other hand, 

when they are determined to ignore this demand upon 

conscience, they create evils no animal would ever 

think to perpetrate. Our race is related to other 

creatures on this planet like a race of gods, Chesteron 

says, and "the fact is not lessened but emphasized 

because it can behave like a race of demons." 

Now it is nonsense to speak of human beings as 

"higher" than the rest of Creation or morally "better" 

or "worse" than one another if there is not some 

Standard of Highest and Best against which we are, 

either consciously or unconsciously, measuring them. 

If we say a Jew in a concentration camp should not be 

spoken of as a "bacillus" to be killed, we inevitably 

mean that his human dignity really does make him 

higher than a bacillus. If we say that Francis of Assisi 

was a better man than Heinrich Himmler, we are 

inevitably comparing both of them to Someone, not 

merely Something, who is Best. For to speak of being 
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morally Best or "righteous" or "good" is to speak in 

personal terms. And this Best is, again, what everybody 

means by "God." 

  

The Evidence of Personal Experience 

This fact that God is more, not less, personal than we 

are has implications for the way in which we argue for 

mere theism. For revelation is personal, not abstract. To 

illustrate, let me tell you about a woman I worked with 

about 15 years ago. We'll call her Mary. 

Mary was diagnosed with diabetes and had to be 

hospitalized in Seattle. They got her insulin under 

control and kept her in the hospital for a day or so to 

make sure all was well. She was at that stage where she 

was well enough to be bored but not quite well enough 

to be released. As she was lying around in her bed one 

Sunday morning, listening to what she took to be a 

radio in the next room, she focused on the noise and 

realized she was listening to a Mass. Mary was an ex-

Catholic, but having nothing else to do, she listened. 

She heard the readings, the homily, and the prayers of 

the faithful, including a prayer for the repose of Father 

So-and-So and, finally, a prayer for her own recovery -- 

by name. Mary's mother was associated with St. 

Martin's College (a Benedictine school about 50 miles 

south of Seattle), so Mary figured she was hearing a 

Mass being broadcast from there. 

The next day, Mary's mom showed up for a visit, 

and she thanked her, saying she'd heard the Mass and 

appreciated the prayers. Mary's mom was 

dumbfounded. The Mass had not been broadcast. They 

checked with the celebrant. Nope. No broadcast. Yet 

Mary was able to describe the homily, the prayers, 

everything. Now the funny thing was, Mary was very 

concerned that I not think she was crazy. Yet she 

remained an ex-Catholic, even after this. "If God really 

loved me, why do I have diabetes?" Mary said. I 

thought, "Sheesh, lady! Whaddaya want? An engraved 

invitation?" 

All this confronts us with three things about 

arguments for the existence of God that I think we 

should pay attention to. First, such arguments are 

divisible into something like the distinction between 

public and private revelation. Public arguments such as 

First Cause or Design have been the understandable 

choice of most people who argue for theism since the 

most common and publicly accessible arguments are 

the ones that can reach the most people. If I see an 

angel, that does not constitute much of an argument for 

the existence of God or angels unless you know and 

trust me. But everybody can see the data and logic of 

St. Thomas's Five Demonstrations of the Existence of 

God. 

On the other hand, private encounters with the 

living God are not to be sneezed at. If you do know me 

and I make a claim to a miracle and show myself 

obviously to believe it, such evidence can constitute 

one of the most powerful arguments for theism. This 

personal aspect of revelation is important to grasp, 

because we are not, in fact, creatures who typically 

respond to mere theism. People seldom become 

worshipers of the Ground of Being. But people 

constantly become worshipers of the Living God. 

Or, as Mary's example shows, they don't. And that 

brings us to our third point: Mere education and 

evidence is not enough. People can indeed follow St. 

Thomas's chain of logic or have an experience like 

Mary's and still refuse to accept what their reason tells 

them. All you need to be a mere theist is the sense 

God gave a goose. But the problem is that we're not 

always able to have even that much sense. In the 

words of Pope Pius XII: 

The human reason is, strictly speaking, truly 

capable by its own natural power and light of attaining 

to a true and certain knowledge of the one personal 

God, who watches over and controls the world by his 

providence, and of the natural law written on our 

hearts by the Creator; yet there are many obstacles 

which prevent reason from the effective and fruitful 

use of this inborn faculty. For the truths that concern 

the relations between God and man wholly transcend 

the visible order of things, and, if they are translated 

into human action and influence it, they call for self-

surrender and abnegation. The human mind, in its 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

44 

 

turn, is hampered in the attaining of such truths, not 

only by the impact of the senses and the imagination, 

but also by disordered appetites which are the 

consequences of original sin. So it happens that men in 

such matters easily persuade themselves that what they 

would not like to be true is false or at least doubtful. 

Thus, in the discovery of our capacity for sin, we 

necessarily discover the flaw in the "instrument" 

through which we look at God: namely, the cracked and 

dirty lens of our own fallen human existence. There's 

something wrong with us, which is why we snort and 

complain about humans being "dirtbags" (and why we 

ourselves hang back reluctantly at the ominous words 

"self-surrender" and "abnegation"). We can see some 

things about God through this dim and damaged 

reflection of Him in our natural humanness, just as we 

can see some things reflected in a broken mirror. But 

there are other things about God that our own 

brokenness makes very confusing and hard to sort out 

(not to mention distasteful). Moreover, our status as 

creatures puts us in a very difficult situation if we wish 

to meet the Creator. 

Here's why: Suppose Hamlet is looking around at his 

world. He would discover much to indicate that there 

was some sort of Mind behind his world -- some 

Shakespeare out there -- but there would also be a 

great deal to confuse and baffle him about the nature 

and purpose of that Mind. If he wanted to, he could try 

to get to know that Mind better by puzzling about the 

order of the world it has created. He could wonder why 

certain things happen. He could guess from the fact that 

he's able to speak beautifully that the Mind that made 

him must have something of Beauty about it as well. 

And he could discern a demand on him and everybody 

to be good and just. 

  

We are to God as Hamlet is to Shakespeare. We can 

infer that God exists and that He's more like a person 

than anything else we know. But we also suffer with 

having our world and ourselves as distorted by sin as 

Hamlet's is. The mirror that should reflect Shakespeare 

clearly is broken and Hamlet cannot fully understand 

him based simply on reason and looking around at his 

environment. Moreover, Hamlet cannot, under any 

power of his own, leave his world to enter 

Shakespeare's. So if Hamlet is to know a good bit more 

detail about Shakespeare -- much less meet him -- it is 

up to Shakespeare to make the first move and tell 

Hamlet about himself. 

And that is why mere theist arguments -- though 

an invaluable bedrock foundation on which to build 

the Temple of Faith -- are not enough. Natural 

revelation requires supernatural revelation in our 

fallen world. And the Christian revelation is the story 

of how God provided exactly that. It is the tale of how 

God made a good world, how that world rebelled 

against Him, and how -- in the call of Abraham and 

Israel, and supremely through the incarnation, death, 

resurrection, and ascension of His Son, Jesus -- He set 

about winning back a fallen humanity to participate in 

His divine nature after we threw away it all away. That 

Temple's spires soar very high indeed. But the Temple 

never leaves its foundation. 
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