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Divine Mercy Care 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

10/5/09 

ut us head to head with any Planned 

Parenthood clinic, and people will choose 

us." Dr. John Bruchalski, an OB/GYN in 

Fairfax, Virginia, told me how his Divine Mercy Care 

organization can transform national health care. DMC 

presently consists of an obstetrics and gynecology 

facility, the Tepeyac Family Center, and the DMC 

Pharmacy, opened almost a year ago.  

Dr. Bruchalski has become a much-beloved Catholic 

physician in northern Virginia since he and his wife, 

Carolyn, a registered nurse, started the practice in their 

basement in 1993. The Tepeyac Family Center, with six 

NFP-only physicians and one nurse practitioner, is the 

largest pro-life OB/GYN practice of its kind in the nation.  

Bruchalski's vision of pro-life medical care goes 

beyond the rejection of abortion and contraception as 

medical options. He was emphatic when he told me, "I 

have to see the underserved in my daily life." As a 

result, Tepeyac is the largest provider of obstetric 

services to Medicaid patients in northern Virginia.  

DMC has three pillars, according to Bruchalski: to 

offer excellent medicine, serve the underserved, and 

make daily use of Pope John Paul II's Theology of the 

Body. These commitments grew out of Bruchalski's own 

conversion from conventional obstetrics as a medical 

student and resident.  

I asked what changed his view of medicine. "We 

were taught to believe that fertility could be controlled 

and would lead to happiness," he said, "but my 

experience changed my mind. Just the opposite was the 

case: diseases were becoming epidemic; relationships 

broke up; women using contraceptives were being hurt 

by being subjected to men -- all leading to sadness, 

depression, and loss of libido." 

It was a pilgrimage to the Shrine of Our Lady of 

Guadalupe that enabled him to see what was 

happening to women. Standing at the back of the 

shrine, waiting to see the image, he heard an interior 

voice say, "Why are you hurting me?" He says he didn't 

understand it at the time but recalls, "It was a very 

feminine voice, very kind and understanding, but very 

direct." After he returned to school, Bruchalski realized 

it was the voice of the Blessed Mother. 

Later, on a trip to Medjugorje, he met a young 

woman from Belgium who gave him a list of 50 things 

that would come to pass in his life. Forty-five of them 

have happened, including starting a new practice and 

creating a new paradigm for health care. 

The new paradigm, first of all, means spending 

more time with patients. "We utilize a holistic 

approach because many physical ailments are due to 

relational issues. That involves time spent listening to 

patients, praying with them, and helping them to find 

the resources they need.  We have learned that 

suffering is not there to be fought, but to be utilized to 

realize what it means to be human: an opportunity to 

move outside of yourself." 

"This is the way to true renewal in health care -- 

not handing it over to the government to administer," 

Bruchalski explained. "Government programs are not 

the way to go; they will remove the doctor from the 

patient and threaten personal liberty." He insists that 

the community is the best place to provide medical 

care, where "judgment stays in the hands of patients 

and doctors." 

  

Given the additional time spent with patients, the 

service provided to the underserved, and the 

decreasing reimbursement by insurance companies, 

DMC has switched to a non-profit business model. "In 

medicine today, if you try to do it fee-for-service, in 

certain specialties it is very difficult to make money," 

"P 

http://www.divinemercycare.org/
http://www.tepeyacfamilycenter.com/
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says Bruchalski. With an ongoing direct mail campaign 

and a very popular annual gala, on November 14 this 

year, DMC has kept its head above the water. But their 

DMC Pharmacy is in particular need of greater support 

in the form of more customers. 

Tucked away in a shopping center in Chantilly, 

Virginia, the pharmacy is run by Robert Sembler, a 

veteran pharmacist who ran his own pro-life drug store 

before coming to DMC. Just before its opening, the 

pharmacy was attacked by the Washington Post for not 

selling contraceptives and, in particular, the Plan B 

"emergency" contraceptive.  

Sembler hopes that pro-lifers and Catholics will 

realize the importance of using the DMC Pharmacy for 

their prescriptions, even if the store is not conveniently 

located for them. He showed me how anyone could fill 

in a form online, or over the phone, and have his or her 

prescriptions mailed to the home for a small fee. (I 

signed up on the spot.)  

Dr. Bruchalski wants the work of DMC to grow, not 

merely survive. With more financial support he could 

hire some of the many physicians who have contacted 

him saying they want to work in a pro-life practice. New 

physicians would bring in additional patients, which 

would get Tepeyac to the point of breaking even; 400 

new customers at the pharmacy would do the same. 

As I began wrapping up the interview, Dr. Bruchalski 

stopped me -- the evangelist in him insisted on making 

one point, and it was a powerful summary of what 

Divine Mercy Care represents. 

"We cannot always take a pill to get rid of a medical 

problem. The body and the soul are unified, but science 

has divorced them. The growth of the alternative 

medicine industry shows that people are seeking a 

relationship with their physician. Being a physician is 

more than being a technician, more than being a 

dispenser of medicine. It is a vocation." 

 

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). Readers can 

contact Richard Sembler at the DMC Pharmacy by 

calling 703-961-9055, or toll free at 1-888-855-1810. 

http://www.divinemercycare.org/events/gala/
http://www.divinemercycare.org/events/gala/
http://www.divinemercycare.org/events/gala/
http://www.dmcpharm.com/services/prescription_transfer/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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'The Absurdity of War' 
Rev. James V. Schall, S.J. | Column 

10/5/09

 have had a subscription to the weekly English 

edition of L'Osservatore Romano ever since it began. 

It is a most valuable printed source: While many 

papal statements can now be found online at the 

Vatican Web site, having these at hand, in print, made 

the journal worthwhile. 

Pope Benedict XVI, a man of prodigious intellectual 

enterprise, appears much less frequently in its pages 

these days than did his predecessors, also men of great 

capacities. (I preferred the earlier edition where I could 

regularly consult printed materials of the popes.) The 

current English edition is more like a newspaper, or a 

journal of opinion, where the editor and a host of other 

writers cover subjects more or less related to the 

Church.  

Some of this commentary is all right, I suppose. But 

it is less useful than when each edition was mainly 

devoted to papal statements of various kinds. Benedict 

speaks less, though he has written more.  

In any newspaper, we sometimes run across odd 

headlines. For example, the August 5 edition of 

L'Osservatore Romano carried the following headline: 

"Priest Who Served Without Distinction Killed in India." 

The story is a tragic one: A Mangalore priest is found 

murdered by a roadside in southern India. What the 

headline meant to say, I suppose, was that here was a 

good priest who calmly served his people. But in 

English, "to serve without distinction" is not exactly a 

compliment. 

Two items from the September 9 edition I found 

particularly perplexing. The pope was in Viterbo, "the 

City of Popes." At the centerfold was the Holy Father's 

brief "Angelus" reflection. The headlines say: 

"Memories of War Warn against Future Violence." This 

is just after September 1, the 70th anniversary of the 

invasion of Poland. The text of the pope's talk says 

nothing about war but rather speaks about the popes 

who were born in this area.  

At the end, in only 40 column lines, the pope noted 

a congress beginning in Krakow. World War II was "one 

of the most terrible wars in history." He acknowledged 

the Holocaust and other deaths. Talking to all sides, he 

hoped it is a warning not to "repeat" such conflict. He 

proposed a culture of love and solidarity: We are to 

foster "forgiveness and reconciliation against the 

violence, racism, totalitarianism and extremism that 

disfigure the image of the creator of humankind . . . ."  

Nothing is found on whether the war resulting 

from this infamous Polish invasion was necessary. 

"Violence, racism, totalitarianism, and extremism" are 

abstractions. The headlines could have more logically 

read, "Memories of War Warn against Failure to Stop 

Unjust Invasions."  

The pope's Wednesday audience of September 2 is 

also found in the same edition. The printed text of the 

audience is about St. Odo of Cluny (880-942). As far as 

I can tell, not a single word about war or violence is 

found in this discussion of St. Odo, who was concerned 

rather with "the fragility of the world." He was 

devoted to the Eucharist. For "the immensity of vices 

widespread in society, the remedy he strongly 

recommended was that of a radical change of life, 

based on humility, austerity, detachment from 

ephemeral things and adherence to those that are 

eternal." This is not war talk. 

Above this exhortation on St. Odo, the 

L'Osservatore headline reads: "The Absurdity of War: 

Benedict Remembers the Tragedy of World War II 

During His General Audience Catechesis." What is 

more, smack in the middle of the papal text on St. 

Odo, we find a reprint of Marc Chagall's vivid 1964 

I 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

5 

 

painting called War. Something seems amiss. Odo of 

Cluny and Chagall speak to different issues.  

Several writers note a kind of pacifism in certain 

Roman circles. I can hardly think that this pope, of all 

people, would judge that World War II was simply 

unnecessary. Rewriting history back into abstractions 

like "violence, racism, totalitarianism, and extremism" 

will never do. 

Perhaps some sub-editor of the online text got 

mixed up with another address? Poor Odo of Cluny 

busied himself not with the "absurdity of war," but with 

forming a new monastic system under his jurisdiction as 

the second Abbot of Cluny. 

September 1, 1939, forces us to ask another 

question: Which was more "absurd," finally -- to fight 

that war or to capitulate by not lifting a finger to stop 

it? It strikes me that blaring headlines like "the 

Absurdity of War" are themselves silly, especially when 

used to introduce Abbot Odo of Cluny.  

By identifying "war" with an abstraction that makes 

no distinction between invasion and defense, just or 

unjust, we do not make war "absurd." We do, however, 

render ourselves unlikely to make the distinctions 

necessary to prevent everything from becoming unjust. 

War is not simply "absurd." Not thinking about it surely 

is. 

 

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

Georgetown University. His latest book, The Mind That 

Is Catholic, is published by Catholic University of 

America Press. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0813215412/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0813215412/insidecatcom-20
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And Forgive Us Our Trespasses 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

10/6/09 

hen asked why he had become a Catholic, 

G. K. Chesterton famously replied, "To get 

rid of my sins." The forgiveness of sins is the 

awesome gift that Christ offers us, a gift so beautiful 

that words can scarcely express the glory of it. One of 

the most lovely things you can possibly experience is 

going to the Easter Vigil and watching the sheer joy of 

the newly baptized when, among the many other 

miracles that occur on that wonderful night, they 

emerge from the waters as new creations whose sins 

God will remember no more. It is a miracle so profound 

that fairy tales strain to capture the heart-breaking 

beauty of it with tales of lost youth regained, of chances 

to start over again completely, of myths of the fountain 

of youth. Likewise, tragic stories communicate to us the 

dark side of the refusal of the gift with bitterly sad 

stories of people who, in their headstrong folly, get 

what they want only to lose the love of their life 

forever. 

That this is God Himself giving us the petition 

"Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who 

trespass against us" ought to startle us. For it places us 

in the odd position of the student studying for the finals 

who is handed a folder with all the answers -- not by 

some cheating student, but by the teacher himself. It's 

like going to court on a murder charge, having the 

defense counsel coach us on how to get a favorable 

verdict from the Judge -- and then having the defense 

counsel don robes and ascend the bench. It throws the 

whole picture of God as Judge into a very odd light. 

Forgiveness is ours for the asking, saith the Lord. Just 

ask for it! 

However, "asking for forgiveness" means we must 

really mean it. And the test of whether we mean it is 

bound up, as the Catechism says, with that pesky little 

word "as": 

Now -- and this is daunting -- this outpouring of 

mercy cannot penetrate our hearts as long as we 

have not forgiven those who have trespassed 

against us. Love, like the Body of Christ, is 

indivisible; we cannot love the God we cannot see if 

we do not love the brother or sister we do see. In 

refusing to forgive our brothers and sisters, our 

hearts are closed and their hardness makes them 

impervious to the Father's merciful love; but in 

confessing our sins, our hearts are opened to his 

grace (2840).  

In short, once again, the Lord's Prayer is absolutely 

predicated on the fact that Christ's revelation is 

corporate and communal, not individualistic. Just as 

we pray the Our Father, not the My Father; and pray, 

"give us this day our daily bread," not, "Gimme this day 

my daily bread"; so we also pray, "Forgive us our 

trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against 

us," not, "Forgive me my trespasses as I forgive those 

who sin against me." 

The implications of this are enormous, and it 

accounts for why it has long been my conviction that 

the single most scandalous doctrine in Christian 

teaching has nothing to do with the pelvic issues that 

so obsess our progressive dissenters, but is instead to 

be found right here -- with the demand to forgive 

absolutely everybody for absolutely every sin they 

have committed against us. 

  

Jesus seems to have anticipated something of the 

same thing, given that, of all the commentary He might 

have offered on the Our Father, the sole clause He 

focuses on is this one, precisely in order to hammer 

home how crucial is the command to forgive others if 

we expect to have any hope of forgiveness for 

ourselves. In Matthew, He tells us: 

For if you forgive men their trespasses, your 

heavenly Father also will forgive you; but if you do 
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not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your 

Father forgive your trespasses (Mt 6:14-15). 

In Mark 11:25, He offers us even less wiggle room: 

And whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you 

have anything against any one; so that your Father 

also who is in heaven may forgive you your 

trespasses. 

In short, Christ's test of whether we are really serious 

when we ask forgiveness for ourselves is whether we 

are really willing to extend it to others -- regardless of 

whether they want it. This is a colossally hard saying, so 

over the centuries Christians have developed an 

impressive repertoire of strategies for avoiding, 

minimizing, evading, and explaining it away. Among 

them are the following: 

  

1. Call "excusing" the same thing as "forgiving," and 

pat yourself on the back for it as the summit of Christian 

virtue. Now, excusing wrongs done you is a fine thing 

and should be our first resort in treating others 

charitably. To paraphrase Mark Twain, never attribute 

to malice what can be sufficiently explained by stupidity 

(or some other less culpable cause like ignorance, 

clumsiness, or bad luck). When somebody steps on your 

toe accidentally, you are quite right to excuse them for 

it. They meant you no harm. But of course, as Jesus 

notes, even tax collectors and sinners can muster that 

much mercy. It's the emotional equivalent of loaning 

and receiving back a couple of bucks for a cup of coffee. 

No actual forgiveness is taking place, merely simple 

justice. Until the excuses for offenses are exhausted, we 

haven't even begun the work of forgiveness. Because 

forgiveness is for sins -- low-down, dirty, mean, 

intentional, nasty sins -- not for mistakes. If you 

"forgive" somebody who steps on your toe accidentally, 

but not the S.O.B. who stomps on it on purpose, you 

haven't forgiven at all. 

  

2. Try putting a limit on the severity of the sin -- as in, 

"I can forgive a little shoplifting. I was young once too. 

But I draw the line at out-and-out theft!" or, "Every man 

has a wandering eye, but when a husband commits 

adultery, he commits the unforgivable!" The problem 

with this is that the measure you use will be measured 

to you. If you won't forgive mortal sin in others, don't 

expect any mercy for your own. 

  

3. Try putting a number limit on forgiveness, as in, 

"Three strikes and you're out." Our Lord's remarks on 

forgiveness "seven times seventy times" are the 

obvious rejoinder here. If you've sinned more than 

three times yourself, it's highly advisable you extend 

the same mercy to others. 

  

4. Call forgiveness "cheap grace." This is the notion 

that if you don't go on hating that guy who ditched 

you, if you don't keep repeating to yourself every day 

the litany of wrongs your mother-in-law has done you, 

then your enemy will have gotten away with it! The 

crimes will go unpunished if you do not make yourself 

the Eternal Repository of Memory. The thought, "I 

must not let them off the hook!" sums this up.  

But forgiveness does not equal passivity in the face 

of evil. It means forgiveness: releasing the evildoer into 

the hands of God's mercy even as you finger him to the 

cops. A rape victim has the right and duty to see to it 

that her attacker goes to jail with the help of her 

testimony. She likewise has the right and duty to 

forgive that attacker, precisely so that he does not 

retain power over her for the rest of her life by robbing 

her of her happiness. A soldier in a just war has the 

duty to fight and even kill an enemy when necessary. 

He does not have the right to hate him. 

  

5. Related to this is another false notion arising from 

this bad understanding of forgiveness: the idea that 

stewing in rage is tantamount to "doing something 

about sin." I remember a woman I knew, incensed by 

the priest scandal, who told me, "Love does not permit 

continued sin. I do not love an abusing priest or an 
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enabling bishop by telling him 'That's ok, I forgive you 

and God will forgive you,' when there is no reason to 

suspect they will repent and sin no more. They have 

demonstrated that they will do it again, if I let them off 

the hook."  

The problem is that my friend was living in a 

complete fantasy world, imagining that cursing at a 

computer screen or TV would somehow affect the 

actions of bad bishops, abusive clergy, police, 

prosecutors, and so forth on the opposite side of the 

country. But of course, somebody swearing at her TV in 

Ohio over some sin committed by a priest in Boston is 

going to do absolutely nothing except corrode her own 

soul. Her refusal to let go of rage did not Teach 

Somebody a Lesson, chasten a bad cleric, help the cops 

do their job, or comfort a victim. It just ate away at her 

own heart. 

  

6. Related to this is another particularly silly argument 

-- "Forgiveness cannot take place until we know the 

extent of what must be forgiven." The claim here is that 

if a person or persons continues to sin, we don't have to 

forgive them, since we allegedly can't forgive what they 

have not yet done or what is not yet known to have 

been done. 

Rubbish. That is exactly backward from Christ's 

approach. He does not wait until our lives are over to 

decide whether He loves us. God commends His own 

love to us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died 

for us (Rom 5:8). He commands us to do the same. That 

is what "love your enemies" means. "Forgive, if you 

have anything against any one," doesn't mean, "Love 

people who pay back your emotional bank account by 

saying they are sorry and assuaging your rage." It 

means, "Extend unconditional love and forgiveness to 

nasty people who despise you and want to harm you. 

Desire their happiness. Do not cultivate bitterness 

against them. Fight their evil actions, where necessary 

and possible, but do not will them ill."  

  

7. Still another common dodge is to say, "God does not 

forgive impenitent sinners. Why should we be held to a 

higher standard than that to which God holds Himself?" 

This clever retort sounds good, but it all hinges on 

what we mean by a "higher" standard. Obviously, no 

standard is "higher" than God's own standard in the 

sense of "better" or "more perfect." But if by "higher" 

you really mean "stricter," then there is a very sufficient 

answer to this question: "Because we're not God." 

The sleight of hand at work here is the notion that 

God would never forbid us something He doesn't 

forbid Himself. But this is nonsense. We are 

commanded "judge not" by the Judge of the whole 

world. Why? Because we are not qualified to judge 

anybody, and He is qualified to judge everybody. In 

other words, it is precisely because we are not God 

that we are commanded to forgive. 

  

8. Still another excuse for refusing forgiveness goes 

this way: "The command to forgive is not 

unconditioned, because if it were, a priest could not 

refuse absolution. Since, in some cases, the priest is 

supposed to refuse absolution, so can we refuse to 

forgive." 

This is, however, to confuse sacramental 

confession with the common Christian demand for 

forgiveness. Like it or not, the command, "Whenever 

you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything 

against any one" (Mk 11:25) is unconditioned, just as 

the command to love our enemies is. And it is coupled 

with the equally unconditional (and dire) assurance, "If 

you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will 

your Father forgive your trespasses." Pastors with a 

responsibility to govern the Church are given latitude 

by our Lord to exercise discretion in the dispensation 

of sacramental absolution ("If you forgive the sins of 

any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, 

they are retained" [Jn 21:23]) precisely because they 

act in persona Christi and we do not. This is why the 

Catechism is really quite blunt: 
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Christian prayer extends to the forgiveness of 

enemies, transfiguring the disciple by configuring 

him to his Master. Forgiveness is a high-point of 

Christian prayer; only hearts attuned to God's 

compassion can receive the gift of prayer. 

Forgiveness also bears witness that, in our world, 

love is stronger than sin. The martyrs of yesterday 

and today bear this witness to Jesus. Forgiveness is 

the fundamental condition of the reconciliation of 

the children of God with their Father and of men 

with one another (2844).  

Enemies are not tearful penitents like the sinful woman 

who anointed Jesus' feet, or the sheepish Thomas 

saying "My Lord and My God," or the prodigal son, or 

any of those gratifying sorts of people who make us feel 

so grandly magnanimous when they come crawling back 

to us saying, "I was sooo wrong, and you were sooo 

right! Please forgive me!" Enemies are people who hurt 

us, who mean to go on hurting us, and who have not 

the slightest intention of saying, "I'm sorry." It is these 

people Jesus commands us to love -- and, as a corollary, 

it is these people to whom we are commanded to 

extend forgiveness. 

  

9. Realizing this shocking truth, yet another escape 

route people sometimes explore is this: "I can forgive 

evils done against me personally, but I don't have to 

forgive, say, the 9/11 conspirators because they did not 

affect me personally. That's why it was so 

presumptuous of Pope John Paul II to pray a prayer of 

forgiveness for them. That is for the victims to do, not 

some pope sitting in Rome in the comfort of a papal 

palace! He has no idea how those victims suffered!" 

The trick behind this evasion is to allow yourself to 

identify with the victims of a sin enough to hate their 

enemies, but to pretend that this act of identification 

does not likewise oblige you to forgive their enemies as 

it obliges them. Basic rule of thumb: If a sin done to a 

stranger arouses pity for the stranger and loathing for 

the one who committed the sin, then to that degree 

you are bound to forgive it as if it were done to you.  

"But," we splutter desperately, "do you really think, 

for example, that Osama bin Laden is owed 

forgiveness?" 

No. Nobody is owed forgiveness. Unconditional love 

is, by definition, undeserved. Grace is grace, not 

something we deserve. 

  

So, sooner or later, we return to the granite fact that 

we are solemnly commanded by Jesus Christ Himself to 

extend forgiveness to absolutely everybody who sins 

against us, whether they ever repent or not. Why does 

He give this command? Two reasons: 

1. We're not God; and 

2. It will destroy our lives and damn our souls if 

we don't. 

Here's the deal: You can refuse to forgive [Insert 

Impenitent Jerk's Name Here] till the day you die. The 

actual, practical, real world result of this will be a) 

nothing happens to the Jerk, and b) you are consumed 

with bitterness. 

It is simply false that clinging to unforgiveness will 

somehow empower us to Do What Needs to Be Done. 

This is like confusing idling your motor at a million RPM 

with driving. Unforgiveness is a purely destructive 

waste of time. It is the ultimate Screwtapian ripoff, 

stealing our soul and giving us nothing in return: We 

not only commit the sin of usurping the place of God, 

we also have no effect whatever on the sinner while 

we eat ourselves alive with pointless, utterly 

unproductive, and impotent rage. It's like drinking 

poison and expecting the other guy to die. The truly 

Christian thing is to act in whatever practical and just 

way we can -- and then hand the sinner over to God 

with the words, "I forgive X in the name of Jesus 

Christ." This, like quitting smoking, is easy -- and must 

be done thousands of times. 

You may well ask, "Who then can be saved?" A 

reasonable question, since, left to ourselves and our 

own strength, the answer is "no one." But like the Son 
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of Man said, "With men this is impossible, but with God 

all things are possible" (Mt 19:26). We are not left to 

our own strength, and we can ask the help of God's 

mighty Holy Spirit to empower us in the lifelong work of 

growing in forgiveness and mercy. This is what the 

awesome power of the sacraments (especially 

reconciliation and the Eucharist) is, in no small part, 

ordered toward helping us to do. 

Forgiveness of that miserable swine who did that 

awful thing to you sounds like death -- and so it is. But, 

as with all Christian death, it ends not in the grave, but 

in resurrection and ascension. And the world is replete 

with examples of its awesome power when we see it, 

from John Paul II forgiving the man who shot him, to old 

enemies becoming friends, to victims of grave sin set 

free to start new and happy lives liberated from the 

power of their victimizer, few things attest better to the 

all-conquering power of the gospel of mercy and 

reconciliation. 

One good way to start this process is by putting our 

own sufferings in perspective in the grand scheme of 

things. Jesus tells the parable of the Unmerciful Servant 

(Mt 18:23-35) as a sort of capstone to His discourse on 

how the Church should conduct its affairs on a daily 

basis. The central point of the parable is that, let's face 

it, compared with what the king sacrifices in showing 

mercy to his servant (a guy who owed him millions of 

dollars), our day-to-day grievances against one another 

are pretty small beer. We who have not endured what 

Jesus endured can, among other things, find the help of 

the Spirit to forgive our Mickey Mouse trials in life and 

slowly build up the strength to forgive the big sins we 

have had to endure at the hands of others, just as we 

ask Jesus to forgive our great sins.  

The servant who asks forgiveness for his own 

Mount Everest of debt while denying it to the poor 

schmoe who owes him a couple of bucks is just not 

serious. And if he is not serious about forgiveness, he 

shall receive mercy according to how serious his request 

really was -- a dreadful prospect. The point is, in the 

words of the Catechism (2843), that "it is not in our 

power not to feel or to forget an offense; but the heart 

that offers itself to the Holy Spirit turns injury into 

compassion and purifies the memory in transforming 

the hurt into intercession." 

The bottom line (and paradox) of the mercy of God 

is that there is no limit or measure to it. Like the ocean, 

we could not possibly exhaust it. But, like the ocean, 

we can only get wet if we get near it. Merely looking at 

it or wishing to be wet will not do. So the smallest 

effort at extending mercy will be rewarded by our God, 

yet He will not rest until we are as immersed in and 

overflowing with mercy as He is. For God is, in George 

MacDonald's phrase, "easy to please, but hard to 

satisfy." Take a step toward forgiving that guy who 

gave you a wedgie 40 years ago, and all the angels in 

heaven will rejoice. But that will be because you have 

taken the first, not the last, step toward full union with 

the Blessed Trinity, who is "the source and criterion of 

truth in every relationship" (CCC 2845). He will never 

leave you where you are until you are as fully happy as 

He means you to be -- full of the mercy, love, joy, and 

peace of God. 

 

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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The State of Catholic Higher Education 
Patrick J. Reilly | Column 

10/7/09

he Notre Dame commencement scandal was of 

such crucial significance to the Church and the 

renewal of Catholic higher education that it 

dominated much of the summer. But as students 

complete their first full month of studies and my 

colleagues at the Cardinal Newman Society wrap up the 

second edition of our Catholic college guide, it's a relief 

to focus attention on the very best of Catholic higher 

education. 

But the reality is that the crisis in Catholic higher 

education is far from over. Generally, but certainly not 

always, families seeking a Catholic education outside 

the colleges identified in The Newman Guide to 

Choosing a Catholic College will discover a sad state of 

affairs.  

Most Catholic colleges have secularized 

considerably over the past 40 years, such that anyone 

who attended these colleges in the 1960s or earlier 

would scarcely recognize them today. It is no surprise 

that more than half the colleges in The Newman Guide 

were established after 1970, most in reaction to the 

rapid decline of faithful Catholic education in this 

country. 

The good news is that a nationwide renewal of 

Catholic higher education is underway, and scandals like 

the Notre Dame commencement honors have only 

helped mobilize support for significant reform. Not only 

are new, faithful Catholic colleges springing up -- 

bishops, religious orders, and lay leaders are planning to 

establish several more in the next decade -- but nearly 

every Catholic college in the United States has increased 

attention to its core mission. Families who are seeking a 

Catholic college should know about these trends. A 

basic understanding of the state of Catholic higher 

education today is valuable not only as a precaution, 

but also as confirmation of the great treasures we have 

in faithful Catholic colleges. 

Notwithstanding the great strides the Church is 

making with regard to Catholic higher education, at 

many typical Catholic colleges students will find: 

¶ a significant number of faculty who may 

appreciate theology, philosophy, and the arts as 

useful for presenting ideas and critiquing 

others' ideas, but who reject any claim to truth 

outside the natural sciences;  

¶ a curriculum featuring a broad course selection 

with some required courses but no integrated 

core and little exposure to the Catholic 

intellectual tradition, unless the student 

majors in philosophy or theology and actively 

seeks appropriate courses;  

¶ a religious studies or theology department 

including faculty who dissent from Catholic 

teaching and offering courses with no clear 

indication of whether they are genuine 

Catholic theology courses;  

¶ a faculty with a significant portion (sometimes 

a large majority) of non-Catholics and non-

practicing Catholics, often including actively 

homosexual and dissenting professors;  

¶ guest lecturers, often with a decidedly liberal-

progressive point of view, including pro-

abortion politicians and others whose public 

actions and statements oppose Catholic moral 

teaching;  

¶ a campus ministry that is generally weak and 

understaffed, minimizes catechesis and 

spiritual formation, and often plays loosely 

with Catholic teaching and the liturgy of the 

Mass -- which is attended by a minority of 

Catholic students;  

T 

http://cardinalnewmansociety.org/
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¶ student clubs that oppose Catholic teaching, 

usually on abortion or homosexuality, and few 

(if any) that provide opportunities for spiritual 

growth;  

¶ coed residence halls with some restrictions that 

are generally ineffective in discouraging 

premarital sexual activity and alcohol abuse; 

and  

¶ campus health and counseling services that are 

under no obligation to support Catholic moral 

teaching.  

This is a list of the more common concerns. There are 

more unusual and appalling problems, both at large 

universities and at small, seemingly traditional Catholic 

colleges. These include approved internships with 

abortion advocacy groups, homosexual film festivals, 

awards to gay-marriage advocates, lectures by 

embryonic stem cell researchers and pro-abortion 

activists, professors who publicly attack the Vatican and 

Catholic moral teachings, etc. Once the door is opened, 

there is no telling what might come in -- or out. 

  

For several centuries, fidelity to the Church was largely 

taken for granted at Catholic colleges and universities. 

But the secularization of Catholic colleges in the United 

States transpired quickly in the span of a few decades.  

It was the turmoil of the 1960s and the aftermath of 

Vatican II that threw into disarray the Catholic culture in 

the United States, of which college campuses were a 

microcosm. The G.I. Bill, other financial aid programs, 

and new taxpayer funding for public universities enticed 

growing numbers of Catholic students to forego 

Catholic education. Meanwhile, the aid programs 

brought increasing numbers of non-Catholic students to 

Catholic colleges, which also began to hire increasing 

numbers of non-Catholic faculty. 

Soon Catholic colleges were faced with an identity 

crisis. Competition for students and a desire for greater 

acceptance by secular colleges led 26 American college 

officials, scholars, and bishops in 1967 to produce the 

"Land O'Lakes Statement." It publicly declared Catholic 

colleges' independence from "authority of whatever 

kind, lay or clerical, external to the academic 

community itself." 

The aftermath was shameful. Bowing to the anti-

authoritarian movement of the 1960s and the interests 

of increasing numbers of non-Catholic students and 

faculty, most Catholic colleges watered down their 

emphasis on Catholic identity and their expectations for 

moral behavior. Fearful that courts would restrict 

government funding to faith-based colleges -- a fear 

that never materialized on the federal level -- college 

officials removed crucifixes from the classroom walls 

and reorganized under boards of trustees outside 

Church control. Conforming to secular academia, they 

whittled away at their core curricula and focused on 

preparing students for successful careers. 

The resulting problems at Catholic colleges can 

largely be summed up into two categories: 

First, Catholic colleges embraced a distorted 

definition of "academic freedom" such that it is 

difficult to imagine what offensive speech or perverse 

activity might not be protected by it, so long as the 

ever-changing priorities of political correctness are not 

violated. 

Second, most Catholic colleges have abandoned 

responsibility for students' moral, social, and spiritual 

development. The operating principle for most 

American colleges was once in loco parentis; today, 

colleges provide campus facilities, support services, 

and some programming for students, but most without 

clear objectives for personal growth or moral 

standards to define a Catholic campus culture. 

  

It seems this very damaging period may have reached 

a turning point. Pope John Paul II brought clarity to the 

situation and helped slow the momentum of 

secularization -- perhaps even reversed the trend. 

Pope Benedict XVI has contributed a vision for Catholic 
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higher education that reminds college leaders of the 

great task to which they are called. 

The 1983 revision of the Code of Canon Law created 

a new section for Catholic colleges, including the 

requirement that any Catholic theology professor must 

have a mandatum (or "mandate") from the local bishop, 

affirming that the professor will teach within the full 

communion of the Catholic Church. Students now have 

reasonable assurance of the orthodoxy of theology 

professors at colleges that require the mandatum or 

that at least strive to hire theology professors who are 

obvious candidates for the mandatum. 

In 1990, Pope John Paul II issued Ex Corde Ecclesiae, 

the apostolic constitution on Catholic higher education, 

by which he defined what constitutes Catholic identity 

at Catholic colleges. More than a statement of principle, 

the constitution's General Norms are binding on 

Catholic colleges as an application of Canon Law. Ex 

Corde Ecclesiae gives each local bishop the legal 

authority and responsibility to declare a college 

"Catholic" -- or, in the case of a persistently wayward 

college, to remove the Catholic label. It requires that 

every "official action or commitment of the [college] is 

to be in accord with its Catholic identity." Catholic 

professors are "to be faithful to, and all other teachers 

are to respect, Catholic doctrine and morals in their 

research and teaching." 

The results have been encouraging. Even though 

compliance with Ex Corde Ecclesiae varies widely, most 

Catholic colleges are taking steps in a positive direction. 

The Association of Catholic Colleges and Universities, 

which once argued that Ex Corde Ecclesiae is 

unworkable in the United States, now pledges to 

implement it. Many U.S. bishops are pushing quietly for 

reform, and in more than a few instances have publicly 

decried scandal on Catholic campuses. Lay Catholics 

have also urged reform through local efforts and alumni 

organizations. 

The unity of faith and reason continues to be a key 

theme for Benedict, who -- like his predecessor -- is a 

scholar with great appreciation for Catholic higher 

education. In April 2009, he addressed Catholic 

educators at the Catholic University of America in 

Washington, D.C., calling on them to confront the 

contemporary "crisis of truth" that is rooted in a "crisis 

of faith." 

"Are we ready to commit our entire self -- intellect 

and will, mind and heart -- to God?" the Holy Father 

asked. "Do we accept the truth Christ reveals? Is the 

faith tangible in our universities and schools? Is it given 

fervent expression liturgically, sacramentally, through 

prayer, acts of charity, a concern for justice and respect 

for God's creation? Only in this way do we really bear 

witness to the meaning of who we are and what we 

uphold." 

Benedict also affirmed "the great value of 

academic freedom. In virtue of this freedom you are 

called to search for the truth wherever careful analysis 

of evidence leads you. Yet it is also the case that any 

appeal to the principle of academic freedom in order 

to justify positions that contradict the faith and the 

teaching of the Church would obstruct or even betray 

the university's identity and mission; a mission at the 

heart of the Church's munus docendi and not 

somehow autonomous or independent of it." 

Guided by the wisdom and faithful vision of the 

Vatican and America's bishops, the renewal of Catholic 

higher education is slowly becoming reality. But it will 

take many years, or even decades, to reach 

completion. 

  

In the meantime, one of the most exciting 

developments in the Church today is the establishment 

of new, faithful Catholic colleges. The 1970s gave rise 

to Christendom College, Thomas Aquinas College, and 

others that have since built strong and well-deserved 

reputations. We are now in the midst of a new wave of 

colleges, with plans underway for several more in the 

coming years. 

Each of the new colleges is unique and offers 

something special to Catholic families: one 

concentrates on the increasingly important New 

Media, three serve the rapidly growing Catholic 
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population in the South, one emphasizes the outdoors 

and stewardship of nature, and more. Finding one's 

niche at a good Catholic college is becoming much 

easier. 

Also exciting are the colleges that have maintained 

or restored their Catholic identity despite prevailing 

trends in the opposite direction. More are joining this 

group, and they deserve praise for their heroism, often 

amid much scorn from faculty and officials at other 

Catholic colleges. Students at these colleges should be 

prepared to find occasional remnants of a period when 

Catholic identity was not a top priority, but they will 

also find genuine role models who are successfully 

fighting the tide of secularization. 

Many of the colleges in The Newman Guide provide 

an outstanding education in the Catholic intellectual 

tradition by means of either studying the Great Books of 

Western culture or a core curriculum that coherently 

integrates the traditional liberal arts disciplines. These 

point to a renaissance of traditional Catholic education, 

an encouraging development. 

What makes these colleges different from largely 

secularized Catholic colleges? A few examples: 

¶ Instead of graduating students with no 

substantial exposure to the Catholic intellectual 

tradition, these colleges generally have a strong 

core curriculum or several requirements to 

study faithful Catholic theology and philosophy.  

¶ Whereas most Catholic colleges gamble on the 

maturity of students to refrain from sexual 

activity, The Newman Guide colleges set clear 

expectations for moral behavior with same-sex 

residence halls or visitation policies that are 

strictly enforced. For example, the Franciscan 

University of Steubenville pioneered an 

innovative "household" program that 

encourages students to support their peers in 

healthy Christian lifestyles.  

¶ Many large Catholic universities frequently host 

lecturers who publicly oppose Catholic teaching 

on key moral issues; sometimes these 

universities bestow public honors on such 

speakers, a scandal that the U.S. bishops have 

strongly opposed. The Newman Guide colleges, 

however, recognize the message that this sends 

to students about the clarity and seriousness of 

Catholic teaching. At these colleges, students 

are mostly if not always exposed to the best 

minds of the Catholic Church and others who 

share our moral standards.  

Catholic families, then -- and others who are attracted 

to the benefits of a Catholic education -- have a 

healthy variety of opportunities for a college education 

that is steeped in the Catholic intellectual tradition 

while offering a moral campus environment. These 

colleges comprise an assortment of charisms, 

academic offerings, numbers of students, locations, 

extracurricular programs, and more. And for future 

students, the numbers of faithful Catholic colleges and 

undergraduate study options are increasing. 

The renewal of historically Catholic colleges, which 

built their reputations upon the dedication of faithful 

Catholic leaders and faculty, is essential. Prayers and 

support for renewal will have an important impact. 

But today we can already be thankful for the rising 

tide of Catholic higher education that Cardinal 

Newman so fervently hoped for: "This is our hour, 

whatever be its duration, the hour for great hopes, 

great schemes, great efforts, great beginnings . . . to 

recommence the age of Universities." 

 

Patrick J. Reilly is president of the Cardinal Newman 

Society in Manassas, Virginia. This article is adapted 

from his essay in The Newman Guide to Choosing a 

Catholic College, now a free online resource at 

TheNewmanGuide.com. 

http://www.thenewmanguide.com/
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Role Model for Wrath: Josef Stalin 

John Zmirak | Column 

10/7/09 

ome readers cringe at the fact that I flesh out the 

Deadly Sins with examples, instead of sticking to 

abstractions. Then again, some people winced 

when Dante published his Inferno, which was full of the 

names of real people whom he'd known personally, and 

included in hell the pope who was reigning when it was 

written (Boniface VIII).  

To some, it seems uncharitable to dig up the bodies 

of infamous sinners and put them posthumously on trial 

-- as Pope Stephen VI did to the corpse of a preceding 

Vicar of Christ. In the course of the festively named 

"Cadaver Synod," the rotting form of Pope Formosus 

was disinterred (minus the three fingers used for papal 

blessings, lopped off at Stephen's orders), vested in 

papal robes, propped up in a chair, and charged before 

a court of bishops with a long list of crimes. These 

ranged from perjury and impersonating a priest to an 

attempt at seizing the papacy by force -- but all were 

merely pretexts for the new pope to vent his rage upon 

his predecessor, who'd taken the opposite side in the 

struggle for power in Rome. The reigning pope 

(surprise!) won a guilty verdict against the dead one, 

and the court declared that even the priestly 

ordinations Formosus performed had been invalid. 

Formosus's body was thrown in a potters' field, then 

dug up again and tossed into the Tiber.  

But as Kinky Friedman said of Christ, "You just can't 

keep a good Man down": Legend tells that Formusus's 

body bobbed back up in the Tiber and began 

performing miracles. (None of these has been evaluated 

by the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, I hasten to 

add.) This comeback so impressed the Roman mob that 

they rose up and deposed Stephen, who was promptly 

strangled in prison. This sordid, Dark Age prequel to 

Godfather III was mitigated only by the absence of 

actress Sofia Coppola. 

I'm tempted to cite Stephen VI as the role model 

here for Wrath, except that the back story behind this 

pope's "hermeneutic of discontinuity" is too tortuous to 

unfold. For a scholar's attempt to untwist the writhing 

viper's nest of 9th-century papal politics, see the 

Catholic Encyclopedia article on the subject. Go on, I 

dare you. Any reader who slogs through that 

concatenation of Agiltrudes and Arnulfs and recalls a 

single fact of the case faces a lucrative career as an 

annulment attorney. 

Instead, I'll tell the story of a very different sort of 

man who won't stay buried: Josef Stalin (1878-1953). 

In the bittersweet Soviet satire Repentance (1984), the 

body of a small-town tyrant clearly modeled on Stalin 

insists on popping up out of the ground, to the 

embarrassment of everyone. It seems that the earth 

itself is offended and keeps on rejecting the corpse. 

The film proved, alas, prophetic; Stalin has risen back 

to prominence in post-Communist Russia as an icon of 

the nation's vanished greatness. If that surprises us, it 

shouldn't; many of the great men whose names crowd 

the history books are there because of the body counts 

they racked up pursuing power and glory. Alexander 

the Great, Attila the Hun, Tamerlane, Genghis Khan, 

and Napoleon aren't familiar names today because of 

all the university chairs they endowed. Likewise, 

history dwells on the crimes of tyrants against civilians: 

Ivan the Terrible, Mao Zedong, Adolf Hitler, and Josef 

Stalin.  

Of all these names, Stalin's seems the most 

appropriate to illustrate undiluted Wrath. A slow-

witted ex-seminarian with an excellent memory -- 

especially for insults and injuries -- Josef Jughashvili 

was won over early to Lenin's program for force-

feeding Marx's utopia and joined the Bolshevik wing of 

the socialist revolutionaries. He quickly made a name 

robbing banks and kidnapping local notables for 

ransom. Unlike rivals for prominence in the party like 

Leon Trotsky and Nicolai Bukharin, Stalin never really 

grasped the nuances of Marxist theory. He didn't need 

S 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06139b.htm
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0093754/
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to; Stalin's genius was organizational. He mastered early 

the art of counting votes and squeezing cadres for 

support in back rooms to help him take over 

committees.  

 A gray man devoid of cultural or intellectual 

interests, Stalin volunteered for tedious bookkeeping 

work that was shunned by Marxist ideologues. This 

allowed Stalin to gather dirt on people, pile up 

institutional power, and harness the support of his 

fellow mediocrities against (admittedly evil) geniuses 

like Trotsky. By 1929, Stalin had engineered the removal 

of most of the other "old Bolsheviks" who'd played key 

roles in winning the Russian Civil War. Stalin then 

crushed potential resistance in the captive nation 

Ukraine by hunting down its independent farmers -- 

seizing their land, their grain, and finally all their farm 

animals in an artificial famine that killed perhaps 10 

million from 1932-33.  

 Stalin spent most of a decade avenging the petty 

sleights he felt his party rivals had done him, and 

searching out potential rivals for power and engineering 

their murder. Instead of simply butchering them, as 

Hitler did his enemies on the Night of the Long Knives, 

Stalin took morbid pleasure in forcing his rivals to 

confess to outrageous, impossible crimes. Sometimes 

after weeks of torture, these broken men would appear 

before a courtroom in a blatantly rigged trial, and admit 

that they had served simultaneously as agents of 

England, Hitler, and the Vatican -- and had single-

handedly caused factories to malfunction or entire 

crops to fail. At Party congresses, Stalin would deliver 

speeches that ran several hours, to crowds of terrified 

apparatchiks who'd bloody their hands applauding. 

Indeed, on at least one occasion, Stalin dispatched his 

secret police to watch for the first man who stopped 

clapping -- who died in jail with a bullet to the skull. 

Whole nations that seemed to Stalin potentially 

disloyal were uprooted from their lands and deported 

to distant deserts, while the "progressive" Soviet Union 

undid the work of Tsar Alexander I -- who abolished 

serfdom -- by creating in Siberia a vast industrial 

network based entirely on slave labor. We call it the 

gulag.  

Not everyone reading this will think I'm entirely fair to 

Comrade Stalin. For instance, the widely admired civil 

rights leader W. E. B. Dubois penned a famous obituary 

for Stalin, which reads in part as follows: 

Joseph Stalin was a great man; few other men of 

the 20th century approach his stature. He was 

simple, calm and courageous. He seldom lost his 

poise; pondered his problems slowly, made his 

decisions clearly and firmly; never yielded to 

ostentation nor coyly refrained from holding his 

rightful place with dignity. He was the son of a serf 

but stood calmly before the great without 

hesitation or nerves. But also -- and this was the 

highest proof of his greatness -- he knew the 

common man, felt his problems, followed his fate. 

Stalin was not a man of conventional learning; 

he was much more than that: he was a man who 

thought deeply, read understandingly and listened 

to wisdom, no matter whence it came. He was 

attacked and slandered as few men of power have 

been; yet he seldom lost his courtesy and balance; 

nor did he let attack drive him from his convictions 

nor induce him to surrender positions which he 

knew were correct. As one of the despised 

minorities of man, he first set Russia on the road to 

conquer race prejudice and make one nation out 

of its 140 groups without destroying their 

individuality. . . . 

The poor Russian peasant was the lowest 

victim of tsarism, capitalism and the Orthodox 

Church. He surrendered the Little White Father 

easily; he turned less readily but perceptibly from 

his ikons; but his kulaks clung tenaciously to 

capitalism and were near wrecking the revolution 

when Stalin risked a second revolution and drove 

out the rural bloodsuckers. 

Intellectuals who may have conquered other vices, 

who would sneer at leaders clearly consumed by 

Greed or Lust or Sloth, can find themselves transfixed 

by the god-like power of men who are masters of 

Wrath. The list is long and squalid of the brilliant and 

the clever who tossed aside their principles to grovel 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holodomor
http://www.mltranslations.org/Miscellaneous/DuBoisJVS.htm


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

17 

 

gleefully for tyrants. Perhaps it's early exposure to the 

Iliad ("Sing O Goddess, the wrath of Achilles") or some 

inborn primate instinct to venerate the leader of the 

troop, but few of us easily pass by a bloody throne 

without fighting the urge to kneel.  

 

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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The Fall of the Archbishop 

Arturo Vasquez | Column 

10/8/09

rchbishop Rembert Weakland was a distant if 

familiar villain in my early teenage years. In the 

vestibule of the parish office where we held our 

Legion of Mary meetings, our liberal priests would put 

old copies of the newsletter of the Womens' Ordination 

Conference, National Catholic Reporter, and other 

publications of the Catholic left that featured 

Archbishop Weakland as a hero fighting against the 

tyranny of the Vatican. He was for dialogue on such 

issues as the female role in the leadership of the 

Church, social justice, and the democratization of 

Church power so that the laity would have "more of a 

voice." He was, in a real sense, the official spokesman of 

the Catholic Left for more than two decades. 

As the years went by, I began to realize that this 

liberal icon had some very unlikely credentials for a 

progressive clergyman. He grew up during the 

Depression in Pennsylvania and was educated by 

Benedictine monks in the finest of Catholic liberal arts 

traditions. Later, he himself became a Benedictine 

monk and was further educated in scholastic theology 

in Rome. A notably talented musician, he was then sent 

to get a doctorate in music at Julliard, where he did his 

dissertation on Ambrosian chant. He was instrumental 

in piecing together that remarkable work of medieval 

music and drama, the Ludus Danielis (the Play of 

Daniel), a 13th-century proto-opera first performed in 

the cathedral of Beauvais, France. He would later 

advocate for the complete vernacularization of Church 

music, even in the monastic context, even though he 

forgot more about Gregorian chant than most 

contemporary experts ever learn. He ascended to the 

position of abbot of St. Vincent Archabbey in Latrobe, 

Pennsylvania, later to be chosen in the tumultuous 

aftermath of the Second Vatican Council as abbot 

primate of the entire Benedictine Federation. It was 

only after all this, in the twilight of the papacy of Paul 

VI, that he was tapped to be Archbishop of Milwaukee 

in 1977. And it was in this position that concerned 

American Catholics grew to either love or hate him. 

So when a friend lent me Archbishop Weakland's 

recently published autobiography, A Pilgrim in a Pilgrim 

Church: Memoirs of a Catholic Archbishop, I was 

intrigued to learn what made someone like that tick. I 

was also well aware of his disgraceful fall from power 

in 2002, when it was revealed that he had been 

blackmailed into giving almost half a million dollars to 

a man with whom he had a homosexual relationship in 

the late 1970s. Neither that nor his coming out as 

homosexual interested me in this book, however, and I 

chose not to tie his theological views to his sexual 

misbehavior.  

What really fascinated me was the question of 

how a man so well-formed by the best of what the 

traditional Church had to offer could so violently reject 

it in his mature years. How could he look back 

nostalgically on his training in Gregorian chant, serving 

hushed low Masses on side altars, and strict monastic 

discipline and conclude for the younger generation: 

"Good for me, but not for thee"? Really, I was looking 

for the story of the American Church in the last 70 

years, and the story behind the forgetfulness that is 

the order of the day when it comes to the history, 

tradition, and culture of our Catholicism. 

  

I can by no means delve deeply into the man's psyche 

in this essay, but I can say, after reading the story of 

his life cover to cover, that the impression I got of the 

archbishop was that of an embittered company man 

on the outs with the present board of directors. In 

other words, in all that Archbishop Weakland writes, 

the supernatural is completely absent, and God seems 

to work as a mechanism reflecting what is popular with 

A 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0802863825/insidecatcom-20
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in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

19 

 

the masses or what is acceptable to the latest scholars 

that the archbishop finds fashionable.  

For example, Archbishop Weakland is quick to 

criticize the theology of others for lacking a scriptural 

foundation (an accusation he hurls against Thomas 

Merton) yet fails to take Scripture seriously when it 

talks about the role of women in the Church or the 

injunction to "have no other gods before Me." On the 

whole, the book reads like a lament of a middle 

manager who rose quickly under one CEO, but whose 

rising star sank once new management (in this case, 

Pope John Paul II) came into office. Thus, his dreams for 

the Church were thwarted by people who did not "get" 

Vatican II or simply disregarded its more progressive 

tendencies. Throughout, there is no real hint of 

submission or the possibility that he may well be wrong. 

The Church is merely a function of his own ideas that 

need to be implemented, no matter what the cost. 

One of the sadder anecdotes in the book is of his 

visits to Benedictine convents in the wake of the Second 

Vatican Council as abbot primate. He was saddened by 

the fact that the nuns often did not understand the 

Latin of the office, and he was uneasy that the nuns 

acted with "excessive infantilism" toward their 

superiors. He also lamented such practices as the use of 

the grill to conceal the nuns from the outside world, 

and he viewed the parlors for visiting the cloistered 

women as places that were "dark, dreary, and 

uninviting." His solution to all this was to "educate" the 

nuns, including an education in psychology. Those 

familiar with the work of Dr. William Coulson with the 

Immaculate Heart Nuns in southern California in the 

1960s know how devastating such experiments proved 

to those religious communities. For these liberals, 

however, in order to save these communities, they had 

to destroy them. 

In general, then, Abbot Weakland's main concern 

was to prevent his monasteries from becoming 

"museums of the past." He was all for the complete 

removal of Latin and Gregorian chant from the daily 

offices. He was fully behind the modernization of 

monastic discipline and the jettisoning of the idea that 

monks were "separate from the world." And the lust for 

"dialogue" -- with the Orthodox, Protestants, Buddhists, 

and other non-Catholics -- was central to many of his 

projects as well. Quoting one colleague, his worry for 

the Benedictine order was that it would become a 

"backwater or antiquarian survival -- a sort of 

coelacanthus of the Church." For Archbishop Weakland, 

the whole Church -- even the guardians of tradition, the 

monks -- had to move forward or die.  

Pope Paul VI proved to be quite generous in 

granting Archbishop Weakland everything he desired, in 

spite of the strong reservations of some of the more 

conservative members of the curia. The end of the 

salad days for Weakland came with his appointment as 

archbishop of Milwaukee and the ascension of Karol 

Cardinal Wojtyla, known to history as John Paul II, to 

the Throne of St. Peter. From then on, according to his 

telling of it, Archbishop Weakland received only 

headaches from the Vatican, often caused by 

complaints from "closed-minded" parishioners of his 

own archdiocese (he mentions Catholics United for the 

Faith by name). For Archbishop Weakland, John Paul II 

purged the American hierarchy of the more "open" 

elements and shut down dialogues on the role of 

women in the Church, abortion, artificial 

contraception, and other issues dear to liberal 

ideologues.  

Archbishop Weakland's pages on Pope John Paul II 

are almost unreadable for their near puerile bitterness 

toward a man who didn't "get him." The late pontiff 

apparently surrounded himself with "yes men" who 

"never challenged" his views; he was "rigid" and did 

not know how to read the "signs of the times." The 

most interesting accusation may be that the pontiff's 

theological thought was not sufficiently "based on 

scripture [sic]." He opines that he was "too much of a 

free spirit" to be a bishop under such a "forceful and 

unbending pope." 

  

All the same, my question still stands: What makes 

such a prelate tick? Why did Archbishop Weakland 

choose the trajectory that he traveled?  
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I think the key lies in the idea of the company man. 

One gets the sense that the archbishop only values the 

Church as an institution; he has little concern for what 

that institution teaches so long as it syncs with his own 

views. In other words, preservation of tradition -- that 

which formed him as a youth and brought him to the 

heights of ecclesiastical power -- means very little to 

him if his hatred of "authoritarianism" is not placated.  

This would explain why Archbishop Weakland saw 

such things as convent grills as unfortunate 

anachronisms, and why he feared that his order would 

be out of the loop in terms of the "advances" being 

made in the outside world. The content of Catholicism 

mattered very little, as did the idea that there is a 

sacred deposit of Faith with which the Church is 

entrusted in the form of doctrine, Church structure, 

liturgy, and piety. What matters is that the People of 

God are free to pursue a "life in the Spirit," free from 

the constrictions of those who would hold them back in 

their continual dialogue with the modern world.  

But many of these same People of God are turning 

away from the liberal program that Archbishop 

Weakland advocates and toward the "authoritarian 

fundamentalism" of the current and previous pontiffs. 

In the end, it may be Rembert Weakland -- a fallen 

monk, a disgraced archbishop, and an intransigent 

dissenter -- who will be the coelacanthus of the Church. 

 

Arturo Vasquez is a writer and independent researcher 

in New Orleans. He blogs regularly at Reditus: A 

Chronicle of Aesthetic Christianity. 

http://arturovasquez.wordpress.com/
http://arturovasquez.wordpress.com/
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Benedict in Bohemia 
Andrew Cusack | Column 

10/9/09

he Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI, recently 

travelled to the Czech Republic in a journey he 

described as "both a pilgrimage and a mission." 

The ancient land of Bohemia was once at the very 

center of Christian civilization. It was from here that the 

brother saints Cyril and Methodius launched their 

mission to convert the Slavic world. From Prague, the 

realms of the Přemyslid and then Luxembourg dynasties 

were ruled, followed by the most illustrious house of 

Hapsburg. Centuries later, long after the nucleus of 

Hapsburg power had moved to Vienna, it was to Prague 

that the Emperor Ferdinand came following his 

abdication and remained until his death in 1875. 

But of course there is the other Prague -- the city of 

heresy, rebellion, and warfare. Curiously, this capital 

has probably experienced more defenestrations than 

any other city: the killing of seven councilors, including 

the burgomaster, by Hussites in 1419; the killing of the 

portreeve and several aldermen by rebels in 1483; the 

non-fatal defenestration of two governors and their 

scribe, again by Protestants, in 1618, sparking the Thirty 

Years' War; and long-time Czechoslovak politician Jan 

Masaryk was found dead after a fall from a window in 

1948, presumably at the instigation of the Communists 

who took over. 

Bohemia is a land that has been lost to the Faith 

and regained more than once. There were the Hussite 

wars of more than 15 years, in which the Taborite 

extremists raised their arms against their Catholic 

neighbors, the pope, and the Holy Roman Empire, 

before their ultimate defeat. Then, the Thirty Years' 

War in which Protestants, with Ottoman Muslim 

support, gained the upper hand. One of the greatest 

miracles of the Society of Jesus was that so many lands 

in which Catholicism had almost collapsed -- Poland, 

Hungary, southern Germany, the Spanish Netherlands, 

and, yes, Bohemia -- were returned to the fullness of 

the Christian religion through their arduous and 

unceasing efforts. (The Jesuits also brought to the Czech 

lands the Baroque architecture for which it is justly 

famous.) 

  

The recent history of Bohemia and Moravia is, sadly, 

one of repression. This was firstly -- and rather 

perversely -- by the nationalists who secured the 

country's independence during the First World War. 

The anti-religious republicans Beneš, Štefánik, and 

Masaryk (the father of the previously mentioned Jan) 

wanted to distance the newly born "Czechoslovakia" 

from its deeply Catholic past, creating the 

"Czechoslovak Hussite Church" to lure the faithful 

toward schism and heresy. Their success was such that 

within a decade of the new group's 1920 foundation it 

claimed over 700,000 members. The church has an 

almost satanic-looking flag of a blood-red chalice on a 

black background, a symbol replicated in the black 

vestments of the group's clergy. 

In 1939, Czechoslovakia (having already surrendered 

the German-inhabited Sudetenland) was invaded by 

Nazi Germany, and Bohemia and Moravia were 

declared a protectorate of the Third Reich. Having 

suffered six years of Nazi occupation, the Czech lands 

were then conquered by the Red Army in 1945. The 

Soviets allowed President Beneš to return, and the 

restored leader immediately issued decrees for the 

ethnic cleansing of all lands under his control. Beneš 

eventually sanctioned the "Czech Coup" of February, in 

which the Communists dominated the government, 

but resigned and then died a few months later. 

Bohemia and Moravia continued under a Soviet-

backed dictatorship until the "Velvet Revolution" 

brought about the peaceful end of Czechoslovak 

Communism in 1989. 

Eighty years of the Catholic Church being 

considered an enemy of the government have taken 

T 

http://www.rodinaonline.cz/archiv/2003/31/_img/hus.ht20.jpg
http://www.mulouny.cz/media/images/upload/NovyKnez.jpg
http://www.mulouny.cz/media/images/upload/NovyKnez.jpg
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their toll. The church in Czechoslovakia was one of the 

most deeply infiltrated in all of Europe, with hundreds 

of Communist agents entering the seminaries and being 

ordained priests. The Czech Republic today is one of the 

least religiously active countries in Europe, with 59 

percent of the population claiming a lack of any religion 

in the official census. Catholic Christianity remains the 

largest religion in the country, but only with 26.8 

percent of the population. That this remains so 20 years 

after the Czech Church regained her freedom is a 

scandalous indictment of the Church's hierarchy in 

Bohemia and Moravia. 

  

And so, recalling that liberation 20 years ago, the Holy 

Father came to the Czech Republic both on pilgrimage 

to a land with a deeply Christian history and on mission 

to a society that feels the very absence of God. "The 

coming months will see the twentieth anniversary of 

the Velvet Revolution, which happily brought a peaceful 

end to a time of particular hardship for this country, a 

time in which the flow of ideas and cultural influences 

was rigidly controlled," the pope said on arriving in 

Prague. Despite the happiness that comes with political 

liberation, the pope noted, "the cost of forty years of 

political repression is not to be underestimated," in 

particular the "ruthless attempt [by the Communist 

government] to silence the voice of the Church." 

Throughout his speeches during his visit, the pope 

was keen to remember and celebrate the 1989 

revolution -- a transfer of power that took place without 

violence or bloodshed -- and to give thanks for the 

Church's regained freedom. But the Holy Father also 

reminded believers that, as he remarked during Vespers 

at St. Vitus Cathedral in Prague, "Society continues to 

suffer from the wounds caused by atheist ideology, and 

it is often seduced by the modern mentality of 

hedonistic consumerism amid a dangerous crisis of 

human and religious values and a growing drift towards 

ethical and cultural relativism." The Communist 

perpetrator may have disappeared, but his crimes still 

reverberate throughout the Czech Republic, and 

indeed all of Eastern Europe and the world. 

It is obvious to Benedict that sanctity -- the 

personal love of God and the living-out of that 

encounter -- is the ultimate dignity to which all 

mankind must aspire, and the ultimate adversary that 

Communism sought to pervert. The pope's mission-

pilgrimage to the Czech Republic has served to 

challenge the Czech people (and Christians everywhere 

following the collapse of Soviet Communism) not to 

rest on the laurels of having defeated a foe, but rather 

to continue to fight and build a society in which the 

dignity of humanity, the sanctity of humanity, is 

paramount. 

 

Andrew Cusack lives in New York. Visit his blog at 

www.andrewcusack.com. 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/mambots/editors/fckeditor/editor/dialog/www.andrewcusack.com
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Humiliation in Hardware 
Danielle Bean | Column 

10/9/09 

 tried to look casually confident as I scanned the 

too-full shelves of my local hardware store. But the 

manager zeroed in on me anyway. 

"And what are we looking for today?" he cooed at 

me, as if a pony-tailed mom in capri pants were the 

most pathetically lost creature to have set foot in his 

store all day. 

The sexist. Just how did he know I needed help? 

Does he coo at my husband when he shops these same 

aisles? 

"I . . . I'm looking for . . . an extension cord?" 

He pummeled me with questions: Indoor or 

outdoor? Length? Amps? Volts? Watts? PVC jacket? 

"I have no idea," I whimpered. 

It was too late to salvage my pride in this particular 

store, anyway. This was the same store I once entered 

looking for a can of "Cranberry Zinger" paint my 

husband had ordered.  

When I asked for the paint, three men in overalls 

looked at each other and then turned back to me with 

shrugging shoulders. No one ordered any paint, they 

told me. 

Yes, someone did, I insisted. My husband did this 

morning -- "Crimson Surprise" or "Citrus Zipper" or . . . 

something like that. 

They smiled indulgently. They shuffled through 

some papers. With great fanfare, one of them decided 

to check with "Larry out back."  

Larry hadn't taken a paint order. 

"Are you sure," one of them finally ventured to ask 

as he swallowed a smile, "you are at the right hardware 

store?" 

I blinked at him stupidly.  

How dare he ask such a thing? Was this not the very 

hardware store I had pictured in my mind when my 

husband had talked about paint that morning? 

Truth be told, I had no memory of Dan actually 

telling me the name of the store where he had ordered 

the paint. But I could not give my overalled friends the 

satisfaction of knowing that. With a giant gulp, which 

may or may not have been the sound of me 

swallowing my wounded pride, I left the store and 

drove home. 

My hardware humiliations don't always take place 

on location; sometimes they come to me. For example, 

we once had plumbers in our home for several days, 

working on an addition to the house.  

"Do you know what your husband plans to do for 

insulation in the upstairs shower?" one of them asked 

me one morning. 

I did not. 

"Well," the man explained, "The whooseywhatsit 

looks like it could use a bit more thingamaglop in the 

wingdingy. If you're gonna yabbydabby the 

gingamagong I could just put a little razzywhoops in 

the rear of the goochygoo, but if you're planning to 

yimmeryam the whole thing, it'll never fit." 

At least I think that's what he said. I can't be sure -- 

there were lots of new words in there. I must have 

been staring at my new friend blankly because he 

smiled patiently and tried to simplify things for me. 

"All I really need to know is if you're gonna shimmy 

the shug or goozy the gloppit." 

I blushed. No one had ever talked to me quite like 

that before. This must be what it feels like to be a man, 

I 
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I thought to myself. Except for that small part about 

having no clue what we were talking about. 

My inner pride urged me to tell that plumber about 

my senior thesis. Or my seventh-grade science fair 

project. Or the fact that I can quadruple a recipe in my 

head while making dental appointments on the phone 

and wrestling a sneaker onto a two-year-old's squirming 

foot. I felt an urgent need to share with this man, who I 

am pretty sure had me pegged for a moron, some form 

of intellectual success I had enjoyed in the past 25 

years. 

But he might have found that kind of bragging a bit 

odd. And anyway, wasn't this situation a terrific 

example of just what God means for us to recognize and 

accept about ourselves in this world? That we all have 

different talents and all of us have limits. That we need 

one another. That men need women and women need 

men, and we're very different creatures who sometimes 

don't even appear to be speaking the same language -- 

and that's just as it should be. Even if it seems sexist 

sometimes. 

  

"I'll call my husband at work," I offered. 

"Good idea." 

Then, as the men folk went about goozying the 

gloppits, I silently resolved to have a humbler, more 

grateful heart. I am everything God intends for me to 

be. This place where He put me offers me all the 

intellectual affirmation I need, I told myself. 

And finally, thank you dear God, for all of our shugs 

and for the gift of those who know just how to shimmy 

them. 

 

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

Faith & Family magazine and author of My Cup of Tea: 

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

Mom, Day to Day: Advice and Support for Catholic 

Living (Pauline 2007). Visit her blog at 

www.daniellebean.com or follow her on Twitter. 

http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.daniellebean.com/
http://twitter.com/DanielleBean
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Mothering God 
Sandra Miesel | Classic 

10/3/09
ike a sunbeam passing through a windowpane, 

the Eternal Light entered and exited His mother's 

body without harming the seal of her virginity. In 

fact, nearly all patristic and medieval authorities taught 

that her delivery of Jesus was as quick and miraculous 

as her conception of Him. 

But if being born of a virgin points to Christ's 

divinity, developing in the womb of a woman and being 

fed by her breasts bear powerful witness to His 

humanity. Both before and after birth, in signs visible to 

others, the God-Man grew from Mary's substance. "It is 

in this way," St. John Chrysostom said, "that the 

Mystery of the Divine Economy is accepted by all." So 

liberation theologians celebrate the sisterly solidarity of 

a "woman of the people," who gestates and lactates as 

other women do. 

In past centuries, when Catholics appreciated the 

shocking fleshiness of our faith, artists delighted in 

depicting Maria Gravida (Mary pregnant) and Maria 

Lactans (Mary nursing). The absence of these motifs 

today is regrettable because it impoverishes our sense 

of religious "body language." 

  

Milk of Grace 

Though modern sensibilities may wince, the more 

explicit the image, the better it satisfied the cravings of 

medieval Christians to see, feel, and taste the holy. 

Their spirituality depended heavily on visual cues. 

"Realism, the more penetrating the better, was 

consecrated as a form of worship," observes art 

historian Leo Sternberg. Medieval people were 

fascinated by the bodiliness of Christ, Mary as the 

bearer of Christ, and themselves as imitators of Christ. 

For them, the Incarnation was the "humanation" of 

God, Sternberg says. 

When devout people in the Middle Ages -- men and 

women alike -- attempted "to bring Christ to birth 

spiritually," they meditated on images in order to 

experience imaginary childbearing. Sometimes their 

bodies actually swelled with mystic pregnancy and 

dripped or drank miraculous milk. 

In premodern medical theory, blood and milk were 

supposedly interconvertible. But besides being natural 

cause and effect, gestation and lactation were 

symbolically joined in metabolic mysticism. As Jesus 

revealed to St. Mechtild of Magdeburg in the 13th 

century: "The Blood of Grace is like the Milk that I 

drank from my Virgin Mother." 

These ideas linked a series of associations. Mary's 

womb-blood that nourished the unborn Christ-child 

became the milk that later fed Him at her breast. This 

in turn became Christ's redemptive blood, which 

worshipers drank like milk as they suckled at His 

wounded side. This cleft led to a womblike cavity 

wherein Christians could take refuge to be formed into 

other Christs. 

Mary's body was the locus of this blood-milk 

transformation. Because the womb and breasts 

function as containers, "container" defines the 

elementary character of the feminine for Jungian 

scholar Erich Neumann. Our Lady is his prime example 

of the Good Mother who brings us to life and bears us 

with blood from her womb. She is the transforming 

virgin, who nurtures physically and spiritually with milk 

from her breasts. 

The virgin mother of God is indeed the ultimate 

container because, in the words from her Lenten 

votive Mass, "He whom the whole world cannot 

contain enclosed Himself in your womb and was made 

man." Thus it is no coincidence that containers provide 

so many metaphors for Mary. Patristic typologies 

taken from the Old Testament compare Mary to a 

temple, a manna pot, an unopened gate, a sealed 
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fountain, an enclosed garden, and a tabernacle. The 

Middle Ages added bridal chamber, shrine, hall, palace, 

and reliquary. These turn into high poetry in the 

Byzantine Akathist hymn (where Mary is referred to as 

fortress, treasure-house, sanctuary, and font) and the 

Western Litany of Loreto (where she figures as a vessel, 

tower, and house ark). In short, God finds His unique 

abode in His mother's womb. 

  

Our Pregnant Mother 

Religious images can illustrate a narrative or stand 

alone as objects of devotion. Maria Gravida and Maria 

Lactans have served both purposes since their 

emergence in patristic times, although in the West, 

Maria Gravida is more often linked to scriptural 

incidents, while Maria Lactans is more often devotional. 

Any representation of the Visitation, St. Joseph's 

doubt, the journey to Bethlehem, as well as many views 

of the apocalyptic woman and some of the tree of 

Jesse, depict a pregnant Blessed Mother, whether her 

condition is emphasized or not. Only the Visitation, the 

most popular subject, will be discussed here. 

Among the earliest examples of the Visitation are 

the Monza Ampoule, a sixth-century pilgrim's souvenir 

from the Holy Land, and gospel miniatures from 

Armenia and Syria. The Visitation was largely ignored in 

the Greek East, where it had no feast day. 

But by the twelfth century, Western artists were 

beginning to thicken the bodies of Mary and Elizabeth. 

In late medieval European miniatures, where the 

Visitation usually illustrates Lauds in the Hours of the 

Virgin, the women often call attention to their gravid 

state by touching each other's bodies affectionately. 

This kind of treatment culminates in High Renaissance 

paintings of the Visitation by Raphael and Pontormo. 

But by 1300, Germanic artists had begun doing 

something more daring: They actually showed Jesus and 

St. John in their mothers' wombs. Following medieval 

convention, these "fetal" views show tiny, fully formed 

babies standing, sitting -- or in the Baptist's case -- 

kneeling. The unborn children are usually surrounded 

by aureoles and circles or may simply be seen floating in 

their mothers' wombs. One lovely example of this motif 

is a Rhenish ivory sculpture of the Visitation in the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. Here, 

rock crystal cabochons rest beneath the mothers' 

hearts, covering painted fetal images. 

Independent images of Maria Gravida were 

frequently the focus of women's prayers for fertility and 

safe childbirth, especially in Germanic and Latin lands. 

Although not illustrative, these images use the same 

devices as the Visitation scenes. 

In the Middle Ages, gravid Marian figures swell 

below high-hitched belts. They glow with health and 

happiness; in some cases we see light emanating from 

their wombs. The finest such depiction -- still a beloved 

object of popular piety -- is Pierro della Francesca's 

painting Madonna del Parto (1467), in which Mary is a 

serene Tuscan lady attended by angels, her outer 

maternity gown partly opened. 

More explicit still, pregnant Madonnas were 

carved like anatomical models, with niches that hold a 

removable Infant. One example that is still a popular 

pilgrimage goal is the much-copied Bogenberg 

Madonna in Bavaria, sculpted about 1400, whose 

uterine Child peeps out between the edges of a real 

brocade cloak. 

Pushing the idea of the niche-womb to its extreme 

yielded hollow wooden "Shrine Madonnas." Though 

developed around 1300 by Germans, they are 

generally known as Vierges ouvrantes (opening 

Virgins). An example in the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art is the only surviving Vierge ouvrante that is a Maria 

Lactans on the outside and a Maria Gravida on the 

inside. Mary's body opens up to reveal a now-

incomplete carving of the Trinity, with paintings of the 

infancy narratives along the sides. The figure might 

have served as a pyx or as a small tabernacle. Its 

design echoes a medieval prayer, Salve mater 

salvationis (Hail, Mother of Salvation), which calls 

Mary a "threefold fortress" where "God flowered from 

you in His three-foldedness." As art historian Henk van 
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Os observes, Mary "has Salvation in her belly in the 

most literal way possible." 

The same strategies for depicting pregnancy in 

Mary and Elizabeth were also applied to St. Anne, 

whose cult surged in the late Middle Ages. Anne carries 

a floating fetal image of Mary on her body or holds a 

tiny miniature of Mary on her lap. An illustration from a 

French Book of Hours printed in 1510 shows Anne 

praying with Mary, who holds Jesus within a circle of 

light, affixed to her breast. All three figures are 

surrounded by symbols of the Immaculate Conception. 

In response to Protestant criticism and tightening 

social mores, the Council of Trent discouraged all 

unseemly religious images. Fortunately, images of an 

explicitly pregnant Mary were not systematically 

destroyed, and some continued to be made in Iberia for 

another 200 years. The Spanish and the Portuguese 

were not willing to part with their beloved Advent 

Madonnas. 

One symbolic style of Maria Gravida that escaped 

Counter-Reformation policies was the Aehrenklied (Ear-

of-Wheat Dress) Madonna that originated in 15th-

century Germany and endured for 300 years. In this 

popular motif, a young, newly pregnant Mary is dressed 

in a midnight blue gown powdered with heads of 

golden wheat and adorned with sunburst bands at the 

neck and wrists. A medieval sermon called her "The holy 

field where God sowed grain that grew up to become 

the bread of heaven." 

 Otherwise, Baroque piety created discreet 

expectant Mothers with sunbursts or monograms of 

Christ on their bodies. Yet it was during this period that 

German monstrances were made with the luna (which 

contains the Host) positioned over the Blessed Mother's 

breast or belly -- a more daring design than anything 

from the Middle Ages. 

 Eastern Christendom avoided these iconographic 

ups and downs by clinging to a purely symbolic 

representation of Mary's pregnancy. Preferring that all 

its religious art take the form of icons, which are meant 

to serve as visible interfaces with eternity, the East 

rejected naturalism and cozy detail. 

In the sixth century, the era of the earliest Visitation 

scenes, easterners developed the Theotokos Platytera 

(the God-Bearer "More Spacious Than the Heavens, 

whose title is a quote from the Liturgy of St. Basil: "Your 

womb He made more spacious than the heavens." Here 

the virgin mother stands with arms upraised in prayer, 

while the bust of a clothed Christ-child hangs 

suspended in a disk (clipeus) on her breast. The divinely 

intent Infant is Emmanuel, the Eternal Word who will 

be born into time. 

In Russia, this enduring design is known as the 

Mother of God of the Sign (Znameniye), after the sign 

of the virgin birth in Isaiah 7:14. Its most famous 

example is the splendid Panhagia (All-Holy) of Yaroslav, 

painted in 1224. Less common variations show the 

newly incarnate Savior imprinted on His mother's 

mantle, tucked into its folds, or suspended without the 

clipeus, somewhat like the floating fetal images of 

Western Europe. 

Medieval contacts between Constantinople and 

Italy brought the Platytera motif westward. It even 

inspired hybrid forms, such as a Madonna carved by 

the Venetian Bartolomeo Buon in 1450, a Platytera 

who spreads her cloak of mercy over worshipers while 

standing before the tree of Jesse. With the renewed 

Western interest in icons, the authentic Platytera is 

becoming popular again. 

But no pregnancy lasts forever, not even a divine 

one. Once born, Jesus needed exactly the same 

nursing as other children to survive. As feminist Marina 

Warner observes in Alone of All Her Sex (1976), "The 

mystery of the incarnate God is concentrated with 

unique intensity in the symbol of Mary's milk." 

 Offering the breast was the Blessed Mother's first 

service to her Son, according to the apocryphal 

Protevangelium, the book of St. James. Pseudo-

Bonaventure tells us that Mary washed Him in her milk 

as well. The immaculate New Eve, like the fallen Old 

Eve, demonstrates her mothering skills by 
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breastfeeding. But unlike Mother Eve's milk, Mary's is 

"truly virginal, the nectar of the spiritual life, through 

which death is defeated," according to the Scholastic 

writer John of Garland. Because nursing was supposed 

to transmit character, it reinforced the effect Mary's 

blood already had on Jesus. 

In short, the Madonna's breastfeeding displays the 

power of her motherly role, her capacity for protection, 

her willingness to intercede. Because she nursed Christ, 

she became the nutrix omnium (the nurse of us all). And 

Christian art has made these themes gloriously visible. 

The earliest image of Maria Lactans is a fresco in the 

catacomb of Priscilla from around the year 250. It shows 

a seated mother nursing a squirmy baby while a man 

beside them points to a star, illustrating the prophecy of 

Balaam, "A star shall rise out of Jacob" (Numbers 

24:17). 

Nevertheless, the motif of Mary breastfeeding first 

matured in the East, not the West, with the Copts 

rather than the Greeks leading the way. There are 

Egyptian examples of Maria Lactans from the fifth and 

sixth centuries, possibly intended as antidotes to cult 

images of the goddess Isis nursing her son, Horus. 

The Byzantines independently created their own 

version of the motif, which they called the Mother of 

God Galactotrophousa (the Milk-Giver). Like the Mother 

of God of Tenderness, from which it developed, the 

Milk-Giver image is shadowed by the cross. The suckling 

Christ lying upon His mother suggests a sacrifice on an 

altar. Both milk and blood were symbols of Christ's 

Passion, according to St. Clement of Alexandria. 

 The Galactotrophousa became rare after the eighth 

century triumph over iconoclasm, because the Greeks 

had come to view it as too naturalistic. But some later 

Russian examples exist, and the motif still survives in 

Ethiopia. 

  

 

 

Mother of Humility 

The nursing Madonnas of early medieval Europe are 

more rigid and regal than Byzantine examples. But 

Gothic interest in the humanity of our Lord and the 

mercifulness of our Lady generated an entirely new 

approach to Maria Lactans. Around 1300, the Sienese 

painter Simone Martini invented the Madonna of 

Humility.  

In this widely adopted formula, Mary sits on the 

ground tenderly nursing Jesus. He turns toward the 

viewer, welcoming us to share this intimate moment 

and acknowledge His full humanity. Paradoxically, 

Mary is decked with the sun, moon, and stars of the 

Apocalyptic Woman (Revelation 12:1); being humblest 

has made her highest. 

Promoted by the Dominicans, the Madonna of 

Humility spread across Italy, France, Spain, Bohemia, 

and the Low Countries. Artists modified it by placing 

the Blessed Mother on a cushion, in clouds, or in a 

garden. The Flemish painter Robert Campin depicted 

her at home in his symbol-rich Madonna and Child 

Before a Firescreen (1430). Jan van Eyck, Gerard David, 

and Joos van Cleve also painted exquisite domestic 

versions of the Madonna of Humility in the 15th and 

16th centuries. The fruit often included in these 

compositions has Eucharistic associations. A bunch of 

grapes stands for both Mary's breast and the wine for 

the Blessed Sacrament. 

Contemporary with the Madonna of Humility, 

comparisons between the humble mother's flowing 

breast and her redeeming Son's bleeding heart yielded 

a startling type of composition known as the Double 

Intercession. Mary and Jesus stand on either side of 

God the Father, Mary baring her breast, Christ 

touching His wounded side. Mother and Son beg 

mercy for human supplicants, the dying, the plague-

ridden, or the world at the Last Judgment. In some 

examples, we see Christ's blood and Mary's milk 

poured out to relieve the souls in purgatory. The 

Madonna even squirts out milk to extinguish 
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purgatorial fires in a painting by Filoseti dell'Amatrice 

(1508). 

Before they were suppressed by the decorous 

reforms of Trent, these images supported an 

astonishing range of piety. The medieval craving for 

physical contact with the divine took satisfaction in 

reports of lactation miracles. 

While St. Bernard of Clairvaux knelt in prayer, a 

statue of Maria Lactans came to life and bestowed 

three drops of milk on his lips. St. Gertrude the Great 

nursed the Baby Jesus and Blessed Angela of Foligno 

nursed at Christ's side. Lidwina of Schiedam saw Mary 

and her attendant virgins fill the sky with floods of their 

milk. In legend, suckling the Virgin or living saints 

brought healing and blessings  

Religious allegories celebrated lactation. Mary was 

the maiden in the garden who gave suck to the unicorn-

Christ, the innocent victim hunted by men. Ecclesia, 

Sophia, Caritas, and sundry Virtues were shown as 

nursing mothers. 

Popular devotions centered on relics, pilgrimages, 

and patronages that would assist breastfeeding women. 

Because Mary's body had been taken to heaven, her 

prime relic was her milk. From early Christian times 

people scraped chalky white deposits from the Milk 

Chapel in Bethlehem, a cave where Mary was believed 

to have spilled some of her milk. Mixed with water, 

these samples became the countless relics of the 

Madonna's milk that are still widely preserved in 

Europe. 

Even Charlemagne had a specimen mounted in a 

jeweled talisman. France alone boasted at least 46 milk 

shrines, but the most famous in the West was 

Walsingham, England, established in the twelfth 

century. Pilgrims reached it via a road called the "Milky 

Way." 

For critics, this was rather too much of a good thing. 

A century before the Reformation, St. Bernardine of 

Siena quipped that Mary must have given more milk 

than a hundred cows. 

Although Trent caused some dubious relics to be 

discarded, it failed to shake Hispanic interest in the 

nursing Virgin. Maria Lactans images remained popular, 

including such curious ones as a colonial painting of Our 

Lady of Belem from 18th-century Bolivia, in which drops 

of the Madonna's milk turn into blood-red rosary beads. 

The Spanish cult of Nuestra Senora de la Leche y 

Buen Parto (Our Lady of the Milk and Happy Delivery) 

was brought to St. Augustine, Florida, in 1603. A small 

chapel built in 1918 still stands on the original shrine's 

site. Thanks to the popularity of that title, Mary has 

become the informal patroness of the non-sectarian La 

Leche League for nursing mothers. 

Active milk-shrines still exist in France, at Cree-lait 

in Nantes and Bon Lait in Persac. Bretons seeking 

ample breast milk process around a huge, decorated 

mound of butter each summer at Notre Dame-du-

Crann. 

In some corners of the Catholic world, Mary 

remains what she was for ancient Christians -- "the 

wet-nurse of salvation." 

What if Catholics of the third millennium were to 

rediscover Mary's radiant womb and abundant 

breasts? Imagine the impact on pro-life causes and 

reproductive concerns or the encouragement offered 

to breastfeeding women. If young children saw images 

of Mary obviously pregnant or nursing the infant Jesus, 

would they see her in their own mothers, and vice 

versa? Could enriched Marian symbolism avert interest 

in goddess worship and Wicca among our young 

people? Would it foster a healthy respect for the body, 

counteracting both sensualism and prudery? 

Old devotions cannot be simply re-introduced -- 

the cultural contexts that gave them meaning no 

longer exist. But striking images from the past could be 

promoted and new ones created. Patristic and 

medieval thinking about the significance of Mary's 

body could be recovered, rethought, and re-applied. 

There can never be too much reverence for Mary's call 

to mother God. 
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Sandra Miesel is a writer and medievalist. This article 

originally appeared in the December 2001 issue of crisis 

Magazine. 
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The New Catholic Manliness 

Todd M. Aglialoro | Classic 

10/6/09 
The Catholic Church makes men.... Of such she may 

also someday make soldiers. 

-- Hilaire Belloc 

t is a source of no small irony that, even as radical 

feminists within and without the Church have railed 

for two generations against patriarchy and 

phallocentrism, it can be quite plausibly said that the 

post-conciliar Church in this country has, for all intents 

and purposes, been run by women.  

Consider a Sunday in the life of a typical American 

parish. Father Reilly, once his mother's darling, says 

Mass before a congregation disproportionately 

representative of widows (both the traditional and the 

football kind), soccer moms flying solo, and budding 

young liturgistas. At the elevation of the Host, 

extraordinary ministers of the Eucharist (80-20 female) 

and altar servettes gather around the sanctuary to lend 

him moral support.  

After Mass, he enjoys a donut in the church 

basement while regaling the ladies of the Hospitality 

Guild before heading back upstairs to sit in as the token 

male at a meeting of parish CCD teachers. Later that 

afternoon, Sister Dorothy fills him in on the doings of 

the confirmation class, peace and justice committee, 

RCIA candidates, and youth group. At dinner he lingers 

over the new pastoral letter from his bishop, urging the 

flock to get more in touch with the God Who Nurtures. 

Finally, in the evening, he pokes his head into the 

weekly gathering of the Divorced and Separated 

Support Group, whose overwhelmingly female 

members and leaders thank him for his solicitude. 

Do I exaggerate? Perhaps. (Father probably 

wouldn't have checked up on his catechists like that.) 

But common experience nonetheless bears out the 

point: We may yet have a male-only clergy and 

hierarchy, but where the rubber meets the road -- in 

those mundane areas of church life where laity and 

institution most commonly interact -- the flavor is 

feminine. Whether you want to speak in terms of 

liturgy, ministry (lay and clerical), religious education, or 

sheer congregational numbers, official ecclesial power 

may not rest in the hands of women, but considerable 

unofficial influence clearly does, and has for some time. 

And we in the Church have been subject to its effects. 

Not all these effects, as we shall see, have been 

bad. But one of the worst has been a subjugation of 

traditional masculine virtue: the concept of distinctly 

and properly manly Catholicism repressed, 

stigmatized, covered up, or otherwise forgotten for 

lack of practice. And the more "feminized" Catholicism 

thus became -- the more its pews became recognized 

as the province of wives, children, and the effete -- the 

more likely were men and their post-pubescent sons to 

stay away. All of this is making today's Church, 

according to Leon Podles, author of The Church 

Impotent, "essentially a women's club with some male 

officers." 

  

Men Struggle to Be Brides 

A certain feminine spin to Christianity is no modern 

novelty, of course. To the early pagans, our religion 

must have reeked of unmanly weakness, with its 

insistence on monogamy and celibacy, its idealized 

pacifism, its exaltation of mercy, its preference for the 

poor and helpless, and its meek-and-mild founder 

whose humiliation and death were somehow a 

blessing. Around the high Middle Ages, according to 

Podles, Aristotle's idea of the "passive" female became 

enmeshed with the ecclesiology of the Church as Bride 

of Christ. To be a good Christian from then on, he says, 

meant to recognize that "God is the father, the groom, 

active; while we were to be the bride -- passive and 

receptive."  
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Msgr. Stuart Swetland, director of Pre-Theology at 

Mount St. Mary's Seminary in Emmitsburg, Maryland, 

agrees that in Christian spirituality "the default position 

is always going to be the feminine," because we are 

fundamentally called "to be receptive to God, to give 

way to His agenda." But he insists that "there is a way to 

do this without being 'effeminate' -- a properly 

masculine way to yield to God's active principle." 

Unfortunately, he says, in the male's fallen state it is 

difficult to shake the presumption that to yield to God is 

to be less than a real man. Throughout all ages and 

cultures we witness the scene of men gathering for 

gossip, drink, or shared idleness while their wives 

bundle the children off to church. These men, like their 

modern HDTV-ogling counterparts, might darken a 

church door on Easter Sunday, sweating in their suits, 

but they'd sooner take up sewing than a regular 

sacramental life. 

  

The Over-Correction 

Despite these handicaps, the Church has undeniably left 

us a historical legacy of masculine role models: saintly 

warriors, rugged missionaries, martyr-priests. In fact, 

just the last century may have seen something of a 

mini-renaissance of masculinity. Podles theorizes that in 

the decades immediately preceding Vatican II, many 

men, "hardened by the horrors of war," became priests 

and bishops, leading to a stereotype of the rough or 

aloof cleric, and to a style of catechesis that strenuously 

emphasized God's fatherhood, strict moral norms, and a 

hyper-rationalized approach to theological questions. 

Meanwhile, the lay members of the Greatest 

Generation fell into a pattern of rigid, narrowly defined 

gender roles, of which men had uncontested 

dominance.  

Ironically, this brief spike in Catholic manliness may 

have contributed to its own downfall, for by the 1960s a 

counter-movement had begun. In families there 

emerged a widespread rebellion against "paternalistic" 

authority. Priests and religious strove for softer, more 

"pastoral" approaches. And according to Ron Bolster, 

director of the Office of Catechetics at Franciscan 

University of Steubenville, religious education "began to 

emphasize methodology over content -- the person 

being catechized over the object of catechesis." The old 

regime's stern and systematic approach to the Faith, 

with its "forced memorization, casuistry, rulers on the 

knuckles," no longer served.  

In many instances, Monsignor Swetland and Bolster 

both insist, there was a genuine correction in order, a 

worthy contribution from the "feminine" perspective to 

be made. But it all went too far, and quickly. (Consider 

as a parallel how the revolutionary affirmation-based 

child-rearing philosophy of Dr. Spock morphed into the 

coddling excesses of the baby boomers.) Suddenly a 

generation of men -- both lay and clergy -- that not 

long before had finally been able to admit that it was 

"okay to cry" became the Phil Donahue Generation: 

limp caricatures of sensitivity. Fathers -- of families and 

of souls -- lost their authoritative voice, or abandoned 

their responsibilities to seek self-fulfillment. 

Meanwhile, catechists, newly unchained from dry and 

rote formulas, soon reduced the content of the Faith, 

as Bolster puts it, to "Jesus loves you, now let's make a 

collage." 

At this time, too, radical feminism stepped out of 

the universities and muscled in on the pews with its 

now-familiar list of demands, seeking (with 

considerable local success) to enforce a new, gender-

neutral brand of "God-talk." And also -- let it not go 

unsaid -- the Goodbye, Good Men generation of clergy 

entered active ministry, their male psychosexual 

identities malformed, inflicting on the Church 

everything from priests with squishy handshakes to 

the worst crimes of the Lavender Mafia. 

But a funny thing happened on the way to a 

testosterone-free Church, beginning perhaps in the 

early 1980s: Following a trail blazed first by Evangelical 

Protestants, in what appears to be part of another 

historical correction, manly Catholicism -- chastened 

and wiser -- began to make a modest comeback. Let us 

look at some examples of Catholic manhood's counter-

offensive, how it is manifesting itself in different areas 

of Church life, and what it may mean for its future. 
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The Counterattack 

"Where did it begin? Right in the bosom of the family," 

says Tarek Saab, founder of Lionheart Apparel, a line of 

casual men's clothing featuring Christian symbols and 

slogans. Saab, who parlayed his 15 minutes of fame as a 

contestant on the TV show The Apprentice into a 

platform for promoting masculine Catholic ideals, 

believes that many children of the 1970s, burdened 

with their parents' social debt of divorce, 

fatherlessness, and sexual misery, were determined to 

do things differently. For Christian men especially, that 

meant carving out a brave new counterculture in which 

fathers reclaimed their position as head of the family, 

planted themselves in the pews alongside their wives 

and kids, and adopted a "provide and protect" stance in 

the face of the world's trials and temptations. 

Saab sees a parallel phenomenon among younger, 

unmarried Christian men, to whom his company's 

products and Web site content are mostly aimed. They 

actively reject the "cheap version of manhood" that 

their generation has devised in an attempt to fill the 

masculinity vacuum: the "lowest-common-

denominator" man who worships sports, electronics, 

and sex (yet who still somehow escapes feminist 

censure, presumably by agreeing to pay for half the 

abortion). Conscious of oppression from a world that 

wants to rob them of their piety, their self-control, and 

their chastity, they're banding together for fellowship 

and strength. In a sort of return to the low-profile 

symbols used by the persecuted early Church, Saab 

envisions items such as his company's Christ-themed T-

shirts (cut to show off muscles) and hats -- as well as 

papal crucifixes, rosary rings, or Miraculous Medal 

tattoos -- being worn in health clubs and on college 

campuses as a way for such men to identify and silently 

affirm each other. 

  

What Does It Mean to Be a Man? 

Shift from the relatively superficial to the sublime and 

you have "That Man Is You!," a program of Houston-

based family ministry Paradisus Dei. Its founder, Steve 

Bollman, has mapped out an ambitious approach to 

men's ministry that begins by mining the social and 

biological sciences in search of a comprehensive vision 

of gender differences and roles -- of what makes a man 

a man, and why. In so doing, he has discovered what he 

thinks is the key to male under-representation in the 

Church -- in short, the "pastorally sensitive" approach 

bores them. "Men respond to a challenge," Bollman 

says. "To offer them a 'soft' program doesn't take into 

account how men work." 

So Bollman set out to provide that challenge -- 

with early morning prayer groups; with demanding 

"covenants" that call men to be self-sacrificing leaders 

in their families; and with an intellectually rigorous 68-

week program, spread over three years, that unites 

science, Scripture, theology, and spirituality in a 

"thinking-man's quest" for the full truth of what it 

means to be a man -- and a man of God. To date, more 

than 5,000 men in Texas, Canada, and satellite 

programs nationwide have participated. 

Bollman sees his ministry as part of a larger wave. 

"There's definitely something going on here," he says. 

Throughout the Church, "God is awakening in more 

men the desire to be real men." This means making 

sacrifices, being "willing to pay the price to do the right 

thing." In order to make such a sacrifice a man must 

"draw on all his masculine strength," Bollman says, and 

in so doing he steers clear of the two extremes of false 

manhood that are "deadly to male participation in the 

Church": the "wimpish Christianity" that presents 

neither challenge nor reward, and the machismo that 

keeps proud men off their knees. 

  

Hello, Good Men 

In what is certainly a corollary to Christian manhood's 

renaissance in family life and among young men, we 

have also begun to witness a discernible return to 

masculinity in our seminaries and, consequently, our 

parishes. Both Monsignor Swetland and his confrere 

Msgr. Steven Rohlfs, rector for the Mount, see 
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promising signs in the men coming through their 

seminary doors today.  

For one, they are carrying themselves differently: 

"They take pride in their masculine attributes," says 

Monsignor Swetland. "The last couple generations of 

priests generally weren't too concerned about taking 

care of themselves physically," but these days "they 

work out, they play sports, they want to look and dress 

and act like men." Also in contrast to their 

predecessors, they're interested in pursuing "a distinctly 

masculine spirituality," says Monsignor Rohlfs -- in part, 

he adds with a laugh, because "there's a sense of relief 

that it's now acceptable to talk that way."  

This didn't happen by accident, of course. Good 

seminaries are not simply enjoying a serendipitous 

influx of manlier applicants; they're expressly targeting 

them. In what ought instantly to become the mantra of 

every rector and vocations director in the country, 

Monsignor Rohlfs tells how he seeks candidates who 

"exude a personality of quiet confidence and strength"; 

who demonstrate "an ability to relate to men and to 

fathers of families, as well as to children as a spiritual 

father"; and finally, "a spirituality that brings together 

the best qualities of a man." 

Those qualities exceed the external trappings of 

speech and physique. "We're addressing what it means 

to talk about 'maleness,' beyond just the body," says 

Monsignor Swetland. Seminarians who, a generation 

ago, might have been "knocked down for appearing too 

aggressive" are now confident in showing initiative -- no 

longer bound by "a false sense of what it means to be 

pastoral," these men are "not afraid to be Christ-

centered men of action," not afraid to preach boldly 

about "God's ferociousness of heart." 

The change has begun to bear evident fruits in the 

interactions among younger clergy and seminarians, 

thanks to a reemphasis on the classical sense of 

friendship, which helps guard against same-sex 

attraction while building a lifelong foundation for 

priestly fellowship and mutual help. Among such men 

there is virtually no evidence of the affectation of 

feminine traits and roles that has plagued many 

seminaries. And the conversations at support groups, 

Monsignor Swetland adds, "aren't all psychobabble like 

they used to be." Instead, the young men challenge and 

demand accountability of each other. 

Perhaps above all else, this new breed of 

seminarian has a fundamentally different orientation 

toward the Church, a posture that is decidedly 

husbandly. "The priests we're forming now," says 

Monsignor Swetland, "their mission is to love, cherish, 

and protect their Bride the Church. Whereas so many 

priests and seminarians of my generation, they wanted 

to change the Church." This doesn't mean that these 

men are blind to the Church's faults and failings; 

however, they view those troubles in the larger 

context of a "battle to fight on her behalf." This spirit 

of spousal fidelity, combined with a healthy accent on 

God's transcendence (whereas the feminine approach, 

Monsignor Rohlfs muses, "tends to accentuate His 

immanence"), has the added effect of sealing these 

young priests with a deep and trustworthy orthodoxy. 

Despite positive signs, this part of the "battle," 

such as it is, remains far from won. In many 

seminaries, even those that have cleared their staffs of 

ideologues, who before would give unabashed 

preference to effeminate candidates while straining 

out the masculine ones, there are still future priests 

with a seriously deficient -- or skewed -- sense of what 

it means to be a man. Some of these will become 

deadbeat spiritual fathers; others will have to battle -- 

or will succumb to -- homosexual urges.  

Interestingly, some of these seminarians are the 

same ones displaying a conspicuously fervent piety or 

orthodoxy. More than one source mentions the 

acronym DOT -- "Daughter of Trent," house slang for 

an effeminate or presumptively gay seminarian who 

affects (or adopts in a compensatory way) an old-

school spirituality or flame-throwing orthodoxy. 

Nonetheless, there is a definite and promising trend 

here, the benefits of which we have just begun to reap 

in parishes nationwide. 
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Toward a Crunchier Catechesis 

Partly thanks to the initiative of some of these solid 

young priests, religious education has also begun to 

show signs of a renewed emphasis on masculine 

concepts and methodology. After the perfect storm of 

feminism, weak spiritual fatherhood, heterodox 

mischief, and dissatisfaction with rote approaches left 

Catholic catechesis touchy-feely in method and devoid 

of content in the 1970s and 1980s, the roots of yet 

another historical correction began to take hold. The 

next generation "discovered they were missing 

something," Bolster says. They weren't burdened by the 

hang-ups or bad memories of their parents, so when 

they chanced to hear some small aspect of the Faith 

"delivered to them in a meaningful way," he says, "they 

became hungry for more." 

This yearning for content in catechesis is not 

exclusively masculine, of course. Theological curiosity 

and rigor are not solely male qualities. The mind and 

the heart, dogma and experience, definition and 

mystery, truth and love -- both men and women need 

to receive the Faith from all angles and engage it with 

all their faculties. But we return to natural gender 

differences again, to what Bollman calls "percentages 

and proportions" favoring this or that trait: Not only do 

they want to be spiritual "providers and protectors," 

but men will, on average, be drawn more strongly to a 

religion that provides purchase for their intellects to 

grasp, distinguish, and, finally, submit to. 

In practice, this means a return to teaching hard or 

"crunchy" doctrine, a return to transcendence, a return 

to the fullness of Christian mysteries. Not, Bolster 

stresses, a return to the days of rote catechesis, but 

rather a new approach that "corrects current 

imbalances" without being merely reactionary. Thus, for 

example, in teaching Christology Jesus will still be "our 

friend" -- as CCD children drew on their felt banners in 

the Seventies -- but He will also be presented "as our 

God and Creator and Judge of the universe," with fully 

divine and human natures united in the Second Person 

of the Trinity. A lesson on the four marks of the Church 

will include the translation of "catholic" as "universal," 

and therefore welcoming of all, but now to be followed 

by emphasis on evangelization and penance rather than 

on cheery inclusivism.  

As a professor of catechetics, Bolster is on the 

vanguard of a global movement toward the restoration 

-- and more than restoration -- of religious education in 

the Church, a movement in which men will find special 

benefit. In happy cooperation with the burgeoning spirit 

of Christian manhood in homes and parishes, it is 

poised to provide the next generation of faithful with a 

formation that is intellectual but not dry, warm and 

personal but not frivolous or compromising, geared to 

the current situation but rooted in eternal certainties. 

Such formation, it can be hopefully expected, will in 

turn produce for the Church more good male teachers, 

husbands, fathers, and priests. 

  

Onward, Christian Soldiers 

As I pursued this investigation of the new Catholic 

manliness, two common threads emerged. The first 

was the influence of Pope John Paul II, who by all 

accounts was the inspiration, motivation, and architect 

of the whole project. First, as a pastor and spiritual 

father: In him "the orphans of living parents found 

their Papa," as Bolster puts it. And second, by laying 

down a theological and philosophical trail for Catholic 

priests, ministers, and laymen to follow. The late 

pope's writings on the theology of the body helped us 

to understand how gender "gets right to the core of 

who we are," says Monsignor Swetland. Bollman 

concurs, adding that John Paul took the "impoverished 

anthropology" that his era had inherited and replaced 

it with a "Christian anthropology based on the inherent 

dignity of man and woman." Only from that 

foundation, he says, could we begin to rebuild an 

authentic male spirituality. 

The second common thread was the martial 

metaphor. Every one of my sources spoke of a battle 

against the temptations and obstacles the modern 

world puts before men, a war against the false, cheap 

version of manhood it whispers in our ears. Again and 

again they made use of military imagery in defining 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

36 

 

male spirituality: Bolster and Monsignor Swetland -- 

both former naval lieutenants -- stressed the need to 

adapt the military virtues of discipline, valor, and self-

sacrifice to the work of spiritual combat.  

It may one day be recognized that the growing use 

and acceptance of military language to define manhood 

within the Church turned out to be not just apt but 

critical. For there is one religion that has no problem 

attracting and keeping male followers. Its wholly 

transcendent God doesn't desire spiritual conjugality 

with His people. Its leaders don't preach mercy, or 

celibacy, or strength through weakness; they do not 

have to contend with the paradox of the Cross. And the 

zealous adherents of Islam do not turn the other cheek. 

 

Todd M. Aglialoro is the editor-in-chief for St. Benedict 

Press/TAN Books and a columnist and blogger for 

InsideCatholic.com. This article originally appeared in 

the July 2007 issue of crisis Magazine. 
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The Pope and the Prophet 

Robert R. Reilly | Classic 

10/8/09 

inally, a leader has spoken about the real, 

essential differences in the struggle between the 

West and Islam, as it emanates from a contest 

within Islam itself over the most important things. With 

startling -- indeed alarming -- clarity, Pope Benedict XVI 

told his audience in Regensburg, Germany, in a 2006 

lecture, that not only is violence in spreading faith 

unreasonable and therefore against God, but that a 

conception of God without reason, or above reason, 

leads to that very violence. To ensure everyone knew 

what he was talking about, the pope quoted from a 

14th-century Byzantine emperor, Manuel II Paleologus, 

who was besieged by Islamic forces attempting to 

conquer Constantinople. The emperor denounced the 

effort to "spread by the sword the faith he 

[Mohammed] preached." 

The pope has raised a very volatile question: Is, in 

fact, the God of Islam without reason, or above it? Is the 

Muslim God unreasonable? Is Islam, therefore, based 

upon a theological deformation? The pope's allusion to 

the teachings of eleventh-century Islamic philosopher 

Ibn Hazn -- "God is not bound even by his own word" -- 

suggests that possibility. However, it is more than a 

possibility. It is a core teaching of one of the 

predominant strains of Islam, if not the predominant 

strain. Has this always been so? How did such a 

conception of God develop? Is it still possible to talk 

about this without threats of murder? Benedict is trying 

to start a conversation with Islam, and it is the only one 

really worth having.  

The pope's remarks require a good deal of 

explication in the context of Islamic philosophy and 

theology. They need to be understood within the 

broader perspective of a struggle that has taken place 

since Islam's inception over the status of reason and 

revelation. Benedict has essentially taken sides in the 

most fundamental debate that has ever been held 

within the Islamic world, and that is why his words 

generated such vehemence.  

According to the pope, making either reason or 

revelation autonomous leads to a distortion of what 

each is. Reason raises questions that it cannot answer, 

and revelation's answers cannot be understood without 

reason. Divorcing reason from faith, or faith from 

reason, leads to catastrophe; they must be in 

partnership. Benedict speaks of dehellenization --

 meaning the loss of reason, the gift of the Greeks -- as 

one of the West's main problems. Less well-known is 

the dehellenization that has afflicted Islam -- its 

denigration of and divorce from reason. This took 

place over an argument, already begun in the seventh 

and eighth centuries, about the status of reason in 

relation to God's omnipotence, and decisively affected 

the character of the Islamic world. The struggle had its 

roots in a profound disagreement over who God is. 

  

The side in this debate most easily recognizable to a 

Westerner was the Mu'tazilite school, composed of 

the Muslim rationalist philosophers who fought for the 

primacy of reason. The Mu'tazilites held that God is 

not only power; He is also reason. Man's reason is a 

gift from God, who expects man to use it to come to 

know Him. The status of reason determines man's 

relationship to revelation. God, being reason, would 

not expect man to accept anything contrary to it. 

Through reason, man is also able to understand God as 

manifested in His creation. God's laws are the laws of 

nature, which are also manifested in the Sharia (the 

divine path). Therefore, the Mu'tazilites held that the 

statements in the Qur'an must be in accord with 

reason. This means that the Qur'an, a document 

revealed in history, is open to interpretation. If this 

sounds familiar, it should: It reflects the same powerful 

influence Greek philosophy had upon Islam as it had 

upon Christianity, and which carried within it the 

impetus to reconcile reason and revelation. 
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The Mu'tazilite advocacy of reason succeeded to 

the extent that the teaching of a created Qur'an was 

enshrined as a state doctrine, proclaimed in 827 under 

Caliph al-Ma'mn. The Mu'tazilites fought for the 

primacy of reason and actually required religious judges 

to swear an oath that the Qur'an had been created. 

Their opponents, who believed in the primacy of power 

and the uncreated Qur'an, were punished and 

imprisoned. However, after the reign of Harun al-Watiq, 

the tables were turned on the Mu'tazilites by Caliph 

Ja'afar al-Mutawakkil (847-861), who made holding the 

Mu'tazilite doctrine a crime punishable by death. This 

did not end the Mu'tazilite school of thought (some fled 

to the more hospitable Shia areas), nor did it prevent 

the flourishing of the Greek-influenced faylasufs 

(philosophers) who followed them, such as al-Farabi, 

Avicenna, and Averroes. However, the long process of 

dehellenization and its resulting ossification had begun. 

  

The victorious view developed a theological basis for 

the primacy of power by claiming that the revelation of 

Mohammed emphasizes most particularly one attribute 

of God -- His omnipotence. Although all monotheistic 

religions hold that, in order to be one, God must be 

omnipotent, this argument reduced God to His 

omnipotence by concentrating exclusively on His 

unlimited power, as against His reason. God's "reasons" 

are unknowable by man. God is not shackled by reason; 

He rules as He pleases. He is pure will. There is no 

rational order invested in the universe upon which one 

can rely, only the second-to-second manifestation of 

God's will. 

God is so powerful that every instant is the 

equivalent of a miracle. Nothing intervenes or has an 

independent or even semi-autonomous existence. In 

philosophical language, this view holds that God is the 

primary cause of everything, and there are no 

secondary causes. Therefore, what may seem to be 

"natural laws," such as the laws of physics, gravity, etc., 

are really nothing more than God's customs, which He is 

at complete liberty to break or change at any moment. 

As Benedict points out, this is called "volunteerism." 

The consequences of this view are momentous. If 

creation exists simply as a succession of miraculous 

moments, it cannot be apprehended by reason. Other 

religions, including Christianity, recognize miracles. But 

they recognize them precisely as temporary and 

extraordinary suspensions of the natural law. In fact, 

that is what defines them as miracles. One admits to 

the possibility of a miracle only after discounting every 

possible explanation of its occurrence by natural causes. 

In this school of Islamic thought, there are no natural 

causes to discount. As a result, reality becomes 

incomprehensible. If unlimited will is the exclusive 

constituent of reality, there is really nothing left to 

reason about, and the uncreated Qur'an is not open to 

interpretation. 

The early-tenth-century thinker Abu al-Hasan al-

Ashari elaborated a metaphysics for the anti-rational 

view by using early Greek atomistic philosophy to 

assert that reality is composed of atoms. The 

configuration of these atoms at any given moment 

makes things what they are. In Islam in the World, 

British analyst Malise Ruthven explains: "The Asharis 

rationalised God's omnipotence within an atomistic 

theory of creation, according to which the world was 

made up of the discrete points in space and time 

whose only connection was the will of God, which 

created them anew at every moment." 

For example, there is a collection of atoms that is a 

plant. Does the plant remain a plant because it has the 

nature of a plant, or because Allah wishes it to be a 

plant from this moment to the next? The Asharites said 

it is only a plant for the moment. For the plant to 

remain a plant depends on the will of Allah, and if you 

say it has to remain a plant because it has the nature 

of plant, this is shirk --blasphemy. 

The catastrophic result of this view is the denial of 

the relationship between cause and effect. In The 

Incoherence of the Philosophers, Abu Hamid al-Ghazali 

(1058 - 1111), perhaps the single most influential 

Muslim thinker after Mohammed, vehemently 

rejected Greek thought: "The source of their infidelity 

was their hearing terrible names such as Socrates and 

Hippocrates, Plato and Aristotle." Al-Ghazali insisted 
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that God is not bound by any order, and that there is, 

therefore, no "natural" sequence of cause and effect, as 

in fire burning cotton or, more colorfully, as in "the 

purging of the bowels and the using of a purgative." 

Things do not act according to their own natures but 

only according to God's will at the moment. There are 

only juxtapositions of discrete events that make it 

appear that the fire is burning the cotton, but God could 

just as well do otherwise. (This doctrine is known as 

occasionalism.) In other words, there is no continuous 

narrative of cause and effect tying these moments 

together in a comprehensible way. In attacking the 

Mu'tazilites, the Asharites, in the words of Mohammed 

Khair, wished "to free God's saving power from the 

shackles of causality." 

Equally as damaging to the status of reason, al-

Ghazali wrote in Moderation in Belief that reason is so 

infected by man's self-interest that it cannot know 

moral principles; they can only be known through 

revelation. Since reason is not a source of moral truth, 

concludes al-Ghazali, "No obligations flow from reason 

but from the Sharia [the divinely ordained path]." With 

this, he dispatches Aristotle's Ethics and all other moral 

philosophy. 

To outsiders, this capricious dimension of Islam was 

clear as long ago as the Middle Ages when the great 

Jewish philosopher Maimonides (1135–1204) spoke of 

his experiences in Cairo to illustrate the way some 

Muslims think. Every morning the caliph rides through 

Cairo, and every morning he takes the same route. 

However, said Maimonides, tomorrow he could take a 

different route. Why? Because he is the caliph and he 

can do as he wills. Every morning the sun rises in the 

east and sets in the west. It has happened for years; it 

happened today. But tomorrow it might rise in the 

south and set in the north. That depends on the will of 

Allah, and there is no saying that it will not. As the 

Qur'an states, "Dost thou not know that God has the 

power to will anything?" (2:106). Maimonides 

concluded that "the thing which exists with certain 

constant and permanent forms, dimensions, and 

properties [in nature] only follows the direction of 

habit.... On this foundation their whole fabric is 

constructed." 

This conception of God directed man's relationship 

to the Almighty in a specific way. A God who has no 

reasons cannot be known by reason. This view can and 

did lead to a rich vein of mysticism, most especially in 

the Sufism of al-Ghazali, but it also presents a problem. 

How should one behave toward an unreasoning God? 

Ibn Taymiyya (1263–1328), a medieval Muslim thinker 

who profoundly influenced the founder of Wahhabism 

and who has been resuscitated by the Islamists today, 

answered: Man's task is not to know God. God is 

unknowable; do not even try to know God. Man's job 

is not to love God. Man cannot love what he does not 

know. Man's job is to obey. Submit. Reason plays no 

role, and free will is denigrated. In his attack on 

philosophy titled Kuzari, Judah ha-Levi, a Jewish 

follower of al-Ghazali, reached the logical conclusion 

as to how man ought to approach the revelations of 

such a deity: "I consider him to have attained the 

highest degree of perfection who is convinced of 

religious truths without having scrutinized them and 

reasoned over them." (One wonders how one 

becomes "convinced" of something without having 

thought about it.) There could hardly be a more radical 

rejection of what Benedict calls "the reasonableness of 

faith." 

  

Compare this relationship to the standard definition 

of a Christian vocation, which is expressed in this 

logical order: to know, to love, and to serve God. First, 

knowledge of God is required. How can one love what 

one does not know? Of course, it is assumed that a 

finite creature such as man can only comprehend a 

small part of an infinite God, but he can know enough 

to inspire love. God is knowable. If one knows God, 

then one loves Him because God is goodness. In turn, 

the impulse of that love is to serve. One is naturally 

drawn to serve what one loves. The expression of this 

vocation is internally coherent and logically ordered. It 

is based upon a certain view of who God is and how 
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man is capable of freely responding to Him through the 

use of his reason and free will. 

To understand the ultimate significance of the 

Asharite and al-Ghazali's teaching of an unreasoning 

God, it may be helpful to contrast it to the Christian 

teaching that was similarly tempted to such extremes, 

but resisted them. Why, for instance, did this exclusive 

preoccupation with God's omnipotence not afflict 

Christianity, which is also monotheistic? Christianity 

holds that God is omnipotent and the primary cause of 

all things, as well. In fact, as Benedict pointed out in 

Regensburg, there were strong tendencies within 

Christianity to move in the very same direction, 

including in the teaching of Duns Scotus. The anti-

rational view was violently manifested in the 

millenarian movements of the Middle Ages, and within 

the movement that was known as fideism -- faith 

alone, sola scriptura. In its most radical form, this school 

held that the Scriptures are enough. Forget reason, 

Greek philosophy, and Thomas Aquinas. However, the 

anti-rationalist view in its more extreme forms has 

never predominated in Christianity, and it was 

considered broadly heretical.  

As Benedict makes clear, the reason Christianity 

was insulated from an obsession with God's 

omnipotence was the revelation of Christ as Logos in 

the Gospel of St. John. If Christ is Logos -- if God 

introduces Himself as ratio -- then God is not only all-

powerful, He is reason. While the Mu'tazilites claimed 

something similar, they had no scriptural authority to 

confirm their position, while their opponents had many 

to oppose it. 

In addition, Christian revelation claims that 

everything was created through Christ as Logos. Since it 

was through Logos that all things were created, creation 

carries the imprint of its creator as reason. Nature 

bespeaks an intelligibility that derives from a 

transcendent source. Benedict reiterated this view 

when he referred to the "world as a product of creative 

reason." The laws of nature are not a challenge to God's 

authority but an expression of it. Reason and Christian 

revelation are compatible. 

Ultimately, this theological view developed into the 

realist metaphysics of Thomas Aquinas, which then 

became the foundation for modern science, as the late-

Rev. Stanley Jaki, a Hungarian theologian and physicist, 

explained in his voluminous writings on the origins of 

modern science. He laid out the reasons modern 

science was stillborn in the Muslim world after what 

seemed to be its real start (see his extraordinary 

monograph, Jesus, Islam, Science). No one has offered a 

more profound understanding of the consequences of 

the view of God as pure will than Father Jaki. 

The metaphysical support for natural law not only 

laid the foundations for modern science, but also 

provided the basis for the gradual development of 

constitutional government. The primacy of power in 

Islamic thought undermined a similar prospect. If one 

does not allow for the existence of secondary causes, 

one cannot develop natural law. If one cannot develop 

natural law, one cannot conceive of a constitutional 

political order in which man -- through his reason -- 

creates laws to govern himself and behave freely. 

Because democracies base their political order on 

reason and free will, and leave in play questions that 

Islamists believe have been definitively settled by 

revelation, Islamists regard democracies as their 

natural and fatal enemies. 

  

  

The curious thing is that it does not matter whether 

one's view of reality as pure will has its origin in a 

deformed theology or a totally secular ideology, such 

as Hegel's or Hobbes's: The political consequences are 

the same. As Rev. James V. Schall has shown, the 

notion of pure will as the basis of reality results in 

tyrannical rule. Disordered will, unfettered by right 

reason, is the political problem. 

Radical Muslims translate their version of God's 

omnipotence into a politics of unlimited power. As 

God's instruments, they are channels for this power. 

Once the primacy of force is posited, terrorism 

becomes the next logical step to power, as it did in the 
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20th-century secular ideologies of power: Nazism and 

Marxism-Leninism. This is what led Osama bin Laden to 

embrace the astonishing statement of his spiritual 

godfather, Abdullah Azzam, which bin Laden quoted in 

the November 2001 video, released after 9/11: 

"Terrorism is an obligation in Allah's religion." This can 

only be true -- that violence in spreading faith is an 

obligation -- if, as Benedict said in Regensburg, God is 

without reason.  

The problem today is that the side of reason in 

Islam lost. The ultimate consequences of the rejection 

of reason and the loss of causality are playing 

themselves out across the Muslim world. As Fouad 

Ajami recently observed, "Wherever I go in the Islamic 

world, it's the same problem: cause and effect; cause 

and effect." 

It is not that the side of reason is not still there -- 

there are some extraordinarily intelligent Muslim 

scholars who would like to see a neo-Mu'tazilite 

movement within Islam, a restoration of the primacy of 

reason so that they can re-open the doors to 

interpretation and develop some kind of natural-law 

foundation for humane, political, constitutional rule. 

According to Iranian thinker Abdolkarim Soroush, 

"Some of the understandings that exist in our society 

today of the Imams... or even of the concept of God are 

not particularly compatible with an accountable state 

and do not allow society to grow and develop in the 

modern-day sense." Reformist Tunisian-born thinker 

Latif Lakhdar calls for a revival of "Mu'tazila and 

philosophical thought that subjected the holy writings 

on which the religion is based to interpretation by the 

human mind." There are Muslims who will say these 

things, but many of them, like Soroush and Lakhdar, are 

in the West for their own protection. 

Is there a constituency within the Muslim world 

that can elaborate a theology that allows for the 

restoration of reason, a rehellenization of Islam with 

Allah as ratio? It is idle to pretend that it would take less 

than a sea change for this to happen. If it does not, it is 

hard to envisage upon what basis the dialogue with 

Islam could take place. There are many Muslims (in 

Turkey and in the developing democracies of Indonesia 

and Malaysia, to say nothing of the democratic life 

followed by the huge Muslim population in India) who 

want to enter the modern world -- with its modern 

science and modern political institutions -- and also 

keep their faith. Unfortunately, the ideas gaining 

traction today are not theirs. That is the crisis, which is 

now spilling over into the West. In order to meet it, 

Benedict is telling us we have urgent reason to regain 

our own faith and to raise these all-important 

questions with them. 

 

Robert R. Reilly was a special assistant to President 

Ronald Reagan and served as his liaison to the Catholic 

Church. This article originally appeared in the 

November 2006 issue of crisis Magazine. 

 


