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The Task of the Catholic Medical Professional 
Most Rev. Charles J. Chaput, O.F.M. Cap. | Column 

10/19/09 

 number of my friends have children with 

disabilities. Their problems range from cerebral 

palsy to Turner's syndrome to Trisomy 18, 

which is extremely serious. But I want to focus on one 

fairly common genetic disability to make my point. I'm 

referring to Trisomy 21, or Down syndrome. 

You may already know that Down is not a disease. 

It's a genetic disorder with a variety of symptoms. 

Therapy can ease the burden of those symptoms, but 

Down syndrome is permanent. There's no cure. People 

with Down syndrome have mild to moderate 

developmental delays. They have low to middling 

cognitive function. They also tend to have a uniquely 

Down syndrome "look" -- a flat facial profile, almond-

shaped eyes, a small nose, short neck, thick stature and 

a small mouth which often causes the tongue to 

protrude and interferes with clear speech. People with 

Down syndrome also tend to have low muscle tone. 

This can affect their posture, breathing and speech. 

Currently about 5,000 children with Down 

syndrome are born in the United States each year. They 

join a national Down syndrome population of roughly 

400,000 persons. But that population may soon 

dwindle. And the reason why it may decline illustrates, 

in a vivid way, a struggle within the American soul. That 

struggle will shape the character of our society in the 

decades to come. 

Prenatal testing can now detect up to 95 percent of 

pregnancies with a strong risk of Down syndrome. The 

tests aren't conclusive. They can't give a firm yes or no. 

But they're pretty good. And the results of those tests 

are brutally practical. Studies show that more than 80 

percent of unborn babies diagnosed with Down 

syndrome now get terminated in the womb. They're 

killed because of a flaw in one of their chromosomes -- 

a flaw that's neither fatal nor contagious, but merely 

undesirable. 

The older a woman gets, the higher her risk of 

bearing a child with Down syndrome. And so, in medical 

offices around the country, pregnant women now hear 

from doctors or genetic counselors that their baby has 

"an increased likelihood" of Down syndrome based on 

one or more prenatal tests. Some doctors deliver this 

information with sensitivity and great support for the 

woman. But, as my friends know from experience, too 

many others seem more concerned about avoiding 

lawsuits, or managing costs, or even, in a few ugly 

cases, cleaning up the gene pool. 

We're witnessing a kind of schizophrenia in our 

culture's conscience. In Britain, the Guardian 

newspaper recently ran an article lamenting the 

faultiness of some of the prenatal tests that screen for 

Down syndrome. Women who receive positive results, 

the article noted, often demand an additional test, 

amniocentesis, which has a greater risk of miscarriage. 

Doctors in the story complained about the high 

number of false positives for Down syndrome. "The 

result of [these false positives] is that babies are dying 

completely unnecessarily," one med school professor 

said. "It's scandalous and disgraceful... and causing the 

death of normal babies." Those words sound almost 

humane -- until we realize that, at least for the med 

school professor, killing "abnormal" babies like those 

with Down syndrome is perfectly acceptable. 

In practice, medical professionals can now steer an 

expectant mother toward abortion simply by hinting at 

a list of the child's possible defects. And the most 

debased thing about that kind of pressure is that 

doctors know better than anyone else how vulnerable 

a woman can be in hearing potentially tragic news 

about her unborn baby. 

  

I'm not suggesting that doctors should hold back vital 

knowledge from parents. Nor should they paint an 
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implausibly upbeat picture of life with a child who has a 

disability. Facts and resources are crucial in helping 

adult persons prepare themselves for difficult 

challenges. But doctors, genetic counselors, and med 

school professors should have on staff -- or at least on 

speed dial -- experts of a different sort. 

Parents of children with special needs, special 

education teachers and therapists, and pediatricians 

who have treated children with disabilities often have a 

hugely life-affirming perspective. Unlike prenatal 

caregivers, these professionals have direct knowledge 

of persons with special needs. They know their 

potential. They've seen their accomplishments. They 

can testify to the benefits -- often miraculous -- of 

parental love and faith. Expectant parents deserve to 

know that a child with Down syndrome can love, laugh, 

learn, work, feel hope and excitement, make friends, 

and create joy for others. These things are beautiful 

precisely because they transcend what we expect. They 

witness to the truth that every child with special needs 

has a value that matters eternally. 

Raising a child with Down syndrome can be hard. 

Parents grow up very fast. None of my friends who has 

a daughter or son with a serious disability is 

melodramatic, or self-conscious, or even especially 

pious about it. They speak about their special child with 

an unsentimental realism. It's a realism flowing out of 

love -- real love, the kind that courses its way through 

fear and suffering to a decision, finally, to surround the 

child with their heart and trust in the goodness of God. 

And that decision to trust, of course, demands not just 

real love, but also real courage.  

The real choice in accepting or rejecting a child with 

special needs is never between some imaginary 

perfection or imperfection. None of us is perfect. No 

child is perfect. The real choice in accepting or rejecting 

a child with special needs is between love and unlove; 

between courage and cowardice; between trust and 

fear. That's the choice we face when it happens in our 

personal experience. And that's the choice we face as a 

society in deciding which human lives we will treat as 

valuable, and which we will not. 

Nearly 50 percent of babies with Down syndrome 

are born with some sort of heart defect. Most have a 

lifelong set of health challenges. Some of them are 

serious. Government help is a mixed bag. Public policy is 

uneven. Some cities and states, like New York, provide 

generous aid to the disabled and their families. In many 

other jurisdictions, though, a bad economy has forced 

budget cuts. Services for the disabled -- who often lack 

the resources, voting power and lobbyists to defend 

their interests -- have shrunk. In still other places, the 

law mandates good support and care, but lawmakers 

neglect their funding obligations, and no one holds 

them accountable. The vulgar economic fact about the 

disabled is that, in purely utilitarian terms, they rarely 

seem worth the investment. 

  

That's the bad news. But there's also good news. 

Ironically, for those persons with Down syndrome who 

do make it out of the womb, life is better than at any 

time in our nation's history. A baby with Down 

syndrome born in 1944, the year of my own birth, 

could expect to live about 25 years. Many spent their 

entire lives mothballed in public institutions. Today, 

people with Down syndrome routinely survive into 

their 50s and 60s. Most can enjoy happy, productive 

lives. Most live with their families or share group 

homes with modified supervision and some measure 

of personal autonomy. Many hold steady jobs in the 

workplace. Some marry. A few have even attended 

college. Federal law mandates a free and appropriate 

education for children with special needs through the 

age of 21. Social Security provides modest monthly 

support for persons with Down syndrome and other 

severe disabilities from age 18 throughout their lives. 

These are huge blessings. 

And, just as some people resent the imperfection, 

the inconvenience and the expense of persons with 

disabilities, others see in them an invitation to be 

healed of their own sins and failures by learning how 

to love. 

About 200 families in this country are now waiting 

to adopt children with Down syndrome. Many of these 
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families already have, or know, a child with special 

needs. They believe in the spirit of these beautiful 

children, because they've seen it firsthand. A Maryland-

based organization, Reece's Rainbow, helps arrange 

international adoptions of children with Down 

syndrome. The late Eunice Shriver spent much of her 

life working to advance the dignity of children with 

Down syndrome and other disabilities. Last September, 

the Anna and John J. Sie Foundation committed $34 

million to the University of Colorado to focus on 

improving the medical conditions faced by those with 

Down syndrome. And many businesses, all over the 

country, now welcome workers with Down syndrome. 

Parents of these special employees say that having a 

job, however tedious, and earning a pay check, however 

small, gives their children pride and purpose. These 

things are more precious than gold. 

 

The Nobel Peace Prize winner Albert Schweitzer once 

wrote that, "A man is truly ethical only when he obeys 

the compulsion to help all life which he is able to assist, 

and shrinks from injuring anything that lives." Every 

child with Down syndrome, every adult with special 

needs; in fact, every unwanted unborn child, every 

person who is poor, weak, abandoned or homeless -- 

each one of these persons is an icon of God's face and a 

vessel of his love. How we treat these persons -- 

whether we revere them and welcome them, or throw 

them away in distaste -- shows what we really believe 

about human dignity, both as individuals and as a 

nation. 

The American Jesuit scholar Father John Courtney 

Murray once said that "Anyone who really believes in 

God must set God, and the truth of God, above all other 

considerations." 

Here's what that means. Catholic public officials 

who take God seriously cannot support laws that attack 

human dignity without lying to themselves, misleading 

others and abusing the faith of their fellow Catholics. 

God will demand an accounting. Catholic doctors who 

take God seriously cannot do procedures, prescribe 

drugs or support health policies that attack the sanctity 

of unborn children or the elderly; or that undermine the 

dignity of human sexuality and the family. God will 

demand an accounting. And Catholic citizens who take 

God seriously cannot claim to love their Church, and 

then ignore her counsel on vital public issues that shape 

our nation's life. God will demand an accounting. As 

individuals, we can claim to be or believe whatever we 

want. We can posture, and rationalize our choices, and 

make alibis with each other all day long -- but no excuse 

for our lack of honesty and zeal will work with the God 

who made us. God knows our hearts better than we do. 

If we don't conform our hearts and actions to the faith 

we claim to believe, we're only fooling ourselves. 

We live in a culture where our marketers and 

entertainment media compulsively mislead us about 

the sustainability of youth; the indignity of old age; the 

avoidance of suffering; the denial of death; the 

meaning of real beauty; the impermanence of every 

human love; the dysfunctions of children and family; 

the silliness of virtue; and the cynicism of religious 

faith. It's a culture of fantasy, selfishness and illness 

that we've brought upon ourselves. And we've done it 

by misusing the freedom that other -- and greater -- 

generations than our own worked for, bled for and 

bequeathed to our safe-keeping. 

What have we done with that freedom? In whose 

service do we use it now? 

John Courtney Murray is most often remembered 

for his work at Vatican II on the issue of religious 

liberty, and for his great defense of American 

democracy in his book, We Hold These Truths. Murray 

believed deeply in the ideas and moral principles of 

the American experiment. He saw in the roots of the 

American Revolution the unique conditions for a 

mature people to exercise their freedom through 

intelligent public discourse, mutual cooperation and 

laws inspired by right moral character. He argued that -

- at its best -- American democracy is not only 

compatible with the Catholic faith, but congenial to it. 

But he had a caveat. It's the caveat George 

Washington implied in his Farewell Address, and 

Charles Carroll -- the only Catholic signer of the 
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Declaration of Independence -- mentions in his own 

writings. In order to work, America depends as a nation 

on a moral people shaped by their religious faith, and in 

a particular way, by the Christian faith. Without that 

living faith, animating its people and informing its public 

life, America becomes something alien and hostile to 

the very ideals it was founded on. 

This is why the same Father Murray who revered 

the best ideals of the American experiment could also 

write that "Our American culture, as it exists, is actually 

the quintessence of all that is decadent in the culture of 

the Western Christian world. It would seem to be 

erected on the triple denial that has corrupted Western 

culture at its roots: the denial of metaphysical reality, of 

the primacy of the spiritual over the material, [and] of 

the social over the individual . . . Its most striking 

characteristic is its profound materialism . . . It has given 

citizens everything to live for and nothing to die for. 

And its achievement may be summed up thus: It has 

gained a continent and lost its own soul." 

  

Those who serve in the medical profession have a 

sacred vocation. That vocation of healing comes from 

Jesus Christ himself. I don't mean just curing people's 

aches and pains, although physical healing is so very 

important. I mean the kind of healing that comes when 

a suffering person is understood and loved, and knows 

that she's understood and loved. That requires a 

different kind of medicine. The medicine of patience. 

The medicine of listening. The medicine of respect. 

Over the years, I've learned that when God takes 

something away from a person, he gives back some 

other gift that's equally precious. Rick Santorum, the 

former senator from Pennsylvania, is a friend of mine. 

Rick has always been Catholic, and always prolife. But 

it's one thing to argue in Congress for the sanctity of 

life. It's another to prove it by your actions under 

pressure. Last year Rick's wife gave birth to a beautiful 

daughter named Bella. Bella has Trisomy 18. Against the 

odds, that little girl is still alive and still growing. And 

she's surrounded by a family devoted to loving her, 24 

hours a day. 

Rick and his wife have no illusions about the 

prospects for their daughter. No one "recovers" from 

Trisomy 18. But he said to me once that each day he has 

with Bella makes him a little bit more of a "whole 

person." It's one of God's ironies that the suffering 

imperfection brings, can perfect us in the vocation of 

love. Rick's daughter is an education in the dignity of 

every human life; a tutor in the meaning of love -- and 

not just for themselves, but for me as their friend, and 

for dozens of other people who encounter the 

Santorum family every week. Another friend of mine 

has a son with Down syndrome, and she calls him a 

"sniffer of souls." He may have an IQ of 47, and he'll 

never read The Brothers Karamazov, but he has a 

piercingly quick sense of the heart of the people he 

meets. He knows when he's loved -- and he knows 

when he's not. Ultimately, we're all like her son. We 

hunger for people to confirm that we have meaning by 

showing us love. We need that love. And we suffer 

when that love is withheld. 

The task of the Catholic working in medicine is this: 

Be the best doctors, nurses and medical professionals 

you can be. Your skill gives glory to God. But be the 

best Catholics you can be first. Pour your love for Jesus 

Christ into the healing you do for every person you 

serve. By your words and by your actions, be a witness 

to your colleagues. Speak up for what you believe. 

Love the Church. Defend her teaching. Trust in God. 

Believe in the Gospel. And don't be afraid. Fear is 

beneath your dignity as sons and daughters of the God 

of life. 

Changing the course of American culture seems 

like such a huge task. But St. Paul felt exactly the same 

way. Redeeming and converting a civilization has 

already been done once. It can be done again. But we 

need to understand that God is calling you and me to 

do it. He chose us. He calls us. He's waiting, and now 

we need to answer him. 
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Most Reverend Charles J. Chaput, O.F.M. Cap., is the 

archbishop of Denver. This article is adapted from 

remarks he delivered to the Phoenix Catholic Physician's 

Guild on October 16, 2009. 
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The Horrors 
David Warren | Column 

10/19/09

he last time I can remember big media taking an 

interest in the ecclesiastical affairs of Atlantic 

Canada was 20 years ago. There had been little 

interest before that, either, but the degree of attention 

that was suddenly granted compensated for many years 

of neglect. The issue was allegations of physical and 

sexual abuse against members of the Christian Brothers 

of Ireland in Canada, who had staffed the Mount Cashel 

Orphanage in St. John's, Newfoundland. 

By the time that was wrapped up, a Canadian 

parliamentary Royal Commission had investigated the 

affair, along with provincial and Church commissions, 

and of course the Royal Newfoundland Constabulary; 

two feature films had been made and widely distributed 

by the National Film Board of Canada; some convictions 

had been secured; compensation payments had been 

made by the tens of millions; the orphanage itself had 

been closed then razed, and indeed, every other 

property of the Christian Brothers in Canada closed, and 

the whole order scraped out of the country. The 

exhaustive media coverage succeeded in making the 

very name of Mount Cashel a term of infamy and a 

tremendous shame to be borne by all Canadian 

Catholics. 

It would be politically incorrect to mention that this 

orphanage had, over the better part of a century, taken 

in children with nowhere else to turn, including wards 

of the state in its later decades; that the great majority 

had never been abused; and that many of these might 

be said to have owed their very lives to this charitable 

establishment. I only mention this because someone 

ought to. 

Media attention faded over the years, though 

always rising to the bait offered by any sort of update. 

But the full blaze was reignited last month, after a 

gentleman named Raymond Lahey had his laptop 

"randomly searched" in Ottawa airport on return from a 

trip to Europe. It was seized on suspicion, and over 

several days the police examined the hard drive. 

Lahey was the Catholic Bishop of Antigonish. He had 

recently received media coverage for delivering a 

remarkably large payout for sexual abuse claims against 

priests in his diocese, along with an unprecedented 

admission of guilt on behalf of the Church herself. 

On September 25 he was charged with possession 

of child pornography. The next day he was removed 

from his office by the pope. Without waiting for a 

criminal conviction, but instead reviewing rumors of 

previous suspicions against this priest, the Canadian 

media went back into a moralizing frenzy. News 

reports and commentaries have been strewn alike with 

insinuations that the Catholic priesthood is to child 

molestation as al-Qaeda to terrorism. From my own 

familiarity with several of the writers, I would say the 

attitude is not feigned; they actually believe this. And 

thanks to their assiduous efforts, a large part of the 

Canadian population more or less believe it, too, and 

have believed it for some time -- their belief confirmed 

by each news report, however tendentious or 

repetitious. 

  

It goes without saying that priests who molest 

children, or commit other grievous acts, cause 

incalculable damage. It is no use pointing to the 

hypocrisy of the media, which give much different 

coverage, or no coverage at all, to malefactors who are 

not Catholic priests. There is no use pointing to 

evidence of an epidemic of child molestation in secular 

institutions, or demonstrating that the Church has 

instituted measures of prevention far stricter than any 

of them. No use showing the prevalence of child and 

all other forms of pornography on the Internet and in 

society at large. No use trying to correct critics who 

speak as if the Church winks at "the sins of the 
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Fathers," or reserves moral condemnation exclusively to 

outsiders. And there are many other dimensions of 

hypocrisy to which it is no use to call attention. 

Whether it would be any use or not, it is quite 

impossible to give a candid account of how the Church 

got into her mess -- of how much is direct fallout from 

concessions to the "liberal" and secular demands of the 

Zeitgeist through the last few decades. Such ideas as 

the fatuous one that sexual perverts can be "cured" by 

psychological counseling did not originate in Christian 

teaching, and were in fact repulsive to it until quite 

recent times. Behind the public stage, the recovery of 

Catholic theological orthodoxy, reverent liturgy, and 

moral teaching proceeds -- gradually, in view of the 

scale of the "post-Vatican II" catastrophe. 

As Hillaire Belloc was quoted, in one of the more 

sympathetic Canadian media reports, "If anyone should 

deny the divine origin of the Roman Church, let it be 

known that no mere human institution, conducted with 

such knavish imbecility, would have lasted a fortnight." 

But that is an argument that has itself become 

tiresome. 

In my view, we need to discard, quickly and 

thoroughly, the entire syndrome of cheap, affected 

compassion and excuse-mongering that encourages 

scandal and abuse at every level in our moral lives. 

In particular, we should withdraw sympathy for 

people who claim their faith has been shaken by horrors 

within the Church -- who make a parade of their own 

offended innocence, and abandon the Church in her 

distress. 

If they do not know that their "relationship" is 

ultimately with Christ, not a priest, then they need to be 

taught, urgently and publicly. More profoundly, they 

need to be taught how to feel shame instead of 

unctuousness. 

To be plain, priests are just "working for the 

company," and if I found out that my grocer was a 

child molester, I wouldn't stop eating on that account. 

The Church has taught for 2,000 years that human 

beings are terribly fallible, that temptations are real, 

that all are sinners, that forgiveness is not a light thing. 

Why then should we be surprised to discover that this 

is the truth? 

 

David Warren is a Canadian journalist who writes 

mostly on international affairs. His Web site is 

www.davidwarrenonline.com. 

http://www.davidwarrenonline.com/
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Obama's Nominee for EEOC Promotes Polygamy and 

Homosexuality 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

10/20/09 

resident Barack Obama has nominated a 

Georgetown University law professor, Chai R. 

Feldblum, to the Equal Employment Opportunity 

Council. Feldblum, a lesbian activist lawyer, formerly 

worked for the American Civil Liberties Union, the 

Human Rights Campaign Fund, and in the mid-1980s 

clerked for Justice Harry A. Blackmun, the author of Roe 

v. Wade. 

Feldblum faces Senate confirmation hearings before 

she can assume her post at the EEOC. The significance 

of her nomination for Catholics is underscored by the 

EEOC's recent ruling that Belmont Abbey, a Catholic 

college, must provide coverage for contraception in its 

insurance plans for employees. 

Feldblum's record gives every indication that she 

would agree with this decision. She argued in a recent 

paper, "Moral Conflict and Liberty: Gay Rights and 

Religion," that "once a religious person or institution 

enters the stream of commerce by operating an 

enterprise such as a doctor's office, hospital, bookstore, 

hotel, treatment center, and so on, I believe the 

enterprise must adhere to a norm of nondiscrimination 

on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity." 

Feldblum has a high public profile. She has gone on 

the record many times arguing that the state has an 

obligation to support relationships other than 

heterosexual marriage. In 2006, Feldblum signed a 

document titled "Beyond Same Sex Marriage: A New 

Strategic Vision for All Our Families & Relationships." 

This petition offers a "new vision" for securing 

governmental and institutional recognition of "diverse 

kinds of partnerships."  

By signing this petition, Feldblum also expressed her 

support for polygamy: Among the stated "partnerships" 

the petition seeks to protect are "households in which 

there is more than one conjugal partner." 

In a paper written for the "Moral Values Project" at 

the Georgetown Law School, Feldblum describes one 

kind of polygamous relationship the government 

should support: NSDPs, or "nonsexual domestic 

partners." She explains, "The state has an obligation to 

recognize and support these non-sexual domestic 

partnerships -- these 'moral units' of society -- as well 

as sexual relationships that offer care and support."  

Feldblum's advocacy of the homosexual lifestyle is 

quite startling, given the fact that she teaches at a 

Catholic law school. As a matter of fact, she is seen in 

this video arguing not only that the government has a 

duty to promote homosexuality but also proclaiming, 

"Gay sex is morally good." 

Since President Obama nominated Feldblum on 

September 15, his outreach to the homosexual 

community has rapidly accelerated. His keynote 

speech to the Human Rights Campaign on October 11 

contained all the positions advocated by his EEOC 

nominee: "You will see a time in which we as a nation 

finally recognize relationships between two men or 

two women as just as real and admirable as 

relationships between a man and a woman."  

Obama's declaration "to repeal the so-called 

Defense of Marriage Act and to pass the Domestic 

Partners Benefits and Obligations Act" reflects 

Feldblum's commitment to employ the power of 

government to encourage the growth of gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, and transgender social units, thus presenting 

a direct challenge to traditional marriage.  

Her place on the five-person panel of the Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission will give 

P 

http://www.lifenews.com/nat5542.html
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/aug/09081005.html
http://mirrorofjustice.blogs.com/mirrorofjustice/2009/09/prof-feldblum-nominated-to-eeoc.html
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=17265
http://www.wnd.com/index.php?fa=PAGE.view&pageId=112084
http://beetlebabee.wordpress.com/2009/10/10/obamas-chai-feldblum-gay-sex-is-morally-good-government-has-a-duty-to-promote/
http://blogs.suntimes.com/sweet/2009/10/obama_human_rights_campaign_sp.html
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Feldblum a powerful perch from which to pursue her 

"new strategic vision." No doubt religious businesses 

and institutions should be put on full alert for scrutiny 

of both their hiring practices and their benefits 

packages. If Feldblum's nomination is approved by the 

Senate, the case of Belmont Abbey may prove to be just 

the tip of the iceberg. 

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in 

the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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A Bridge across the Tiber 
Rev. Dwight Longenecker | Column 

10/20/09

here was a T-shirt on the market last year for 

converts to the Catholic faith. Emblazoned on the 

front were the words, "Member of the Tiber 

Swimmers Club." After today's amazing announcement 

from the Vatican, Anglicans no longer need to change 

into their swimming trunks. Trembling toes no longer 

need to be dipped in the chilly waters of the Roman 

river. Anglicans needn't take the plunge: Benedict has 

built a bridge. 

The "personal ordinariate" is a structure whereby 

Anglicans will be able to come into full communion with 

the Holy See. Individuals, congregations, parishes, 

religious communities, whole dioceses and provinces 

will be able to maintain their Anglican traditions, use 

the Anglican Use Roman liturgy, see their married 

priests ordained to serve as Catholic priests, and even 

have their own "ordinary" (akin to their own bishop). 

Think of a mixture of the system used to minister to the 

military and the semi-autonomous structure that the 

Eastern Rite Catholics enjoy.  

The Archbishop of Canterbury looked a bit like a 

deer in the headlights at the press conference in 

London today, where he admitted that he was not 

consulted about this step and was only informed about 

it two weeks ago. Nevertheless, he should have seen it 

coming: Not only has the Traditional Anglican 

Communion been publicly courting the Vatican, but two 

of his own traditionalist bishops were in a "secret" 

meeting with the Vatican last Easter.  

The archbishop and the rest of the established 

Anglican Communion regarded the dissenters in their 

ranks as a rather troublesome sore that, in time, they 

hoped would go away. Even so, the mainstream 

Anglican response will be the lofty response usually 

given by those who are in established institutions to 

upstarts. With a casual wave of the hand they will 

imagine that the traditionalist Anglicans are just an 

eccentric rump. They will regard the Traditional 

Anglican Communion, Forward in Faith, and all the 

other traditionalist groups as "garage churches" -- little 

schismatic groups who trouble the great Anglican 

Communion as a fly might annoy an elephant. 

What will be the Anglican response to Benedict's 

invitation? The Vatican has played the trump card for 

all the schismatic Anglican groups that call themselves 

"Catholic." Rome has said, "If you really want to be 

"Catholic Anglicans," come on in." These schismatic 

traditionalist Anglican groups will now have to either 

use the new provision or stop pretending. As for the 

non-"Catholic" Anglican schismatic groups, they will 

simply go their own way, forming yet more Anglican 

churches and splinter groups. 

For mainstream Anglicans, the right thing would be 

for the Anglican Communion worldwide to face this 

challenge squarely and put their own provisions in 

place for Anglo-Catholics to leave and take their 

buildings and resources with them. The Anglicans 

across the world should realize that their communion 

is shrinking and look at things from a practical point of 

view. They already have too many buildings and staff 

members to maintain. What would be the point of 

having a great Anglo-Catholic church if there is nobody 

there to fill the pews? In English cities, there are plenty 

of Anglican churches that could very easily be handed 

over. Corporations downsize all the time. Part of that 

process is stripping out and getting rid of the 

properties they no longer need.  

The Anglicans should be realistic and set up the 

procedures for an Anglican-Use Roman Catholic parish 

in every town. That would solve their problem of the 

troublesome Anglo-Catholics and free them to then 

turn the Anglican Church into the Politically Correct 

Church of Christ. While this would be the sensible and 

Christian way forward, it is unlikely to happen. Instead, 

be prepared for more property battles as disaffected 

T 
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Anglicans attempt to leave and take their assets with 

them. 

What are the wider implications of this move? First 

of all, the Holy Father has effectively closed down the 

Anglican-Roman Catholic ecumenical discussions. Of 

course they will still go on, but the discussions will be 

like those days of detente where Americans and 

Russians met, drank tea, shook hands for the cameras, 

made a bland statement, and went home. Instead of 

"searching for ways to overcome obstacles," the pope 

has given a concrete way for the obstacles to be 

overcome.  

Secondly, the personal ordinariate may provide a 

model for the reunion of other groups with Rome. It has 

always been Benedict's view that the way forward 

ecumenically is to replicate the existing structures that 

the Eastern Rite churches enjoy, and that this can be 

done with new flexibility and creativity. Pundits are 

already wondering whether this same model might 

assist the Society of St. Pius X to come into full 

communion, and once the Eastern Orthodox see it 

working well, they too might find ways to reunite with 

the ancient See of Rome. 

Finally, what are the implications for the Catholic 

Church herself at the beginning of the new millennium? 

Not only is this Apostolic Constitution a rebuff to the old 

style of ecumenical discussions, it is a rebuff to liberal 

Catholics. The pope is giving a very clear message to 

those who wish to follow the historic Christian faith: 

"Let us be united in the One Faith, One Church, One 

Baptism." He is willing to take risks to welcome those 

who follow the historic Christian faith, although 

separated from full communion with Rome. On the 

other hand, he sees those who prefer the modern 

gospel of relativism, sexual license, and a denial of the 

historic Christian faith that have taken over the 

mainstream Protestant churches. He knows there are 

plenty of them in the Catholic Church, and to them 

Benedict is quietly saying, "There's the door." 

 

Rev. Dwight Longenecker is chaplain to St. Joseph's 

Catholic School in Greenville, South Carolina. Visit his 

Web site at www.dwightlongenecker.com.  

http://www.dwightlongenecker.com/
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Listening to the Laity 

Russell Shaw | Column 

10/21/09 

y last month's column, on the subject of 

polarization in American Catholicism, 

touched off a lively and substantial 

discussion. My thanks to all who took part. I don't 

propose to respond here to what was said, but simply 

to expand on an issue I raised originally but didn't really 

develop. 

Near the end of the column, I remarked that 

bishops might do well to consider the views of 

churchgoing Catholics regarding something like the 

Obama-Notre Dame incident as an expression of the 

sensus fidelium. That was more or less a tongue-in-

cheek comment, since I'm not really sure the concept of 

sensus fidelium applies to something like this flap. But 

there's a serious question here just the same: Whose 

views should Church leaders take into account when 

deliberating on disputed, non-doctrinal questions? 

I take it for granted that in such circumstances, 

bishops and other leaders should take note of other 

views besides their own. With that as a basic premise, 

I'd want to mention several other basic principles with a 

bearing on this matter. 

First, making decisions is the right and duty of those 

who hold the office of decision-making in the 

hierarchical structure of the Church. At the same time, 

lay people do have a part to play. In this regard, think of 

John Henry Newman's famous On Consulting the 

Faithful in Matters of Doctrine.  

Newman argues that even -- or perhaps especially -- 

on doctrinal questions, the laity do have a role: It's not 

to make the decisions, but to provide input, a datum of 

faith as a useful indicator of what the Church's faith 

truly is. This is to be done, he says, by way of 

consultation (and if on matters of doctrine, one might 

add, then surely on matters of a practical nature -- like 

whether a high-visibility Catholic university should give 

an honorary degree to a president who supports 

legalized abortion). 

Second, in determining whose opinions should be 

taken into account, it would be a mistake to set the bar 

too high. If only certifiable saints or holders of S.T.D.s 

are eligible, then very few people will be consulted. 

Newman held that the Holy Spirit was broadly present 

and active among the ordinary faithful, and it is this 

presence and action of the Spirit that counts. 

Third, don't set the bar too low, either. Mere 

membership in the Body of Christ, as conferred by 

baptism, isn't enough -- otherwise it would be 

necessary to consult babes in arms. At the least, one 

ought to be what is generally called a "practicing" 

Catholic -- non-practicing Catholics need not apply. 

People who identify themselves as Catholics only 

because in their own minds they haven't definitively 

severed their ties with the Church are not candidates 

for a consultative process.  

  

Fourth -- and this will probably be the sticking point 

for some -- those consulted should be genuinely loyal 

to the Church: They should accept its teaching 

authority and its authority of spiritual governance. 

That doesn't mean they can't have questions or 

objections. But the questions and objections must 

respect the ecclesial common good. Dissent in its 

contemporary form -- flagrant, persistent rejection of 

what the Church's teaching authority says after 

engaging in due deliberation -- doesn't meet the test.  

There's an ugly example of the violation of this rule 

in events surrounding Pope Paul VI's encyclical 

Humanae Vitae, including the activities of the famous 

"birth-control commission" that offered him advice. 

Some commission members welcomed the pope's 

decision and some at least accepted it, but others 

M 
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promptly -- and in some cases openly -- moved to 

dissent from a decision they didn't happen to like. 

Fifth, without setting the bar too high or too low, to 

be eligible for consultation, one must have the same 

knowledge of Church issues that serious people have 

regarding other serious matters they seek to 

understand and form opinions on.  

To be sure, no one is a master of everything, and 

authentically serious people unavoidably know little 

about many serious matters. But for anyone, some 

things are important enough to make a real, continuing 

effort to know a good deal about them, whether it's 

college basketball or the Civil War -- or the Catholic 

Church.  

Unfortunately, many Catholics, practicing as well as 

non-practicing, just don't bother to stay sufficiently 

informed about Church issues to measure up. 

Conscientious pastors tell me that the trouble with 

consulting lay people is that time and again they don't 

understand very much about the Church, and bringing 

them up to speed -- supposing it's possible at all -- is 

hard work. This unquestionably is an impediment to 

crisp decision-making and timely action. 

Where does consultation stand in the Church 

today? The question is not so easily answered. The 

Second Vatican Council endorsed the reality of public 

opinion in the Church and called for its regular 

expression through "the institutions established by the 

Church for that purpose" (Lumen Gentium, 37).  

And where are those "institutions"? In the United 

States, bodies like diocesan and parish councils exist 

some places and are doing good work; elsewhere they 

appear to be rubber stamps for decisions made by 

others; and elsewhere still it's impossible to say 

whether they exist or not, since their activities 

(supposing they exist) are kept shrouded in secrecy. This 

is downright weird in a Church described as a 

hierarchically structured community of faith -- a 

communio -- whose members are fundamentally equal 

in dignity and rights. 

Not all opinions are equally good, but all members 

of the Church who measure up to reasonable criteria 

like those suggested here have a right to express 

themselves and be listened to. Alas, that isn't how 

things stand now.  

 

Russell Shaw is the author of Catholic Laity in the 

Mission of the Church (Requiem Press), Nothing to 

Hide: Secrecy, Communication, and Communion in the 

Catholic Church (Ignatius Press), and other works. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0975854283/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0975854283/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586172182/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586172182/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586172182/insidecatcom-20
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The Stupid Party May Learn a Lesson in Upstate New York 

Deal W. Hudson | Column 

10/22/09

 special election will be held on November 3 in 

upstate New York that may send a much-

needed message to the GOP. New York 

Congressional District 23 was put up for grabs when 

nine-term Rep. John McHugh, a Republican, resigned to 

become Secretary of the Army. The eleven Republican 

chairs of the district nominated Dede Scozzafava, a 

state assemblywoman and the first female minority 

leader pro tempore. 

The social conservative wing of the GOP, well into a 

mounting rage over the direction of the nation under 

President Barack Obama, wasn't in the mood to accept 

a pro-choice, pro-homosexual marriage candidate 

endorsed by the Working Families Party, known for its 

close ties to ACORN. 

Michele Malkin summarized the reaction to 

Scozzafava in her column titled, "An ACORN-Friendly, 

Big-Labor Backing, Tax-and-Spend Radical in GOP 

Clothes." Malkin's comments were all iterations on her 

opening salvo: "The stupid party is at it again." 

The Conservative Party of New York, a group with 

considerable clout, decided not to endorse Scozzafava, 

nominating instead one of the defeated GOP 

candidates, the staunchly pro-life Doug Hoffman. Since 

then, Hoffman has become something of a rallying point 

for social conservatives, appearing on the radio shows 

of Rush Limbaugh, Mark Levin, and the red-hot Glen 

Beck. 

Hoffman's biography reads like a classic American 

rags-to-riches tale: A humble accountant who served in 

the U.S. Army Reserves, he unexpectedly became the 

corporate controller of the 1980 Olympic Games in Lake 

Placid, and later went on to become the managing 

partner of his own accounting firm. In addition, his 

record of community service suggests a man who has 

come to politics as a second thought, rather than a first. 

The GOP is not so split over New York District 23 as 

it is splintered. Chairman of the House Republican 

Caucus, Rep. Mike Pence (R-IN), refuses to endorse 

Scozzafava, while Newt Gingrich and Rep. Peter King (R-

NY) have come to her aid. An op-ed in yesterday's Wall 

Street Journal framed the controversy this way:  

The real issue is why Ms. Scozzafava is a 

Republican at all. She has voted for so many tax 

increases that the Democrats are attacking her as a tax 

raiser. She supported the Obama stimulus, and she 

favors "card check" to make union organizing easier. 

When Marjorie Dannenfelser, president of the 

Susan B. Anthony List, endorsed Hoffman rather than 

Scozzafava, she wrote, "It's gravely disappointing that 

the Republican Party chose to nominate a candidate 

whose position flies in the face of the actual pro-life 

party platform." She was echoing the views of dozens 

of social conservative leaders I spoke to yesterday at 

two separate meetings in Washington, D.C. They were 

clearly hoping that the Republican Party was going to 

be taught a lesson about standing up for its core 

principles and its platform.  

  

Can Hoffman beat both the Republican nominee and 

the Democratic candidate, Bill Owens? Bill Kristol at 

the Weekly Standard argued several days ago that the 

polling is in Hoffman's favor. It shows that the more 

voters know Scozzafava, the less they support her. As 

Kristol comments, "By an amazing margin of 28-12 

percent, those who've seen Scozzafava's commercials 

say those ads make them less likely to support her."  

The Republican establishment is busy trying to 

prop up a candidate who doesn't even come close to 

identifying with traditional GOP values, especially 

those of its social conservatives. This may well lead to 

a Democratic victory, but it's likely that Hoffman will 

A 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York%27s_23rd_congressional_district_special_election,_2009
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Working_Families_Party
http://michellemalkin.com/2009/10/16/an-acorn-friendly-big-labor-backing-tax-and-spend-radical-in-gop-clothing/
http://doughoffmanforcongress.com/
http://www.syracuse.com/news/index.ssf/2009/10/newt_gingrich_endorses_dede_sc.html
http://www.christiannewswire.com/news/8247411668.html
http://www.weeklystandard.com/weblogs/TWSFP/2009/10/shouldnt_the_republican_establ_1.asp
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still come out ahead of Scozzafava, sending a clear 

message that Republican voters want candidates who 

will fight against the direction of the Obama White 

House, not play along with it.  

Republicans have lost the last two elections in part 

because they did not do anything to rally the social and 

religious conservatives who have been decisive in every 

election victory since 1980. The McCain campaign was 

the nadir of that lack of effort, so much so that it has 

become the touchstone of every tactical discussion 

among social conservatives about how to rally in 2010 

and 2012.  

Indeed, those social conservatives are mounting 

major grassroots efforts that are self-described as 

"outside of the Republican Party." Perhaps the message 

is already being sent. 

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in 

the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

17 

 

The Vanity of Ayn Rand 
John Zmirak | Column 

10/23/09

n past columns I've explored the deadly sin of 

Vainglory (or Vanity) and its key role in the American 

Church's sex-abuse crisis. I've looked into the 

opposing virtue, Humility, and pointed up exemplars 

like the anonymous Capuchin friars who willed that 

their skeletons be dismantled to form the decorations 

for their chapel. Now it's time for the fun part, which 

we might call Zmirak's Inferno: Digging through the 

annals of history to find an Olympic-level practitioner of 

the Deadly Sin, then using him as a piñata. For medicinal 

purposes only. 

Remember how St. Thomas distinguished Vainglory 

from the fundamental evil that corrupted Lucifer, Pride: 

Vainglory amounts to feeling puffed up over qualities 

that either a) you don't have, or b) you didn't earn. In 

today's culture wars, Afrocentrists and Latino 

nationalists are frequently guilty of a, white racialists of 

b.  

History's pages are filled, of course, with rulers akin to 

Shelley's Ozymandias: 

I met a traveller from an antique land 

Who said: "Two vast and trunkless legs of stone 

Stand in the desert. Near them on the sand, 

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown 

And wrinkled lip and sneer of cold command 

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read 

Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things, 

The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed. 

And on the pedestal these words appear: 

My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings: 

Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair! 

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay 

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare, 

The lone and level sands stretch far away." 

From the global polis of Alexander's dreams, up through 

fantasies of Thousand Year Reichs, international 

proletarian revolutions, and New World Orders, we can 

stroll through the picturesque wreckage, kicking rocks 

and snickering. Since few of us will ever command a 

platoon, much less an empire, this seems to me too 

easy. I'd rather pick an example of Vainglory whose 

abuses I find accessible -- someone like a writer.  

It would, again, be easy to pick on random 

bloggers or trolls who commandeer comboxes, 

fancying themselves the voice of this or that. But I 

fancy myself as above the task of microwaving gerbils. 

Instead, I'll take on somebody my own size -- in fact 

much larger, who has sold millions of books, created a 

political ideology, even launched what former 

followers call a cult: the philosopher/novelist Ayn 

Rand.  

  

Let's first get through the obvious stuff: Rand was a 

programmatic atheist, who sneered at any and all 

religious believers as self-deluding "mystics." Here's 

her analysis of faith, from Atlas Shrugged:  

A mystic is a man who surrendered his mind at its 

first encounter with the minds of others. 

Somewhere in the distant reaches of his childhood, 

when his own understanding of reality clashed 

with the assertions of others, with their arbitrary 

orders and contradictory demands, he gave in to 

so craven a fear of independence that he 

renounced his rational faculty. At the crossroads of 

the choice between "I know" and "They say," he 

chose the authority of others, he chose to submit 

rather than to understand, to believe rather than 

to think. Faith in the supernatural begins as faith in 

the superiority of others. His surrender took the 

form of the feeling that he must hide his lack of 

understanding, that others possess some 

mysterious knowledge of which he alone is 

I 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5037&Itemid=100
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http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/love_among_the_bones/
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/love_among_the_bones/
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/3132.htm
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deprived, that reality is whatever they want it to be, 

through some means forever denied to him. 

That's just a letter-perfect description of Sts. Paul, 

Augustine, Thomas More, Joan of Arc, Ignatius Loyola, 

and Edmund Campion, isn't it? Rand should have run 

their pictures surrounding this paragraph as a "cloud of 

witnesses." 

Goaded by an entirely justified hatred for 20th-

century collectivism, Rand went far beyond Classical 

liberalism and even libertarianism in her disdain for 

sharing the wealth: While small-government 

Manchester liberals or principled Austrian economists 

might argue that the Corporal Works of Mercy are best 

performed willingly by individuals, churches, and civic 

groups, Rand opposed even private charity on principle. 

She condemns "altruism" as a radical perversion of 

ethics. Hence her most famous phrase, "the virtue of 

selfishness," an axiom Rand explained this way: 

Just as life is an end in itself, so every living human 

being is an end in himself, not the means to the 

ends or the welfare of others -- and, therefore, man 

must live for his own sake, neither sacrificing 

himself to others nor sacrificing others to himself.  

I've argued elsewhere against the postmodern, liberal 

Christian impulse to reject a God-given concern for 

one's own well-being (psychologists call it "healthy 

narcissism," and it's the reason babies cry and battered 

spouses flee). This self-loathing, projected onto politics, 

results in socialist multiculturalism. If you need a visual, 

picture a pallid, blue-tinged Anglican bishop staring 

from the porch of his empty cathedral at the swarms 

pouring into a London mosque . . . and forcing himself 

to smile. Or just go visit Canada.  

Perhaps my early exposure to Rand -- whose works I 

read, and followers I had to argue with incessantly in 

college -- inoculated me against such religious 

masochism and made me view with a jaundiced eye the 

wave of vague, self-flagellating statements that sluice 

out of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace. 

(Those clerics really should be strapped down and 

forced to read some Rand -- a la A Clockwork Orange.)  

But Rand's ideal of selfhood amounts to self-

deification, fed by the pretense that the individual is 

wholly self-created, owing nothing to history, ancestors, 

neighbors, or the future. Think I'm being unfair here? I'll 

cite Ms. Rand again: "And now I see the face of god, and 

I raise this god over the earth, this god whom men have 

sought since men came into being, this god who will 

grant them joy and peace and pride. This god, this one 

word: 'I.'"  

Which recalls me to my first reflection on Deus 

Caritas Est:  

When a follower of Ayn Rand (for instance) 

demands of me why he should give a penny of 

unearned charity to the unfortunate, I like to 

respond this way: "Did you invent the English 

language? Did you develop Common Law, or write 

the Constitution that protects your cherished 

rights? Did you build up urban civilization, or 

invent the technology that lets you live better than 

what man is by nature -- a hunter-gatherer? I 

didn't think so. It seems to me you inherited a 

great deal of social capital that you did absolutely 

nothing to earn. So now it's time to pass along a 

little bit of the largesse you received. Or else you 

really ought to strip naked and go hunt wildebeest 

on the savannah." 

Rand's idea of the autonomy of the individual is so 

autistic, so clinically isolated from any real, human 

knowledge of how people grow up in families and 

cultures, that it recalls the lab experiments with baby 

monkeys raised by wire mothers. Rand never had or 

claimed to want children, and neither do her heroes 

and heroines. A true wire monkey mama, Rand bore 

fictional offspring who never fall in love, breastfeed, 

change diapers, or do any of the things that for a 

moment allow for the loss of self. They do sometimes 

engage in sexual activity, but it's almost always a rape -

- albeit a rape where the steely-eyed, Art Deco female 

genius allows herself, after a struggle, to be 

overwhelmed by the broad-shouldered, hunky 

industrial mega-tycoon. Bodices are ripped with some 

enthusiasm, before the characters get back down to 

their real monkey business -- ecstatically swapping 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6566&Itemid=100
http://www.hawaii.edu/powerkills/NOTE1.HTM
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6918&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6918&Itemid=48
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/against_unselfishness/
http://n-continuum.blogspot.com/2008/03/test-post.html
http://n-continuum.blogspot.com/2008/03/test-post.html
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/kill_more_canadians/
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6407&Itemid=48
http://www.uoregon.edu/~adoption/studies/HarlowMLE.htm
http://www.uoregon.edu/~adoption/studies/HarlowMLE.htm
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contempt for the sea of primate mediocrities that 

surrounds them. It's telling that Rand simply could not 

visualize and convincingly depict a willing erotic 

surrender that didn't first need the use of force. No 

wonder she couldn't differentiate the impulse to 

engage in willing self-sacrifice on behalf of a needy 

fellow man from the hatred, envy, and powerlust 

intrinsic to every form of socialism -- even, or even 

especially, those that label themselves "Christian."  

Given Rand's picture of the person as self-created, 

ex nihilo, it's not surprising to learn that she hated 

giving credit to other thinkers from whom she'd learned 

-- most obviously, Nietzsche. By the time her cult 

following had grown into a kind of church from which 

she would literally excommunicate errant sheep, Rand 

held that there were only two serious philosophers in 

history: Aristotle and Rand. She thought her didactic 

pop novels the artistic equivalent of Dostoevsky's 

oeuvre -- except that they weren't marred by his 

"pathological" mysticism and altruism. And indeed, they 

aren't. All Rand's heroes and heroines are as calculated, 

and as human, as a mathematical equation.   

I'm teaching The Brothers Karamazov this semester, 

and I've noticed that the author gave some of its ugliest 

characters his very own characteristics: the sensualist 

buffoon Fyodor shares Dostoevsky's first name; the self-

destructive Dmitri spends money as addictively as the 

author used to gamble it; and the murderer 

Smerdyakov is, like Dostoevsky, an epileptic. The 

creator of "The Grand Inquisitor" (the other Grand 

Inquisitor!) wasn't self-hateful, cringing in abject 

adoration of the imposed opinions of others -- as Rand 

imagined every believer must secretly be. Instead, he 

had the magnanimity and self-confidence to 

acknowledge his very real flaws. His Selfhood wasn't a 

brittle concrete statuette of Atlas, cherished like a fetish 

in a self-created church. It was in fact a landscape, a 

vast field he knew he hadn't himself created, with 

room for many mansions that could welcome 

countless guests. And at its heart there hung an icon, 

where burned a lamp, for the great Guest Dostoevsky 

hoped would take up residence there.  

 

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. 
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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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Going Dental 
Danielle Bean | Column 

10/23/09 

ast week, Gabrielle made an alarming discovery. 

"My tooth!" she shrieked. "My tooth is loose! It 

might even . . . it might even fall out!"  

Somehow, in the midst of princess ponies and 

soccer practice, grocery runs and laundry piles, I had 

neglected to tell my six-year-old daughter about the 

Tooth Fairy. 

Not that we tell our kids the Tooth Fairy is real. But 

a little heads up about the fact that it's normal, natural, 

and yes, even desirable for a first grader's teeth to fall 

out would have been helpful. One of the perils of being 

the sixth child in a family of eight siblings, I suppose, is 

that there are some things your parents figure 

"everyone knows" by now -- but you might have missed 

the memo. 

It took a bit of talking, but I eventually calmed 

Gabby down and got her into bed that night. (What if it 

comes out while I'm sleeping and I swallow it, Mama? 

Will it bleed? How much? I think it might be hurting a 

little bit . . . is it supposed to hurt?) 

But the next day, and the next, and the next, were a 

sorry story. Gabby ate only soft bananas and bread and 

she panicked anytime someone came even a little bit 

close to her mouth.  

What if someone knocked out her tooth after all? 

Gabby also wondered and worried about all things 

dental. (Will I lose all my baby teeth? Will new ones 

grow in every time? Are there really a whole bunch of 

teeth just waiting inside my gums? And when those 

come in, will I lose them too?) 

On the fifth night of this ongoing anxiety, when I 

served pizza for dinner and Gabrielle backed away from 

the table with one hand covering her mouth and her 

eyes welling with tears, I grew frustrated. 

"It's just a tooth!" I told her. "It's supposed to come 

out -- God designed it to come out -- and it will come 

out!" 

Later that evening, I convinced Gabby to let me give 

her tooth a wiggle and found that it was seriously loose. 

As in it might very well fall out and slip down her 

throat while she slept that night. Not that any of us 

were worried about that. 

Working hard to keep a casual expression, I 

gripped the tooth suddenly and gave it a little twist. 

Unbelievably, it did not come out. 

"Mama!" Gabby gasped as she covered her mouth 

with both hands and backed away. 

I encouraged her to work at it on her own, but she 

assured me she would not, she could not, pull it out 

herself. It was then, I suppose, that she set about 

finding a man for the job. 

A short while later, I happened upon her in the 

living room with older brother Ambrose poised near 

her open mouth with a Kleenex in hand.  

"Steady now," he commanded. Her eyes wild with 

fear, she steadied.  

He reached in quickly, grabbed the tooth, and 

pulled the Kleenex away . . . victorious! 

"It's out!" he rejoiced. We all did. 

Gabby raced to the bathroom mirror to gape at 

her gap and returned a moment later to present me 

with her prize. I held the tooth and turned it over in my 

hand. This bit of bone was a very small thing to have 

caused so much six-year-old stress for the past several 

days.  
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Gabby looked at it, too. "It's very small," she 

observed, poking at it with one finger. "It felt a whole 

lot bigger in my mouth." 

I thought of the kinds of worries I sometimes bring 

to our Heavenly Father. When my prayers are filled with 

working woes, school dilemmas, and toddler trials, He 

surely sees their smallness.  

Only once we are on the other side of our trials can 

we hold them and see them for what they really are. 

Sometimes they turn out to be tiny troubles in our 

hands -- surprisingly small for the worry they caused. 

Big in the mouth, small in the hand.  

When I tucked Gabby into bed that night, the tooth 

securely wrapped and placed under her pillow, she 

grinned at me over the covers. There was a glimpse of 

God in the small space I saw in her smile. 

He who sees all and knows all is with us even in our 

tiny trials. He has an all-knowing patience with the 

process even as we struggle through it. With God, even 

our biggest worries will one day be small enough to 

hold in our hands. 

 

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

& Family magazine and author of My Cup of Tea: 

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

Mom, Day to Day: Advice and Support for Catholic 

Living (Pauline 2007). Visit her blog at 

www.daniellebean.com or follow her on Twitter. 

http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.daniellebean.com/
http://twitter.com/DanielleBean
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The Meaning of Marriage 
Benjamin D. Wiker | Classic 

10/17/09

hat does a word mean, if it can mean 

anything? Is there a difference between a 

word meaning anything, and one that 

means nothing at all? 

This isn't merely a semantic problem if that word is 

"marriage." When I maintain that the definition of 

marriage has been all but lost, I intend both senses of 

"definition." It no longer has definite meaning as a word 

or determinate form as a cultural reality. The two are 

related. Since our culture has chosen, bit by larger bit, 

to remove all determinate form from marriage, the 

word "marriage" ever more closely approaches 

meaninglessness. 

Nor is the loss of meaning only of antiquarian 

interest. For those struggling to recover the meaning of 

marriage, or those who are so blessed never to have 

lost it, every day is a desperate fight against the torrents 

of a culture bent on wearing away any definite meaning 

to marriage, like the waters of a persistent river that 

change sharp rocks to smooth, smooth rocks to sand, 

and then carry the sand, swirling and aimless, 

downstream whither it will. 

  

A Fuzzier and Fuzzier Cultural Picture of Marriage 

Words matter; and smooth, aimless, and abstract words 

are crowding out the sharply defined matrimonial 

vocabulary. "Significant other"; "relationship"; 

"companion"; "partner." All mark the decline of 

marriage into meaninglessness, a step into abstraction 

from man and woman, husband and wife. Even the 

beautiful and precise word "friend" has been forced 

into service. 

I recall standing in line at my local bank a while back 

and noticing a small placard propped up on the counter. 

There was a picture of a young, happy... what? Couple? 

Well, "couple" would be too strong and exact, an 

affront to the sexually casual. The ad read: "Open a 

checking account today, and enter to win a trip to 

Europe for you and your friend!" 

Friend? The assumption in my moral dinosaurian 

mind was that if you go to Europe and stay in the same 

hotel rooms together as you travel, then you are going 

to be, not just a man and a woman, but having tied the 

nuptial knot, a husband and a wife. But "friend" 

implies (at least in our culture) both casualness and 

gender inspecificity. 

I can imagine the unbearable angst of the folks in 

advertising at having to make the nail-biting decision 

even to put a young man and woman in the ad, and 

risk offending homosexuals and lesbians. "Well, the 

bank is only going to pay for two people on this trip, so 

we've got to have a picture of two of something, even 

though they'll pay for two of anything. But we can say 

'friend' as a wink to the homosexuals. They'll get it!" 

Of course, the bank would never dream of putting 

in fine print: "This contest is limited to those who are 

married." That would not only offend everyone else, 

but cut down on the number that might open an 

account. Moral specificity is bad for business. 

And other businesses know it too. There was an ad 

in the Sunday paper for a mattress, showing a man and 

woman luxuriating in somnolent bliss. "You and your 

partner can finally get that good night's sleep." 

Partner? What is a partner? Or even more, 

what isn't? How long ago was it that such ads would 

have read "spouse" or "you and your husband" or "you 

and your wife" -- the cultural assumption being that if 

you were sharing the same bed, you were sharing the 

same last name? 

Why the displacement of morally specific terms 

"husband," "wife," and "marriage" by terms of 

carefully contrived moral imprecision? Clearly, the 
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culture wants a fuzzy picture, one that does not sharply 

distinguish morally among any of the ways human 

beings might choose to relate sexually. 

Things get fuzzier still. The problem is not just that 

other words are crowding marriage out, but that even 

when the word "marriage" itself is used, it is being 

blurred to complete distortion in practice. As I often tire 

of saying, if you've got to pass a constitutional 

amendment to define marriage as only existing 

between a man and a woman, the battle has been all 

but lost, a rearguard action of an army in desperate 

retreat. 

  

A Sharp Image 

For contrast's sake, let us turn to a very clear picture of 

marriage. "The vocation to marriage is written in the 

very nature of man and woman as they came from the 

hand of the Creator" (Catechism of the Catholic 

Church 1603). A husband and wife are a man and a 

woman united by a covenant, a binding vow, for "the 

whole of life," and this covenant "is by its nature 

ordered toward the good of the spouses and the 

procreation and education of offspring..." (CCC 1601). 

That's about as sharp as it gets, although it is far 

sharper even than it first appears -- a fact that becomes 

clearer if we begin to smear the edges of moral 

precision. 

The first step of moral imprecision -- in fact, the first 

step that was taken historically -- is to leave off or 

qualify as optional the last stipulation, so that the "good 

of the spouses" includes companionship and sexual 

pleasure but not necessarily procreation. The problem 

is that while procreation compels the covenant to be 

between a man and a woman, mere companionship and 

sexual pleasure do not. And furthermore, if 

companionship and sexual pleasure define the good of 

marriage, then it is unclear how or why anyone would 

consider it a binding covenant for life. But then what 

does the term "marriage" add to just having 

companionship and sexual pleasure in a relationship 

with your partner, significant other, or friend? If it 

doesn't add anything, then it must not mean anything. 

So we are back to our sad beginning. What does a 

word mean, if it can mean anything? Is there a 

difference between a word meaning anything, and one 

that means nothing at all? But again, this is not a 

question of semantics. Words are about things, and to 

lose the meaning of marriage is to lose marriage itself. 

  

Back to Ozzie and Harriet? 

We might be tempted to think that we can easily 

reverse this decline. After all, marriage was rock-solid 

just a generation ago. Or is it two now... or three? 

Time passes, but surely it hasn't been that long, has it? 

You know, Ozzie and Harriet, the nuclear family. 

Well, gear up the mailroom for some hate-mail. 

The Ozzie and Harriet icon of marriage was 

halfway to perdition. This was the picture of no-mess, 

two-kid suburban bliss, a family downsized by 

contraception so all the struggles could be resolved in 

a half-hour by a bumbling father and immaculately 

dressed mother. No dirt. No sweat. No cross. All 

because procreation became optional, rather than 

central, to marriage. 

The so-called nuclear family was a shrinkage of the 

meaning of marriage, an implosion waiting to happen. 

It became an icon of marriage at a time in our society -

- the 1950s and 1960s -- when effective contraception 

was being introduced to the world for the very first 

time. Ozzie, Harriet, Rick, and Dave Nelson were the 

poster family for this great experiment, the cheerful 

weekly assurance it would turn out well. 

But things soon unwound in Hollywood, on 

television, and in real life. The "Harriets" with only two 

kids, a house full of labor-saving appliances, and all day 

to dress up became bored, chose careers, and put 

"Rick" and "Dave" in daycare. The "Ozzies" found 

themselves newer-model "Harriets." Obviously things 

could not have been wound that tightly in the 1950s if 
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they became unwound so quickly in the 1960s, 1970s, 

and 1980s. The so-called nuclear family was ready to 

implode at its inception. 

The cultural currents undermining the meaning of 

marriage would not be a relentless torrent now if they 

had just been a trickle a mere half-century ago. To get a 

true measure of the problem, we must trace the stream 

backwards, not a few decades but several centuries. 

Marriage has been under attack for that long. 

  

The New Atom 

The Genesis account presents the deepest truth about 

marriage: It is a union of a man and a woman, who 

are made for each other, a union that is so close that it 

is one flesh. This one flesh is defined both by the deep 

and complete complementary nature of male and 

female, and by the fact that this union yields a child, a 

living being, one flesh expressing in his or her person 

the unity of the marriage. 

In the 17th century there arose another vision of 

human nature, one that was based on an entirely 

different picture of our natural state. This picture was -- 

as compared to the merely "mythical" view put forth in 

Scripture -- truly scientific because it was built upon the 

latest scientific hypothesis that, all appearances to the 

contrary, nature consisted of myriads of atoms, 

randomly jostling for position. This atomism, writ large 

on the level of human society, became the foundation 

for modern individualism. 

In the mid-1600s, Thomas Hobbes put forth the first 

snapshot of the new Atom in the state of nature, the 

counterpart and antagonist of the old Adam in the 

Garden of Eden. For Hobbes, human beings are defined 

primarily as equally desirous -- equally desirous to get 

pleasure, equally desirous to avoid pain and death, and 

therefore, equally desirous of power. In defining human 

beings by such desire, he not only homogenizes them, 

but completely abstracts from male and female. Not 

Adam and Eve, Man and Woman, but indistinguishable 

atomic individuals. 

According to Hobbes, we are asocial by nature, and 

social only by accident. Individual desiring Atoms 

sometimes desire sex. Sometimes that desire produces 

children. But they are accidents of individual desire, not 

the goal that defines that desire. 

Hobbes's picture of human origins is bleak and 

uninviting. All this asocial, fervently goalless desire ends 

in chaos, "a warre, as is of every man, against every 

man. . . . And the life of man, solitary, poore, nasty, 

brutish, and short." 

But only 40 years later another Englishman would 

repaint Hobbes's new Atom in softer colors, and that 

Englishman was one of the most influential 

philosophers of modernity, shaping almost single-

handedly the entire European Enlightenment, and 

more particularly, American self-understanding. That 

man was John Locke. 

As with Hobbes, Locke lived through the chaotic 

English Civil War years of the mid-17th century, where 

pro-monarchical and anti-monarchical forces tore 

apart the English soil and social fabric for two decades, 

killing a king, lapsing into social and moral chaos, then 

experimenting with a republic (only to descend into 

military dictatorship), and finally lurching toward a 

kind of constitutional monarchy with the Glorious 

Revolution of 1688. Locke was the philosopher of the 

revolution. 

Locke was a Whig -- a man on the left wing of 

English politics of the time -- unfriendly at best to the 

nobility, and absolutely hostile to divine-right 

monarchy. In order to undermine the Tory claims of 

divine-right monarchy and the rule of noble families, 

Locke believed he had to attack paternal authority 

itself, and that attack has left an enduring scar on the 

self-image of the family, and hence marriage, in the 

West. 

Locke follows Hobbes in placing human individuals 

in a state of nature, where the primary concern of 

each is self-preservation. He does this so that, against 

the claims of monarchs, we can be defined as 

essentially, naturally free and independent of all rule. 
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The "state all men are naturally in," declares Locke, "is a 

state of perfect freedom to order their actions and 

dispose of their possessions and persons as they think 

fit...." 

But what of the family? Are male and female 

naturally free and independent? Are children born 

naturally free and independent? Are parents naturally 

free and independent of their children? How does the 

family fit into the state of nature? 

Not very well. Although Locke (to give him the 

benefit of the doubt) tries his best to fit the family back 

in the Hobbesian framework, once human beings are 

defined first and foremost by individual freedom, 

independence, and desire, it is deucedly difficult to 

make room for -- let alone sense of -- marriage and the 

family. 

If we are naturally free and independent, then we, 

male and female, are not naturally made for each other. 

Rather than marriage being a sacrament, a holy 

covenant built upon nature and bringing nature to its 

intended fulfillment supernaturally, "conjugal society is 

made by a voluntary compact between man and 

woman." From covenant to contract -- and such 

contracts mirror the contract of the larger society, the 

social contract: They can be made and broken. 

Again, Locke tries to fit the family in. He even claims 

that there is "a right in one another's bodies as is 

necessary to its chief end, procreation," and the 

children have "a right to be nourished and maintained 

by them till they are able to provide for themselves." 

But the damage is done. The husband, wife, and 

children are related by individual rights, rather than by 

natural love. 

Defining marriage in terms of individual rights also 

makes it all too easy for the man and woman to yearn 

for that "state of nature" before marriage, where both 

were in a state of perfect freedom to order their actions 

and dispose of their possessions and persons as they 

thought fit. That Locke realizes he has introduced a 

fundamental unnaturalness and impermanency to 

marriage is evident. Witness his slippery rumination: 

And herein, I think, lies the chief, if not the only, 

reason why the male and female in mankind are tied to 

a longer conjunction than other creatures, viz., because 

the female is capable of conceiving, and de facto is 

commonly with child again and brings forth, too, a new 

birth long before the former is out of a dependency for 

support on his parents' help and able to shift for himself 

and has all the assistance that is due to him from his 

parents; whereby the father, who is bound to take care 

for those he hath begot, is under an obligation to 

continue in conjugal society with the same woman 

longer than other creatures, whose young being able 

to subsist of themselves, before the time of 

procreation returns again, the conjugal bond dissolves 

of itself, and they are at liberty, till Hymen at his usual 

anniversary season summons them again to choose 

new mates (emphases added). 

The only reason man and woman are tied to 

a longer conjunction? By so qualifying marriage, Locke 

finds that he must jettison permanency, so that the 

best he can say theologically is that "the wisdom of the 

great Creator... hath made it necessary that society of 

man and wife should be more lasting than of male and 

female amongst other creatures..." (emphasis added). 

Till death do us part just died. 

Locke's attempt to define us as primarily desire-

driven, independent individuals nearly destroys 

fatherhood as well. Or if we wanted to put it in the 

political context of the time, Locke is so concerned to 

destroy the notion that a king has a natural right to 

rule his subjects, that he is willing to do significant 

damage to the parallel belief that a father has a 

natural right to rule his children. Part of his strategy is 

to reduce children to an accident of lust, thereby 

affirming the Hobbesian notion that human beings are 

governed by desire rather than by reason. "What 

father of a thousand, when he begets a child, thinks 

farther than the satisfying [of] his present appetite?" 

Sex: one more appetite. Note that all that it takes 

to undermine the "only reason why the male and 

female in mankind are tied to a longer conjunction 

than other creatures" is birth control. All that is 

necessary to remove the child's dependency is, first of 
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all, not to be born to begin with, and failing that, 

daycare -- which, of course, removes the father's 

"obligation to continue in conjugal society" if it is state-

subsidized. This unwinding of obligations, aided and 

abetted by technology and the welfare state, brings the 

man and woman back to the state of nature, "a state of 

perfect freedom to order their actions and dispose of 

their possessions and persons as they think fit." 

I focus on Locke for a very good reason. Locke is the 

acknowledged father of modern liberalism, in both its 

"conservative" and "liberal" manifestations. 

"Conservatives" affirm Locke's worldview, but want an 

abridged form of marriage to sit in the middle of the 

state of nature and resist the tide. "Liberals" just want 

the tide to finish its work and wash the family away. 

Since Locke's political views have been so firmly 

ensconced in modern political life, marriage is 

increasingly harder to fit into contemporary liberal 

society -- a society based upon the notion that human 

beings are defined, first and foremost, by individual 

freedom and the right to fulfill their desires. 

And as individual freedom and the right to fulfill our 

desires ever more completely define our self-

understanding, marriage ever more quickly unwinds. As 

marriage unwinds, it means less and less, until it simply 

becomes unintelligible, an archaic burden tied to 

primitive notions that there is anything deeply defining 

man and woman that would entail that marriage is a 

natural union -- the natural union. 

  

Back to Our Future 

Restoring meaning to marriage means not only holding 

against the tide, but swimming against it -- acting in 

complete antagonism to contemporary culture. There is 

much glib braggadocio about being "countercultural," 

mainly by those on the left who are not acting counter 

to the culture, but gleefully running a few feet ahead of 

the tide. Being truly countercultural means doing an 

about-face and slamming headlong into the cultural 

breakers. 

That is a most painful exercise, especially for 

women. The assumption of the culture is that the 

fulfillment of individual freedom and individual desires 

demands that a woman be financially independent, 

even and especially within marriage. The maximum 

independence is achieved by working for wages outside 

the home and severely limiting the number of children. 

The terms "wife" and "mother" smack of servitude. If a 

woman would dare to consider being a wife and 

mother, her defining goal -- not "her" in the vague, 

Lockean sense of a particular preference, as in the perky 

"I'm a stay-at-home soccer mom!" but "her" as in 

defining womanhood itself, the fulfillment of her very 

nature, her vocation as a woman -- that would be truly 

countercultural. 

It may seem as if such a thing only opposes the 

cultural Left, but it ain't so. When the cultural Right 

thunders about a woman's place being in the home, 

what is generally meant is that Ozzie wants Harriet 

back in the neat suburban house to tend the two 

children. The problem is that Ozzie doesn't 

see his natural fulfillment, his true vocation, as being a 

husband and father. He wants to minimize the burdens 

of being a father so he can maximize the freedoms of 

being a husband. Having Harriet at home cuts down 

upon the frictions and restrictions of his free time 

outside the workplace. 

Having children as a vocation, the fulfillment of 

male and female as husband and wife, is as 

countercultural as you can get. If you doubt that, then 

you haven't experienced the shock of disbelief, the 

incredulous gasps, the nervous laughter, the rude 

murmurings when you parade with your family of nine 

in public -- and this includes many Catholic parishes 

where the pews are filled with freshly scrubbed 

families of four: Dad, Mom, and the two kids. 

But it is not (as some orthodox Catholics think) 

simply a matter of having a lot of children. It is a 

matter of recovering the depths of male and female, 

husband and wife, father and mother, in a culture that 

has all but wiped out such fundamental natural 

distinctions. 
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Where to begin? The most fundamental natural 

distinction, prior to husband and wife, father and 

mother, and the one on which they depend, is male and 

female. We live in an androgynous culture, where this 

most fundamental natural distinction, male and female, 

has been replaced by the notion of the "individual," the 

androgynous desiring unit, bursting with rights that 

demand satisfaction. As a result, we have become 

alienated, strangers to the depths of our own nature, 

genderless both-and-neithers. 

What if -- dare one even think, let alone speak it -- a 

man is a very particular thing, not just on the surface, 

but all the way down? That a woman is a woman, not a 

frustrated man, or a naturally blank slate scribbled on 

by patriarchal culture, but deep down, a very peculiar 

creature, a woman? 

What if a husband and wife were not just two 

people, two desiring units of indifferent gender, living 

for an indefinite time in the same house, but the 

perfection of male and female as if "marriage is written 

in the very nature of man and woman"? Perfection thus 

understood is not another form of individualism. When 

man and woman are made one flesh, they belong to 

each other. I am my wife's husband, and she is my wife -

- not just a little on the surface, or according to a legal 

contract, but to the very depths of our being. Likewise, I 

do not play at being father as a "role." I am a father. My 

wife does not play at being a mother. She is a mother. 

If marriage is to have meaning, we shall have to 

embrace again this revolutionary truth. 

 

Benjamin D. Wiker is a senior fellow at the Discovery 

Institute and the author of the new book, The Darwin 

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

2009). This article originally appeared in the October 

2006 issue of crisis Magazine. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980974/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980974/insidecatcom-20
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Ten Ways to Renew Catholic Colleges 

Patrick J. Reilly | Classic 

10/21/09 
ost alumni of Catholic colleges and 

universities in the United States are blind to 

what is troubling Catholic higher education 

today. Despite increased public awareness of scandals 

at many Catholic colleges, including pro-abortion 

commencement speakers, campus performances of The 

Vagina Monologues, and dissident and heretical 

theology professors, alumni publications rarely hint at 

the controversies on campus. 

But for those faithful alumni who are aware of the 

scandals, it is cause for great dismay. Alumni often feel 

powerless to stop the secularization that has engulfed 

many Catholic colleges, frequently with the tacit 

approval of college officials, faculty, and staff. 

But there are ways that alumni can have a 

significant impact and contribute to the growing 

movement for the renewal of Catholic higher education. 

Since 1990, when Pope John Paul II issued the apostolic 

constitution Ex Corde Ecclesiae, Catholic colleges have 

increasingly demonstrated a willingness to embrace 

their religious heritage. Alumni have played an 

important role by urging them on. 

What follows are ten ways alumni can help improve 

Catholic colleges. The suggestions draw on my sixteen 

years of working with alumni through the Cardinal 

Newman Society, a national organization dedicated to 

strengthening Catholic identity at American Catholic 

colleges, and my leadership of a now-defunct 

association of alumni from Fordham University. 

  

1. Get Informed 

The first and most important step toward strengthening 

the Catholic identity of your alma mater is to get 

informed about what is happening on campus and in 

the Church and share that information with others. 

Especially when angered by scandal or slighted by 

misrepresentation, one can be tempted to fire off an 

angry letter before getting all the facts. Limited time to 

study an issue, or the sometimes difficult process of 

digging for details about happenings on campus, can 

seem justification for skipping the process altogether. 

Worse, one may be quick to assume the truth of a 

rumor simply because it appears consistent with a 

college's past actions.   

But as Christians we should never forget that there 

is nothing so powerful as the truth -- and nothing so 

destructive as falsehood, even when unintended. 

Misinformation gives college leaders the opportunity 

to ignore your concerns under the assumption that 

you are insufficiently informed and therefore 

unqualified to make a judgment about the college's 

internal operations. On the other hand, irrefutable 

facts -- supported by documentation, statements by 

college officials, Church documents, etc. -- can make 

an important impression upon open-minded people. 

The Information Age offers a variety of ways to 

keep tabs on your alma mater, especially via e-mail 

and the Internet. Often alumni can purchase 

subscriptions to student newspapers, a much better 

record of campus events than alumni publications. 

Some college Web sites offer Internet access to 

campus newspapers, as well as online forums to 

monitor student discussions or communicate with 

other alumni. Web-based news services will allow you 

to schedule an ongoing search for media articles and 

other news about your alma mater. Faithful Catholic 

organizations like the Cardinal Newman Society 

(www.cardinalnewmansociety.org) and the Fellowship 

of Catholic Scholars (www.catholicscholars.org) 

regularly report on developments at Catholic colleges. 

When you come across news of special interest or 

concern, share it with others. Interested parties 

include not only fellow alumni but also Catholic media 
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and the Cardinal Newman Society, which relies heavily 

on information received from members and other 

concerned Catholics. 

  

2. Get Involved 

Alumni who remain actively involved with Catholic 

colleges can have a significant impact by providing a 

voice for faithful Catholic education and representing 

the interests of other alumni. The most obvious way to 

do this is through a college's alumni association, which 

is usually eager for alumni to serve as local and regional 

coordinators, alumni club officials, student mentors, 

etc. Most of these positions provide occasional 

opportunities to meet college officials and have some 

influence. 

Class reunions and class gift campaigns can be 

perfect opportunities for raising concerns and making 

suggestions. At class reunions, alumni often have 

opportunities to arrange small-group discussions, invite 

speakers, or set up informational displays. At the very 

least, they provide access to fellow class members with 

whom you can share information and encourage action 

if necessary. 

Alumni who have contributed to a college -- 

whether financially or with their time and skills -- 

receive greater respect from college officials, even 

when complaining about campus scandals. If a college 

leader has never met you, it is possible that you will be 

regarded as a troublemaker without true dedication to 

your alma mater. Any sort of track record is helpful and 

can make positive contributions. 

  

3. Donate Wisely 

Catholic higher education is one of the most important 

resources the Church provides to modern youth, whose 

catechetical and spiritual formation is often lacking and 

who sometimes face overwhelming challenges to the 

Faith at non-Catholic institutions. So even in the current 

climate of scandal at many Catholic colleges, it seems a 

terrible shame to abandon them. After all, most of 

these institutions were built up with the donations of 

trusting Catholics, and their tributes to faithful Catholic 

education ought to be honored. 

On the other hand, sending a check in response to a 

general alumni appeal can have uncertain results. Will 

your gift be spent on dissident theological faculty, a 

student health center that provides abortion referrals, a 

lecture series including anti-Catholic speakers, or a 

theater department's presentation of The Vagina 

Monologues? These things happen all too often, and 

while a very small portion of a college's general budget 

supports them, you do not want to be a party to it. 

The moment you donate to a Catholic college is 

your moment of greatest influence over the college's 

direction. You are no longer an observer of what 

college officials are doing to change your alma mater; 

you are their bread and butter. If only a small portion 

of alumni donated wisely and made a clear statement 

in support of genuine Catholic education, the message 

would have great impact. 

The key to giving wisely is to control your gift -- not 

only the amount, but how it is spent. You as a donor 

have the right to designate your gift for specific 

purposes, without actually controlling a college's 

operations. If the college does not like the purpose you 

declare, its only ethical and legal option is to refuse the 

gift. Fortunately, no college likes to refuse any gift, so 

wise donors have an advantage. 

Even small donations, which are minimally 

appreciated by colleges when pooled with operating or 

endowment funds, can have a significant impact on 

campus life if they are given directly to Catholic-

oriented student clubs and programs. These include 

prayer groups, spiritual retreats, pro-life clubs, 

Catholic-oriented campus media, fraternal clubs (e.g., 

Knights of Columbus), theological study groups, 

campus speaker funds, etc. On today's college 

campuses, students are allowed considerable 

discretion as to what they can do and which speakers 

to invite. This discretion often leads to scandal, but it 
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also presents opportunities for faithful students 

partnered with alumni benefactors. 

At minimum, be sure to earmark your donations for 

specific purposes and exclude uses that you find 

offensive. If you do so in writing, sufficiently well-

crafted to avoid loopholes, you can ensure that your gift 

is not used inappropriately. Perhaps more importantly, 

your earmark sends a clear message to the college 

about what you support and what concerns you.  

For perhaps the best advice for donors to higher 

education -- albeit from a conservative rather than a 

Catholic perspective -- get a copy of The Intelligent 

Donor's Guide to College Giving from the American 

Council of Trustees and Alumni. ACTA also advises 

donors on how to set up endowed faculty chairs and 

scholarship programs in a way that prevents a college 

from distorting the donor's intent. The Cardinal 

Newman Society is currently discussing with ACTA 

options for Catholic college donors to participate in 

ACTA's Fund for Academic Renewal, which among other 

things manages donor-advised funds by which you can 

designate a particular institution or type of program for 

ongoing support. For advice on funding opportunities 

that strengthen Catholic higher education, feel free to 

contact the Cardinal Newman Society. 

  

4. Revitalize Student Life 

Whether by financial support or mentoring, alumni and 

other concerned Catholics can have an impact on 

student life on Catholic campuses. Throughout 

American higher education -- including most Catholic 

colleges -- educators have rejected the in loco parentis 

model, the operating principle whereby colleges once 

embraced a semi-parental role for young adults living 

away from home, and have largely abandoned any real 

sense of responsibility for students' personal and social 

development outside the classroom. But the 

extraordinary freedom allowed students to organize 

activities and mold their campus life offers 

opportunities to those who are disturbed by the status 

quo. 

Alumni can establish dialogue with students who want 

to work for the renewal of Catholic life on campus, 

usually by identifying existing student clubs and 

contacting their leaders. Expect students to be a bit 

cautious at first -- despite obvious opportunities for 

alumni and students to work together, students are 

rarely exposed to the idea -- but they will usually grow 

comfortable when convinced that you offer valuable 

financial or other support. Be sure to look out for 

younger students and encourage them to consider 

leadership roles on campus; students come and go 

quickly, but you can help provide consistency to any 

effort. 

Your financial support, even with small gifts, can 

make a big difference for student clubs with annual 

budgets often less than $500. Together you can 

sponsor Catholic lecturers to speak on campus or help 

prayer groups purchase rosaries and meditation 

guides. Larger gifts can help support Catholic-oriented 

publications, mission trips, a Eucharistic adoration 

chapel, and the like. 

Students who are generally inexperienced and 

uncertain of their abilities can also benefit greatly from 

alumni mentors. Your own experience, whether as a 

former student activist or a career professional, can be 

valuable to students moved by the Holy Spirit. If only 

by modeling adult Christian behavior, your relationship 

with students can be a formative experience. 

  

5. Revitalize Academics 

Alumni also have opportunities to improve the 

academic quality of Catholic colleges -- including 

proposing revisions to the core curriculum, sponsoring 

faithful Catholic theology programs, making 

scholarships available to students, and providing for 

endowed chairs and academic programs -- but these 

are possible almost exclusively via large donations.  

In most American colleges today, faculty have near-

absolute control over the curriculum and faculty hiring. 

This means that, aside from urging on good faculty 

members to exert what influence they can, the best 

http://www.goacta.org/
http://www.goacta.org/
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way to bring change is to control the purse strings by 

earmarking gifts. It never hurts, however, to make your 

views and recommendations known to college officials 

and trustees. 

Again, for further advice I recommend ACTA's The 

Intelligent Donor's Guide to College Giving and a 

supplementary article by ACTA president Anne Neal on 

how to protect your interests when endowing a faculty 

chair (posted online at www.goacta.org). See also the 

Cardinal Newman Society's own The Newman Guide to 

Choosing the Right College.  

  

6. Appeal to the College 

Here is one thing that every concerned Catholic, but 

especially alumni, can and should do to help renew 

Catholic higher education. The Church relies heavily on 

Catholic colleges for much of its theological study and 

preparation for Christian ministries; and because of this, 

the decline of Catholic education since the 1960s is a 

major contributor to problems experienced throughout 

the Church. As long as these institutions bear the 

Catholic label, every practicing Catholic has a stake in 

their fidelity and the education of their students. 

Conveying concerns and recommendations to 

Catholic college officials is also quite easy to do, so 

there is no reason Catholics cannot communicate 

frequently and with little effort. Letters, phone calls, e-

mails, and faxes to the college president's office, alumni 

office, or other appropriate officials are noticed. Never 

underestimate the impact of praise when something is 

done well and criticism when it is done poorly. Your 

communication by itself may bring no immediate 

change, but when combined with other 

communications, it adds to a steady drumbeat of 

support or complaint that can have an important impact 

on a college's future decisions. 

The Cardinal Newman Society tries to make this 

process easier through the use of Facebook, Twitter, 

and email alerts. Visit www.cardinalnewmansociety.org 

for more information. Occasional bulletins are 

distributed that report on scandals and other 

developments at Catholic colleges, with contact 

information for college officials. By devoting just a few 

moments a week to conveying your concerns to 

Catholic colleges, you bring much strength to the 

movement for the renewal of Catholic identity.  

Communications need not respond to specific 

incidents or concerns. Petition your alma mater to 

ensure that all theology faculty obtain the mandatum 

from the local bishop. Urge officials and faculty to read 

and take to heart Ex Corde Ecclesiae. Begin a dialogue 

and perhaps even forge a friendship with a college 

official or faculty member. 

When communicating to a college official about 

any concern, keep the following in mind: 

¶ Anger is a natural and often appropriate 

response to scandal, but while making a strong 

case against serious problems, be sure to do so 

with respect and charity. Not only is this what 

Christ expects of His followers, but a nasty e-

mail can also detract from the practical impact 

of your protest. 

¶ Always have your facts straight. (See point No. 

1 above.) 

¶ Generally, it is most effective to communicate 

with the college president's office -- and 

include others if you have the time. It is the 

president who is ultimately responsible for 

what occurs at the college, and your 

communication ensures that the president is 

fully aware of the problem. Your 

communication should acknowledge that the 

president may not already know of the 

problem and may not be personally 

responsible for it -- but must accept 

responsibility for correcting it. 
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7. Appeal to the Bishop 

There is a particular bishop in the United States who is 

well respected and clearly sympathetic to concerns 

about the decline of Catholic identity at Catholic 

colleges. In his diocese, there are Catholic colleges 

where theology faculty are heretical and scandals 

frequent. In a conversation with an education official in 

the diocese, I expressed my frustration at the bishop's 

lack of any public statement or action in response to 

these problems. Amazingly, I was told the bishop did 

not act publicly because he was not receiving large 

numbers of letters about the problems, and therefore 

he did not define them as public scandals. 

Obviously the bishop's argument ignores the 

scandal to the college's students. But the unfortunate 

reality is that most Catholics are already jaded by 

scandal while others do not expect the bishops to act in 

response to letters. We are caught in a vicious circle. 

Too often bishops react defensively to complaints, 

properly noting that it is college officials who are 

directly responsible for their problems and that most 

Catholic colleges do not answer to the bishops on day-

to-day decisions. But if bishops are to exercise their 

authority to assess and promote the Catholic identity of 

colleges, they need to know what is going on. 

You have every right -- and in cases of scandal, the 

obligation -- to inform a college's local bishop of what is 

occurring in his diocese. Your goodwill toward the 

college is more readily assumed if you are a graduate 

(possibly even a donor) of the college. One surefire way 

of indirectly appealing to a bishop for help, without the 

bishop assuming that you are blaming him for the 

problem, is to send the bishop copies of protest letters 

addressed to college officials. 

Names and addresses of bishops can be found at 

www.usccb.org/dioceses.htm.  

  

8. Organize 

If you find that the actions listed above are having little 

impact, and scandals continue at your alma mater, it is 

time to discern whether you are called to more 

aggressively serve the Church by going public with your 

concerns and organizing other alumni to advocate 

change. 

Organizing can be informal: communicating with 

other alumni and urging them to take action, publishing 

letters and commentaries in local newspapers, urging 

Catholic and pro-life lobbies to spur their members to 

action, etc. If you can dedicate the time, formally 

creating an alumni organization can have even greater 

impact and attract significant attention to your 

concerns. Alumni groups can do as little as produce a 

Web site and an occasional e-mail alert to notify others 

of college developments, or as much as sponsor direct-

mail campaigns to alumni, as well as campus events 

and rallies. 

For an example of an excellent alumni organization 

that has had a real impact at the College of the Holy 

Cross in Worcester, Massachusetts, see 

www.hccns.org. The Cardinal Newman Society also 

provides advice and support to alumni groups. 

  

9. Take Charge 

By definition, alumni have primarily a historical 

relationship to their alma mater, and they have little 

direct influence over a college's day-to-day operations. 

Nevertheless, in cases where a college's leadership is 

clearly out of step with its Catholic mission, alumni 

may have limited opportunities to help steer the 

institution. 

You can work to secure a prominent position in the 

alumni association, thereby having some control over a 

college's fund-raising and communications apparatus. 

Major donors and other influential alumni can ask to 

be placed on boards and committees that determine 

internal operations and policies. Work to establish 

positive dialogue with officials, faculty members, and 

staff employees who may be able to influence 

decision-making. 

http://www.hccns.org/
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A development at Dartmouth College a few years 

ago spurs the imagination, although I am not aware of 

any such occurrence at a Catholic college. Conservative 

alumni upset by Dartmouth's liberal biases managed to 

secure two seats on the board of trustees, which had 

been set aside for alumni. At significantly wayward 

schools like Georgetown University, it might be worth a 

try to petition for designated alumni seats on the board 

of trustees and other governing boards. Presumably 

older alumni would support a candidate who values the 

Catholic tradition that Georgetown was built upon.  

  

10. Disengage 

In the end, there is always the option simply to 

disengage from a Catholic college, concluding that it has 

irreversibly changed -- perhaps so much that it could 

hardly be described as the same school you attended. 

Too many alumni assume that financial support for their 

alma mater is an expectation to be fulfilled. In truth, 

Christians have an obligation not only to share their 

blessings but to properly discern how their gifts might 

best serve God. 

Unless you can be certain that your financial 

support for a Catholic college will be used 

appropriately, consider other options that celebrate the 

Catholic education you received years ago. There are 

several Catholic colleges that are faithful to the Church, 

including new institutions that are in great need of 

financial help. There are organizations that are working 

to improve Catholic higher education and foster 

Catholic scholarship. There are Catholic elementary and 

secondary schools, both private and parochial, 

providing the catechesis that young Catholics so 

desperately need. 

If you do decide to disengage from your alma 

mater, be sure to notify college officials. Even if you 

stopped donating to your alma mater years ago, or if 

you never gave a penny, drop a line to the college 

president and the alumni office explaining your long 

absence from their donor rolls. 

The bottom line is this: Catholic colleges need to 

know where their alumni and other concerned 

Catholics stand. The scandals in Catholic higher 

education have become so shameful that those few 

Catholics who take notice are called to engage in some 

form of fraternal correction. In this way, we can hope 

that the renewal of Catholic higher education -- a 

process that has taken root in the past decade and 

shows many hopeful signs of continuing -- will result in 

many blessings for future generations. 

 

Patrick J. Reilly is president of the Cardinal Newman 

Society, a national organization to strengthen and 

renew Catholic identity at U.S. Catholic colleges and 

universities. Adam Wilson provided valuable assistance 

for this article. Be sure to check out The Newman 

Guide to Choosing a Catholic College, now a free online 

resource at TheNewmanGuide.com. This article 

originally appeared in the July/August 2005 issue of 

crisis Magazine.  

http://www.thenewmanguide.com/
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Five Myths about Christianity, Islam, and the Middle Ages 

H. W. Crocker III | Classic 

10/22/09 

oes Islam need a Reformation? Not unless you 

think it would benefit from additional dollops 

of Puritanism; further encouragement to smash 

altars, stained glass, and other forms of "idolatry"; 

prodding to ban riotous celebrations like Christmas and 

Easter; and support for fundamentalist Islamic schools 

that insist on sola Korana and sola Sunnah. Indeed, it 

would seem that Islam has already had its reformers. 

Railing against the corruption of the West (let's call it 

"Rome" for short) have been such modern Islamic 

Luthers as the late Ayatollah Khomeini, the cave-

dwelling Osama bin Laden, the voice of young Islam -- 

the Taliban (literally, the Islamic students) -- and the 

puritanical Wahhabi sect of Saudi Arabia, which is most 

assuredly modern as it was not even founded until the 

18th century, the age of the Enlightenment. 

What would a Reformation bring to Islam that it 

does not already have? The Calvinists imposed stiff 

penalties for infringements of dress codes and behavior, 

but these rules don't go beyond the sharia law of Saudi 

Arabia. Luther denied the divine right of the pope and 

affirmed the divine right of princes (uniting church and 

state, which were previously separate), but that 

doctrine is already well-established in Islam, where 

mosque and state are meant to be united. The 

Protestant reformers repudiated the Catholic Church for 

dallying too much with classical thinkers and decadent 

artists (like Raphael); many of them condemned the 

Catholic doctrine of free will (believing, as do the 

Muslims, in a kind of fatalism); and they damned 

Catholics for putting too much emphasis on Thomistic 

logic and reason, and not enough on the literal 

interpretation of the Scriptures. 

No one accuses Islam of such sins. When it comes to 

taking Islam back to its pure, uncorrupted form, as 

embodied by the Prophet himself -- an assassination-

approving, polygamous leader of jihads -- it would be 

hard to outdo bin Laden and his fellow reformers. 

Granted, the West is not what it once was. Rather 

than Michelangelo painting the Sistine Chapel, we have 

Andres Serrano and his infamous Piss Christ. Instead of 

the optimism of the Renaissance, we have the modern 

(pagan) pessimism that sees Nature's gods plotting their 

revenge on over-populating, polluting humanity. 

Instead of a confident West seizing its imperial mission 

to spread peace, commerce, and Christian charity and 

morality, the modern West is ambivalent about 

asserting its own values. There are even some in the 

West -- including its Muslim converts -- who think the 

Mohammedans' stronger strictures against abortion, 

homosexuality, and secularism (if not Judaism, 

Christianity, Hinduism, et al.) give them a certain moral 

superiority over such as the Dutch and liberals 

everywhere. Still, this remains, I trust, a minority view. 

But let it suffice that clearly Islam does not need a 

Reformation. If the printing press, as it is often said, 

fanned the Protestant revolt against united 

Christendom, the Internet has just as surely fanned the 

Islamist revolt against the West. We've had quite 

enough jihadists posting their "I protest" theses on the 

Internet, thank you very much. 

But if Islam doesn't need a Reformation, it would 

definitely benefit from a Counter-Reformation. Just 

think of it. Wouldn't it be wonderful if Kabul were to 

become a center of baroque art, if the street corners 

of Tehran were dotted with choral groups singing the 

hymns of Palestrina, if the vibrant artists' quarter of 

Islamabad were full of painters dabbling in the style of 

Rubens, Caravaggio, and Poussin? Ah, yes, if only. Alas, 

few expect this to happen within our lifetimes -- or 

ever. 

Despite the alleged glories of Islam's past, we're 

told that militant Islam is now stuck in the Middle 

Ages. But Islam is no more stuck in the Middle Ages 

than it is stuck in the Renaissance or the Counter-

Reformation. As Margaret Thatcher's official 
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biographer (and Catholic convert) Charles Moore has 

written, "'Mediaeval' should not be a synonym for 

'barbarous.' Ely Cathedral and trial by jury and Giotto 

are mediaeval." So, indeed, are the Magna Carta, 

Chaucer, and Dante. So are the great monastic orders, 

the invention of the university, and the development of 

science. So are chivalry, capitalism, and the idea of 

progress. We don't associate any of these things with 

modern (or for that matter, historical) Islam.  

Granted, the Middle Ages represent a thousand 

years of history, and the early Middle Ages (roughly 500 

to 1000 A.D.), sometimes known as the Dark Ages, 

certainly had their chiaroscuro moments. The rough 

playfulness of the Vikings was not universally admired. 

If you were a pope between the waning days of the 

ninth century and the opening of the eleventh, you had 

about a one in three chance of being murdered in 

office, and survivors could be exiled or deposed. And 

aside from a variety of barbarians, Magyars, and 

Mongols, there were the Muslims who in this period 

jihaded their way over half of Christendom, and were 

only kept from completely swamping the West by the 

valiant Charles Martel, who defeated them at the Battle 

of Tours (and at subsequent battles). 

But chiaroscuro is both light and dark, and there 

was light in the early Middle Ages. It shone most 

brightly in the monasteries, which not only -- and 

famously -- preserved classical learning, but also led the 

West in innovation in agriculture, technology, and 

trade. The Church provided schools, charitable houses, 

and the theological rationale for abolishing slavery (as it 

was abolished in the medieval West, while flourishing in 

Islam, which was then enjoying its alleged "Golden 

Age"). Being still Roman, the Church took on many of 

Rome's administrative governmental duties as well. 

The achievements of the "Dark Ages" were 

monumental. As the historian Christopher Dawson 

noted, "In reality that age witnessed changes as 

momentous as any in the history of European 

civilization; indeed, as I suggest in [The Making of 

Europe] it was the most creative age of all, since it 

created not this or that manifestation of culture, but 

the very culture itself -- the root and ground of all the 

subsequent culture achievements [of Europe]." Here, as 

Dawson adds, the Catholic historian has the advantage 

because he can better understand that these were "not 

dark ages so much as ages of dawn, for they witnessed 

the conversion of the West, the foundation of Christian 

civilization, and the creation of Christian art and 

Catholic liturgy." 

The result was that Europe blossomed in the high 

and late Middle Ages (1000 to 1500). Wealth and 

learning spread, and in place of the ruins of Rome, 

medieval man created a society that was far more 

humane, far more respectful of women, far more 

elevating of the individual, far more bourgeois (that is, 

with a far larger middle class), and far more inventive 

than the glorious civilizations of the Classical world. 

The Middle Ages were a wonderful bloom of their own 

even before they flowered into the Renaissance. 

Islam, it should be clear, is not stuck in any 

previous incarnation of the West, and it is certainly not 

stuck in the Middle Ages, the Catholic "Age of Faith," 

when monks, priests, farmers, merchants, kings, 

bishops, and knights created the dynamic civilization -- 

the admixture of Classical, Catholic, and Germanic 

culture -- that is the West. Even in his humblest estate, 

as a peasant, medieval man was not Taliban man. His 

assumptions were wildly different. He believed in a 

suffering Christ who came into the world as a helpless 

babe and died on the cross, rather than in a 

conquering prophet who thought it blasphemous to 

believe God would lower Himself to such indignities. 

Medieval man believed in honoring God and making 

merry and for this world gave not a cherry, to 

paraphrase the poet (and priest) William Dunbar, "the 

Chaucer of Scotland." While medieval man loved 

feasts, celebrations, gay colors, and merrymaking, he 

also believed that service, labor, and commerce were 

honorable; that self-improvement and progress were 

possible; and that God had created a world that every 

man could understand through reason, so that every 

common farmer -- no matter his vassalage to his feudal 

lord -- could find ways to improve his agricultural 

techniques, improvements that benefited himself as 
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well as his lord, because every man was entitled to his 

own rightful share of his labors. 

He was, as we are, Western man, with everything 

that assumes. As the popular medieval scholar Morris 

Bishop put it, even today (or in 1968, when he was 

writing), "A highland farmer in Macedonia, a shepherd 

in the Auvergne mountains, live a life more medieval 

than modern. An American pioneer of the last century, 

setting out with oxcart, axe, plow, and spade to clear a 

forest farm, was closer to the Middle Ages than to 

modern times. He was self-sufficient, doctoring himself 

and his family with herbs, raising his own food, 

pounding his own grain, bartering with rare peddlers, 

rejoicing in occasional barn dances for all the world like 

medieval karoles." The American pioneer and the 

medieval peasant were us, and we were them, and 

neither one of us is Muslim. And for some of us, the 

idea of conversing with a man from the Middle Ages (or 

from the American frontier) is a much more attractive 

prospect than the thought of trying to converse with an 

iPod-attached, text-messaging 20-something whose life 

is lived in the aptly named "blogosphere." 

The myth of the barbarous Middle Ages is part of 

the ignorance of our age. Protestants originally 

propounded the myth, secularists have promoted it, 

and the facts deny it. So let us sally forth like medieval 

knights to lance five of the biggest myths about the 

Middle Ages.  

  

Myth One: Medieval Christendom was barbarous, 

while Islam was refined. 

Since we've been talking about the Mussulmen, let's 

start with the myth that in the Middle Ages, 

Christendom was barbarous, while Islam was refined. 

Here's a simple test: Have you ever heard and enjoyed 

Gregorian chant? If you're lucky, you've done more than 

that; you've actually heard the work of medieval 

composers performed on period instruments. Both the 

music and the instruments are recognizably our own. It 

bridges naturally to what most people generically call 

"classical music." (Our system of musical notation dates 

from the Middle Ages, coming from the monasteries, 

and most especially from the eleventh-century 

Benedictine monk Guido D'Arezzo.) Mohammed, on the 

other hand, like his Talibanic followers, prohibited 

music. Allah, he said, commanded him to abolish 

musical instruments, and warned that "Allah will pour 

molten lead into the ears of whoever sits listening to a 

songstress" -- or, needless to say, a medieval 

troubadour. 

Thanks to Danish cartoonists, we're all pretty 

familiar with Islamic attitudes about drawing or 

painting a likeness of Allah or his Prophet. The Prophet 

himself, however, actually forbade to his people any 

visual art that represented any form of fauna, from 

men to cattle, which puts rather a crimp on artistic 

freedom -- freedom that was widely enjoyed in the 

Middle Ages, let alone the Renaissance. While Islamic 

architecture is rather attractive -- to my taste, anyway 

-- it is not often noted that it took its inspiration from 

Byzantium, and in some cases was even built by 

Byzantine workers. Islamic literature -- aside from The 

Thousand and One Nights and a handful of other 

poems or stories -- is paltry compared with the 

Western stuff; and unlike the Western stuff, it is 

largely the work of dissenters and heretics. It seems 

that Muslim literateurs have always tended to play the 

role of Salman Rushdie to the reigning imams. 

As for science, mathematics, and technology, the 

Muslims were quite good at preserving and adopting 

the Classical heritage of the Christians (and the 

achievements of the Zoroastrian Persians and Hindus) 

whom they conquered. They were rather less good at 

going beyond it, which is one very large reason why 

the West made progress and Islam did not. The other 

big reason is that while Western medieval churchmen 

taught natural law and that God had created a rational 

and orderly universe, Islamic theologians countered 

that nothing -- certainly not reason -- could limit the 

power of Allah; he was beyond all such constraints; 

and Muslim leaders were contemptuous of the West. 

In the twelfth century, Muslim philosophers 

emphatically turned against the pagan Classics. 

Practical Western man, on the other hand, cared not 
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for Muslim religion, but he was certainly willing to 

accept and advance on Islamic learning, just as he 

accepted and advanced on Classical learning. The 

West's adoption of Arabic numerals (and the zero, 

which the Mussulmen got from the Hindus) is one 

striking example. Another is that when the Islamic 

philosopher Averroes wrote his glosses on Aristotle, 

they were more influential in the West than they were 

in the Islamic world. And the much-maligned Crusaders 

were no bigots -- they happily adopted Eastern foods 

and dress and trade. 

It was not medieval man whose civilization faced a 

millennium of marching into the darkness; it was the 

Mussulman. By the end of the Dark Ages, Islam's 

"Golden Age" was just about finished. As Norman 

Cantor, the celebrated scholar of the Middle Ages, has 

written, "The Islamic world had not yet entered its deep 

decline in 1050… but by and large the greatest days of 

Islam had ended…. In the year 1050, in every country in 

western Europe, there were groups of people 

engrossed in some kind of novel enterprise. Europe no 

longer lagged far behind Byzantium and Islam in any 

way, and in some respects it had surpassed the greatest 

achievements of the two civilizations with which the 

Latin-speaking peoples now competed for hegemony in 

the Mediterranean." The West was always inventive -- 

even in the Dark Ages. It is part of our spirit, just as the 

supremacy of the Koran before all else is part of the 

spirit of Islam. 

Then as today, fundamentalist Islamic schools 

drilled their students in rote recitation of the Koran. 

Catholic schools, then as now, taught religion, 

philosophy, mathematics (from accounting to higher 

mathematics), and Latin, among other subjects. It is a 

common Protestant jab that Catholics don't know Holy 

Scripture. It's a jab one can't make at a madrassa-

educated Muslim. 

In the Middle Ages, it is true, most Catholics knew 

Scripture from what they heard in church or saw 

represented in stained-glass windows or what they read 

-- or heard recited -- from such books as The Heliand, 

the Saxon Gospel wherein Christ the Champion enters 

Fort Jerusalem for the last mead-hall feast with His 

warrior companions. But they accepted the teachings of 

their authoritative Church and kept themselves busy 

building breweries, creating intoxicating liquors, laying 

roads, building towns, and inventing and mass-

producing the stirrup, the horse harness, and the water 

mill (technically, the water mill was invented by the 

Romans, who made but slight use of it; it came into its 

own in the Middle Ages). They also created an 

agricultural revolution with three-field crop rotation 

and improved agricultural tools and technology, 

product specialization, land and naval transportation, 

and the sanctification of commerce. 

The sole cultural advance that one might grant 

Islam over the medieval West is the invention of the 

harem. Nevertheless, even the male chauvinist might 

think that the harem rather shortchanges women. The 

rationalist might add that it creates social pressures 

that can be rather unhealthy (leaving lots of 

unattached, untamed men about). The churchman 

might reasonably add that the celibate monks, nuns, 

and priests made rather better use of their sexual 

sacrifice than did the eunuchs who guarded the 

harems. The Western clothier would suspect that the 

burkha was invented to hide some of the shortcomings 

(by Western standards) of the odalisques. And finally, 

medieval monarchs, like modern Western man, could 

always get around Church teaching by practicing serial 

hypocrisy rather than by stockpiling women in special 

quarters. This monarchical practice has filtered down 

into business management where overstocked 

warehouses (harems) have given way to "just-in-time 

inventory" (serial monogamy), another tribute to 

Western efficiency.  

  

Myth Two: Medieval women were oppressed. 

While we're on the subject of the fairer sex, let's 

dispense with the feminist idea that the Catholic 

Middle Ages were an era of oppression against 

women. That's rather hard to square, on the face of it, 

with medieval devotion to the Virgin Mary; the 

medieval invention of courtly, romantic love; the 

practice of chivalry; and the existence of queens and 
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princesses. In every case, we have men making pledges 

of loyalty, fidelity, honor, and protection to women -- 

women, it might be noted, with power and favor, 

whether it be royal, romantic, or divine. 

The New Testament has a rather higher estimation 

of women than does the Koran. Jesus consistently treats 

women with respect. Christians, from the beginning, did 

as well. The idea of woman as a "sex object" is 

profoundly un-Christian in a way that it is not unpagan 

or un-Islamic. Christianity has no temple prostitutes or 

harems, no slave girls or houris. The New Testament 

never recommends scourging women, nor does it 

compare women to a field to be plowed (as the Koran 

does). In Islamic law, divorce is a matter of three words 

("I divorce you"); women are property, and women 

have essentially two purposes (you can guess what 

these are). 

In the medieval West, both polygamy and divorce 

were illegal. Women could govern from thrones or 

pontificate from the libraries of nunneries, and they 

could rule the roost of a middle-class home just as any 

other Western hausfrau has done over the last 2,000 

years. Women were free to dress as they liked and 

could go to the tavern -- even brew the beer -- if they 

liked. They held jobs and learned crafts and trades. If 

peasants, they worked the land with their husbands. 

They could become saints and lead men into battle (like 

Joan of Arc). Especially if they were in religious orders, 

they were well-represented in elementary education, 

nursing, and the other "caring professions" (as we 

would call them today). If they were noblewomen, they 

inherited and wielded property (and received all due 

feudal obligations), joined their husbands on hunts (or 

on Crusades), and went to a court school where they 

were taught art, manners, and household management 

(everything from medicine to oenology, from sewing to 

accounting, from gardening to how to handle servants). 

They were also patrons of the arts. If women were 

barred from classical schools and universities, which 

they were, it was less on Christian grounds, strictly 

speaking, than on classical ones -- on the Aristotelian 

insight that women are the subordinate sex. 

Just how "subordinate" women were might be seen 

in the bawdy -- and quite "liberated" -- Wife of Bath in 

Chaucer's Canterbury Tales. She should put paid to any 

idea that medieval women were oppressed. The Wife of 

Bath, after all, selects her husbands -- five in total -- on 

the basis of money (she boasts of picking the first three 

clean of cash before they died) or manly chests, 

including the handsome pallbearer of the fourth. She 

finds happiness with her fifth (and favorite) husband 

after trading blows with him and convincing him of her 

rights. (The fight starts when she angrily rips a page 

from the book he has been reading aloud, The Book of 

Wicked Wives.) In all this, she cites Scripture, noting 

that "I have the power during al my lif / Upon his 

proper body, and nat he: / Right thus th'Apostle tolde 

it unto me, / And bad oure husbandes for to love us 

weel." Her tale -- and life -- is rather more hilarious and 

scandalous than today's "medieval" Islam would allow. 

In the Western Middle Ages, however, she was a 

recognized type, as she would be if she were plopped 

down in your living room today. 

  

Myth Three: Medieval culture was crude and 

ignorant. 

Chaucer brings us face to face with medieval culture, 

and far from being crude and ignorant, we regard it as 

being a still-bright feature of our literary heritage. If 

medieval castles and cathedrals, art, crafts, and music 

aren't enough; if Beowulf, the Song of Roland, the 

Poem of the Cid, and the Morte D'Arthur don't speak to 

you; if Boethius, Boccaccio, Dante, Petrarch, and 

Machiavelli are as nothing; if you have no respect for 

St. Anselm, St. Francis, and St. Thomas Aquinas, to 

select a mere handful of the literary riches of the 

period, there's really not much more to say.  

  

Myth Four: Medieval politics were despotic. 

Similarly, medieval politics were neither crude and 

ignorant, nor totalitarian and despotic. Far from it; the 

Middle Ages -- from the start -- practiced separation 

(and conflict) between church and state. It was the 
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Reformation, the desire of the state to absorb the 

Church, that combined church and state with the 

creation of state churches. Medieval politics supported 

a wide dispersion of power, which is what feudalism 

was, and why England's nobles -- led by the Catholic 

archbishop of Canterbury, Stephen Langton -- were able 

to hold King John accountable with the Magna Carta. 

Medieval man believed in the great hierarchy of society, 

where every man and woman had rights and 

responsibilities and was individually responsible before 

God. 

Medieval man was never threatened by 

totalitarianism. A totalitarian state was not even 

possible until the Reformation abolished the Church as 

a check on state power. Before that, feudalism 

preserved an extreme form of federalism, where even 

city-states (like Italy's merchant republics) flourished. In 

the Middle Ages, not only could a merchant launch his 

own business, but twelve-year-old enthusiasts could 

launch their own Crusade (the Children's Crusade), and 

a failed crusader like St. Francis could launch his own 

religious movement. The Middle Ages might be torn by 

war, conquests, political rivalries, knightly jostlings, and 

wars against the Albigensian heretics or the Muslim 

infidels. But politically, the Middle Ages were, if 

anything, a time when the dispersal of secular power 

was closer to anarchy than despotism, and the Church 

was generally on the side of political -- if not religious -- 

libertarianism in order to protect itself from ambitious 

monarchs and princes. 

  

Myth Five: The Middle Ages were uniquely violent. 

The Middle Ages were certainly violent enough, but 

they had no Hitler, Stalin, or Mao. The Middle Ages did 

have its inquisitors, but the various myths surrounding 

the inquisitions are nowadays pretty well debunked, 

and anyone who wants to can know from the relevant 

historical scholarship that the inquisitional courts of the 

Middle Ages did not strike fear into the people of 

Western Europe. Their scope was limited, their trials 

and punishments more lenient than those of their 

secular counterparts. Inquisitional punishment was 

often no more than penance, and throughout much of 

Europe, the inquisition never appeared at all. It was not 

a major feature of the Middle Ages. From its 13th-

century imposition against the Albigensians through the 

Spanish Inquisition -- the most "notorious" inquisition, 

which operated under a royal rather than a papal 

charter -- the history of inquisitional courts runs over 

the course of roughly 600 years, expiring in early 19th-

century Spain. In the 350 years of the Spanish 

Inquisition, for which meticulously kept records have 

been preserved, the grand total of those sentenced to 

death is perhaps 4,000. 

When it comes to body counts, the thousand years 

of the Middle Ages can't come close to the hecatombs 

of the enlightened 20th century. If the wars of the Age 

of Faith are to be regarded as a scandal that discredits 

Christianity, what are we to surmise from the state-

authorized genocides, mass murders, and class 

eliminations of the pagan national socialists and the 

atheistic communists, who managed in the course of 

70 years, less than one man's lifetime, to kill 

incomparably more people -- by a factor of untold tens 

upon tens upon tens of millions -- than were killed in 

the entirety of the Middle Ages? 

There was fighting aplenty in the Middle Ages. 

There were outrages on the battlefield, murders in 

cathedrals, and massacres in cities. But modern man is 

in no position to sit in judgment on medieval man as 

his moral inferior. In the Middle Ages, the national 

socialists would have been denounced as heretical, a 

papal Crusade would have been called against them, 

and today we would be reading books about how the 

Catholic Church violently and unjustly suppressed -- 

through inquisition and Crusade -- a "heretical" 

German movement that only wanted to wear shorts, 

hike through the forests, sing pagan songs, free the 

people from Romish superstition, advance secular 

learning and science, and break the political and 

religious power of Rome. We've heard that story many 

times before, as with the romanticization of the 

Cathars. 

But medieval man has had to suffer many such 

slurs, from the myth that he believed the world was 
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flat (a myth foisted against him by anti-Catholic 

propagandists in the 19th century) to the myth that 

Islamist homicide bombers are "stuck in the Middle 

Ages" rather than part and parcel of 21st-century Islam. 

The Middle Ages were more glorious and commendable 

than many seem to know. Medieval man deserves our 

toasting tankards; better medieval man than MTV or al-

Jazeera man. Cheers. 
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