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Bethlehem University Student Deported to Gaza in Handcuffs 

and Blindfold 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

11/2/09 

erlanty (Betty) Azzam was two months away 

from receiving her business degree at 

Bethlehem University. Anticipating life beyond 

college, she made the two-hour trip to Ramallah for a 

job interview, but on the way back she was asked for 

her papers at the "container" checkpoint. Azzam was 

detained by the Israeli military for five hours, sent to 

the Sharon Detention Center in Netanya, and eventually 

blindfolded, handcuffed, put into a military vehicle, and 

deported to Gaza where her family resides. Lawyers 

from the Latin Patriarchate in Jerusalem, which 

encompasses both the West bank and Israel, tried to 

intervene with the military, but with no success. 

Though born in Kuwait, Azzam grew up in Gaza. Her 

father, Jiries Azzam, works for the YMCA; her mother, 

Evette, teaches for the UN Relief and Works Agency, 

and both her brothers live in the United Arab Emirates. 

In August 2005, Azzam left Gaza with a temporary 

travel permit allowing her to visit the West Bank. She 

did not return to Gaza until the Israeli military returned 

her forcibly on October 28. Azzam had taken the risk of 

not returning to Gaza knowing it was her only way to 

attend Bethlehem University, the only Catholic 

university on the West Bank.  

Writing to me from Gaza, Azzam was still quite 

shaken by her treatment at the checkpoint: "They didn't 

tell me anything and treated me like a criminal. They 

had no reason to blindfold and handcuff me." The fact 

that she was carrying a university ID verifying her status 

at Bethlehem University made no difference. 

Br. Jack Curran, F.S.C., vice president of 

development at Bethlehem University, told me that a 

petition against Azzam's deportation has been filed in 

Israeli courts. Attorneys for Israel have been ordered by 

the courts to submit a preliminary written reply to the 

petition by November 3.  

Brother Curran has written to the Israeli 

government asking that Azzam be allowed to return to 

Bethlehem University "on compassionate and 

humanitarian grounds.... She has not been accused of 

being a security threat and has committed no crime."  

His letter also cited the "Agreement on Movement 

and Access" negotiated between the Palestinian 

Authority and Israel in 2005 that was facilitated by 

Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice. "I believe 

permitting her to return to Bethlehem to complete her 

degree also would be in the spirit of the agreement." 

Azzam's desire to study at Bethlehem University is 

shared by many others. One Palestinian Liberation 

Organization source I spoke with told me there are 19 

students already admitted to the university still waiting 

in Gaza to get a permit to come study on the West 

Bank. The man -- whose family is from Beit Jala, the 

town adjacent to Bethlehem -- is very familiar with the 

struggle of students at the university. "Before 2000, 

almost 10 percent of the students at Bethlehem 

University were from Gaza. Today there are just two 

students, both young women, left." 

For Israel to allow Azzam to return to Bethlehem 

to receive her degree would be both humanitarian and 

compassionate, as Brother Curran urged. But it would 

also be good politics. Israel should go even further and 

make it possible for the 19 students from Gaza to 

study at Bethlehem University. This institution, 

founded by the Christian Brothers in 1973, is one of 

the keys to the future of peace in the region, if peace is 

ever to come.  

B 

http://www.bethlehem.edu/index.php
http://www.bethlehemassoc.org/sub_pages/ElContainerSept2004.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Peace+Process/Reference+Documents/Agreed+documents+on+movement+and+access+from+and+to+Gaza+15-Nov-2005.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Peace+Process/Reference+Documents/Agreed+documents+on+movement+and+access+from+and+to+Gaza+15-Nov-2005.htm
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Letting Azzam return to Bethlehem is a move Israel 

can afford to make, and it would be a gesture of good 

will at a time when good news is in short supply on the 

West Bank. 

ᾂ ᾂ ᾂ 

Brother Curran encourages all those who are concerned 

about Betty Azzam's future to go to the State 

Department Web site and fill out this form, urging them 

to request Israel that Azzam be allowed to return to 

Bethlehem University and finish her degree. 

 

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://contact-us.state.gov/cgi-bin/state.cfg/php/enduser/ask.php?p_sid=94yLvOLj&p_accessibility=0&p_redirect=&p_sp=cF9zcmNoPSZwX3NvcnRfYnk9JnBfZ3JpZHNvcnQ9JnBfcm93X2NudD0xMjEsMTIxJnBfcHJvZHM9JnBfY2F0cz0mcF9wdj0mcF9jdj0mcF9zZWFyY2hfdHlwZT1hbnN3ZXJzLnNlYXJ
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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On Answering Questions 
Rev. James V. Schall, S.J. | Column 

11/2/09

e never know what curiosities former 

students will come up with. Eric Wind, an 

ex-student long interested in the history of 

Georgetown College, found for sale on eBay an old 

examination given at Georgetown in January 1929. (Let 

me note that this test was not Schall's, as in January of 

1929, he was but one year old.) The student taking the 

test was Lawrence Mehren; it was given by Rev. John J. 

Murphy, S.J., a name I had not run across before. On 

the test are twelve questions; the students were asked 

to do ten. I do not know how much time they were 

given. 

The questions of 1929 are brief and to the point:  

1. What is Faith? What are the two elements of 

Faith?  

2. Prove that Faith is necessary for salvation.  

3. What is the motive of Faith?  

4. Why is Tradition superior to Holy Scripture?  

5. What is the historical argument for the 

existence of God?  

6. Prove the unicity of God.  

7. Why is God in no sense responsible for moral 

evil?  

8. What is the history and significance of the 

words, Homoousious, Homoiousious, and 

Filioque?  

9. Why does creation require an infinite being?  

10. Why could not God have created forces in the 

beginning capable of producing the human 

soul?  

11. What principle of truth do the Evolutionists 

neglect?  

12. What scientific evidence is against the evolution 

of the body of man?  

Evidently, Mehren skipped questions 2 and 6. We do 

not know what grade he received; nor, alas, do we have 

his answers. Actually, this little test-sheet should go for 

a lot of chips; I hope the good folks at eBay know what 

it is. Some wry philanthropist should perhaps give a 

copy to each of the bishops. 

Several things might interest us on reading these 

"mid-year examination" questions. The first would be 

that such a list, however interesting, could be found in 

no examination in any of today's Catholic institutions, 

probably including seminaries. The second is that the 

students are not asked their "opinion" or, even worse, 

their "feelings" on any of these issues. Nor is it asked if 

they believe in any of the answers they give. They are 

simply asked to answer the questions in a coherent 

and intelligent way. No doubt, the professor probably 

found numerous "wrong" answers among the 

erstwhile Georgetown students of 1929. 

Obviously, evolution was a hot topic at the time. 

The students must have known that the relation of 

tradition to Scripture was based on the awareness that 

Scripture itself depended on some tradition that pre-

existed its being written. The students were appraised 

of the arguments about the meaning of Christ as true 

God and true man, with its origin within the Trinity. 

This course is billed as "apologetics," a word with 

Socratic overtones. Its presupposition is that any 

intelligent young man should know many things, 

whether he likes it or not. (In 1929, the young ladies 

were attending their own colleges, where they surely 

were asked similar questions by some perceptive 

Madame of the Sacred Heart or Dominican nun.)  

We seldom teach apologetics any more. We teach 

theology or religious studies. The first is usually 
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considered a science, though not exactly the same 

science that Aquinas called it. The second is a sort of 

survey. The religion requirement has been steadily 

decreasing in most schools; often there are but two 

required courses, one a sort of general overview of God 

and His doings taught by most anyone, the second 

usually fulfilled by studying what some other religion 

besides Christianity said about it all. The buzz words are 

pluralism, tolerance, peace, justice, "let's just get 

along." 

Are there things we should know to be saved? St. 

Paul and St. John, among others, seem to have thought 

so. Indeed, revelation itself is something that "seeks 

intelligence." So the reason of faith is worth a look. Our 

lives may depend on it.  

Whatever we may think of "the scientific evidence 

against the evolution of the body of man," these 

questions indicate that in the 80 years since Mehren 

took his mid-term, a definite devolution of mind is 

underscored when important questions of what the 

Faith holds, and why, are simply not asked or 

authoritatively answered.  

Such a test also reminds me of Pope Benedict XVI's 

Caritas in Veritate. Our academic institutions have 

replaced theoretic intellect with practical intellect. 

Ethics has taken the center, not unlike classic Roman 

thought. But by itself, ethics usually becomes the latest 

ideology or political enthusiasm. Charity not only needs 

truth, but students need truth. Without it, they act in a 

vacuum. Truth asks questions but, more importantly, 

gives answers. This understanding was at the heart of 

that 1929 mid-term. 

 

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

Georgetown University. His latest book, The Mind That 

Is Catholic, is published by Catholic University of 

America Press. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0813215412/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0813215412/insidecatcom-20
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Our Culture's Sacred Stories 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

11/3/09 

 can't help but like Kathy Shaidle, the scrappy 

author of a Canadian blog called Five Feet of Fury. 

I've always had a weakness for people who tell you 

exactly what they think and never bother to mince 

words, and Shaidle is all that. 

One of the most forthright critics of Canada's Tyranny of 

Nice and a courageous proponent of free speech in the 

face of a Nanny State, she's had her share of suffering, 

as have we all, but she is not the sort of person to 

demand that everybody Observe the Pieties on her 

behalf, and she can often be screamingly funny when it 

comes to the sort of hushed silences we are expected to 

observe on behalf of the sundry movements that batten 

on human suffering as a way of drumming up support 

for cash, power, reverence, etc. I often disagree with 

her sometimes overwhelmingly libertarian outlook, but 

her -- I can't help but like her. She's so bloody blunt, so . 

. . not whiny, and so willing to take life head-on that I've 

always found her refreshing even when she says things 

with which I strongly disagree. 

Here she is, holding forth on "breast cancer awareness" 

campaigns and the like: 

Shut up about breast cancer awareness. We are so 

frickin aware I'm gonna vomit. People are always 

"raising awareness" about things everybody knows 

about. It is the activism of cowards. Especially 

women, who are so desperate for safety and 

approval.  

When I got lupus there was this big pull to "get 

involved" with what I call the "bourgeois disease 

complex": the annual "months" and ribbons and in 

the case of lupus, really corny mascots like 

butterflies. I think I willed myself into remission just 

to avoid it. It was all so . . . female. Ugh.As a citizen 

of the Soviet of Washington, I must attest a certain 

resonance with this. There are certain pieties that 

must be observed here in the Land of the Green and 

the Home of the Gay. So we are perpetually being 

made aware of things that we would have to be in a 

coma not to be aware of. Did you know that AIDS is 

a deadly disease we must defeat? News to me. Also, 

it turns out that we need to fight it, not by keeping 

our pants zipped and not swapping body fluids with 

complete strangers, but by wearing red ribbons 

and attending Pride Parades. 

Also, were you aware that care for the environment is 

important and that we should respect the Earth by 

wearing green ribbons and recycling? Total news flash 

to me. If I didn't have Seattle media making me aware 

of the fact 24/7/365, my short-term memory loss 

would have completely erased that knowledge from 

my mind. 

Indeed, if it were not for ribbons, I would be totally 

unaware of lots of things only a victim of massive brain 

hemorrhage could be unaware of. How could we 

possibly remember that gender violence, suicide, 

prostate cancer, slavery, sex trafficking, autism, child 

abuse, lupus, cystic fibrosis, Alzheimer's, epilepsy, 

stomach cancer, racism, diabetes, brain cancer, sexual 

assault, childhood cancer, Hodgkin's lymphoma, and 

congenital cytomegaloviruses are bad without ribbons 

to remind us? (Actually, I really wasn't aware of 

congenital cytomegaloviruses, but I would assume that 

anything with "congenital" in the name is probably 

bad.) Some things, like brain cancer and brain 

disorders, have two separate ribbons, one silver and 

one gray, which is confusing and redundant. Other 

ribbons are to make us aware of unspecified things like 

"targeted individuals" (which, I suppose, means 

something like "Save Ferris"). But at the end of the 

day, the vast majority of these ribbons are designed to 

make you aware of things you've been aware of 

practically since the day you manifested a brain wave. 

 

I 

http://www.fivefeetoffury.com/
http://www.tyrannyofnice.com/
http://www.tyrannyofnice.com/
http://www.fivefeetoffury.com/:entry:fivefeet-2009-10-25-0000/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5yC7HwPh6Es&feature=player_embedded
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5yC7HwPh6Es&feature=player_embedded
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5yC7HwPh6Es&feature=player_embedded
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5yC7HwPh6Es&feature=player_embedded
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5yC7HwPh6Es&feature=player_embedded
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5yC7HwPh6Es&feature=player_embedded
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_awareness_ribbons
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_awareness_ribbons
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And that got me thinking. One of the things a culture 

seems to do naturally is establish a sort of liturgical 

litany of Sacred Truths, which it then repeats over and 

over and over. Which Sacred Truths get repeated more 

or less seems to determine what that culture is actually 

about. So, for instance, we go to Mass to hear, well, 

basically the same thing repeated to us again and again, 

often in identical words (the Creed and, most especially, 

the Words of the Institution of the Eucharist, for 

instance). Exactly what we don't want -- what would be 

a very bad thing indeed -- is to hear something new: to 

stop reading from the Scriptures we've heard a million 

times and start reading from the latest bit of New Age 

twaddle from some book recommended by Oprah. The 

core and essence of what we do at Mass is make 

ourselves aware of what we already know or believe. 

Other structures of belief do the same thing, so you 

go to your favorite political or cultural group in order to 

hear, yet again, that liberals are evil jackasses and we 

good guys value freedom and the little guy, or to hear 

that conservatives are corporate-stooge jackasses and 

we good guys value freedom and the little guy, or that 

Breast Cancer Awareness must be promoted because 

evil males have minimized this dread disease and we 

must raise the consciousness of the public, and so on. 

In short, for each culture and subculture, there's a 

Sacred Story that must be spoken again and again and 

that gives each group its cohesion. Such stories may or 

may not be true. They may be true but trivial. They may 

be some mixture of true and false. They may be outright 

lies. They may be (and often are) recognized by the 

adherents of the group as "sacred" only in the sense of 

an emphatically small "s": the moment when two 

people looked at each other and said, "You like keeping 

aquarium fish too? Wow! I thought I was the only one! 

Hey! We should start a little group to talk about keeping 

tropical fish!" 

But whatever the sacred story is that keeps a group 

of people together to discuss their passion, such stories 

are the things that hold together that gathering of Cub 

Scouts, or lesbians for choice, or model railroad 

enthusiasts, or KKK members, or MAD Magazine 

collectors. This is all quite normal and human and is the 

basis of every private association on the planet. 

Now sometimes that sacred story gets seized by 

enthusiasts and raised to the level of what Catholics call 

Sacred Tradition. When the sacred story is something 

relatively minor and gets this inflationary treatment, 

people usually laugh (as, for instance, in this classic 

essay by G. K. Chesterton, in which he addresses a lawn 

tennis enthusiast who took the game way too 

seriously). 

But when the Sacred Human Story elevated to the 

status of Sacred Tradition is about some of the bigger 

issues in human existence -- nations, blood, race, 

economics, sex, family, etc. -- these things can often 

loom so large in our minds that we are tempted to 

elevate them to the altar and confuse them with the 

Word of God Himself. When that happens, it is almost 

a certainty that somebody is going to get hurt or killed 

as a result. 

 

That's what Paul is really warning about when he tells 

the Colossians: 

See to it that no one makes a prey of you by 

philosophy and empty deceit, according to human 

tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the 

universe, and not according to Christ (Col 2:8). 

This passage, one of the most misunderstood in 

Scripture, is not a denunciation of the Catholic idea of 

Sacred Tradition. It has not a word to say against the 

basic Catholic idea that apostolic Tradition comes 

down to us in written and unwritten form and 

constitutes the common life, teaching, and worship of 

the Church. It doesn't even have anything particularly 

hostile to say about human traditions, which are the 

lifeblood of normal human society and constitute the 

way in which civilizations function. (Imagine, if it's even 

possible, a world with no human traditions: no 

birthdays, anniversaries, special meals, toasts, wedding 

rings, rites of passage, funerals, retirement parties, 

favorite games, favorite songs, or any other repeated 

group actions. You may as well try to imagine a world 

http://www.cse.dmu.ac.uk/~mward/gkc/books/logic.html
http://www.cse.dmu.ac.uk/~mward/gkc/books/logic.html
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without human beings. Tradition is how we remember 

who we are.) 

No, the only thing Paul warns about here -- the only 

thing Scripture ever warns about human tradition -- is 

the elevation of mere human tradition to the status of 

Sacred Tradition: the confusion of your own Favorite 

Human Thing with the essence of the gospel Jesus 

Christ entrusted to His Church. Against that, Paul and 

the Church warn us with great force, and it has ever 

been the task of the Magisterium to help us distinguish 

between mere human tradition and Sacred Tradition. 

Every time we are tempted to make our views 

about some ideology, or prudential judgment, or hot-

button issue into Sacred Tradition, or to minimize some 

aspect of the Tradition in order to get away with 

excusing our favorite ideological sins, the teaching of 

the Church is there to check us. We can love our 

girlfriend all we like, just so long as we do not love her 

more than the command not to commit fornication. We 

can love our country all we like, just so long as we do 

not place the love of country higher than the love of 

God and the command, "You shall not do evil that good 

may come of it." Tribal allegiances are fine, as are such 

requirements for loyalty to one's own flesh and blood. 

But such allegiances, exalted to a theory of race 

superiority or genocidal war against the impure are sins 

against the two greatest commandments. Love of 

science is fine. Love of science divorced from love of 

God and neighbor is toxic. 

The paradox is that the warning against such 

confusion is based exactly on the fact that the human 

things we love and want to exalt are not bad but very, 

very good. It's because our family, our country, our life, 

our children, our property and our work, our art and our 

science are great and good things that we must keep 

them in their proper places, lest they so easily become 

idols that we place them on the altar instead of the 

Eucharist, where they inevitably become demons. And 

yet, paradoxically, the Church is the strongest defender 

of those who savor their particular human traditions, 

yet remember they are merely human and not divine. 

So the Church loves the flourishing of local cultures 

and has been the Mother and patron of thousands of 

different human cultures. She likewise encourages all 

sorts of investigation and experimentation in 

disciplines like science, philosophy, politics, and art. 

The only point where she draws the line is when 

somebody attempts to claim that "All true Catholics 

must adhere solely and entirely to [capitalism, 

liberation theology, Impressionism, the Republican 

Party, Obamacare, Thomism, America, Saving the 

Children, Predestination, Darwinism, etc.]." The Faith is 

not a human ideology or tradition and therefore 

cannot be whittled down to fit any of these human 

traditions, however good and useful they may be. 

 

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor for 

www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for 

InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at 

markshea.blogspot.com. 

http://www.catholicexchange.com/
http://markshea.blogspot.com/
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Rose Hawthorne and a More Humane Vision of Health Care 
Edward Short | Column 

11/4/09

n his address to Congress on September 9, 

President Barack Obama recommended his 

proposed healthcare reform by citing a letter he had 

received from the late Sen. Edward Kennedy, in which 

the senator wrote, "What we face is above all a moral 

issue; at stake are not just the details of policy, but 

fundamental principles of social justice and the 

character of our country." Citing Senator Kennedy as an 

authority on social justice and the nation's character 

may not have been a winning gambit for all of the 

president's audience, but he was right to acknowledge 

that the health-care debate does entail important moral 

issues. 

If reforming health care along the lines proposed by 

many Democrats results in the rationing and indeed 

degradation of care, is there any moral justification for 

such reform? As the Catholic Medical Association (CMA) 

recently warned, "Giving the federal government the 

power, and primary responsibility, to contain medical 

expenditures could threaten the provision of medical 

care to the most vulnerable, the elderly and the 

chronically ill." "Misguided legislation," the CMA 

argued, could only worsen health care. 

One New Englander who would have appreciated 

this was Nathaniel Hawthorne, whose writings are full 

of cautionary tales about well-meaning reformers. "The 

Birth-Mark" is perhaps the most brilliant. The tale's 

visionary hero, intolerant of human imperfection, 

resolves to remove a birthmark from his wife's face and, 

in the process, kills her. 

For Henry James, Hawthorne "combined . . . the 

spontaneity of imagination with a haunting care for 

moral problems. Man's conscience was his theme . . . ." 

Hawthorne's works corroborate James's point: The 

Blithedale Romance pokes witty fun at the 

Transcendentalist conscience that founded the utopian 

Brook Farm community; The Scarlet Letter anatomizes 

the obsessive Puritan conscience; The House of the 

Seven Gables looks at how conscience often operates in 

families, grappling with the ghosts of ancestral guilt.  

But it was in Hawthorne's own family that his moral 

preoccupations found their full flowering, especially in 

the life of his daughter Rose, the legacy of whose work 

exposes grave flaws in the president's proposed 

overhaul of health care. 

 

Rose Hawthorne (1851-1926) was born in Lennox, 

Massachusetts, the third and youngest daughter of 

Hawthorne and his discriminating wife, Sophia 

Peabody, who once exclaimed: "I hate 

transcendentalism, because it is full of immoderate 

dicta which would disorganize society" -- not a 

sentiment that would endear her to the immoderate 

social engineers surrounding our current president.  

The love that Rose received from her parents 

helped sustain her throughout her difficult adulthood. 

Shortly before her marriage collapsed (her husband 

was an incorrigible alcoholic), she astounded her 

mostly Unitarian friends and relations by converting to 

Roman Catholicism. Once embarked on her new life, 

she dedicated herself to providing care to the 

cancerous poor, who, at the time, were barred from 

the city's hospitals and left to rot on Blackwell's Island. 

After the death of her husband, she founded the 

Dominican Sisters of Hawthorne to advance her 

sacramental work.  

Rose's friend Emma Lazarus, whose lines adorn the 

Statue of Liberty -- "Give me your tired, your 

poor/Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free . . 

." -- and who died herself of cancer at the age of 38, 

introduced her to the needs of the poor by sharing 

with her the work she was doing on behalf of indigent 

Jews in New York. After reading a news story about 

pogroms in Russia, Lazarus told Rose: "I forgot 

Emerson. I forgot everything except that my people 

I 

http://www.ewtn.com/vnews/getstory.asp?number=97804


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

10 

 

were in need of help." Here was a woman after Rose's 

own heart.  

To fund the homes she set up for her patients on 

the Lower East Side and, later, in Hawthorne, New York, 

Rose published appeals in the New York Times, one of 

which ran: "Let the poor, the patient, the destitute and 

the hopeless receive from our compassion what we 

would give to our own families, if we were really 

generous to them."  

Of all the many responses she received, one stood 

out: 

If there is an unassailably good cause in the world, it 

is this one undertaken by the Dominican Sisters, of 

housing, nourishing and nursing the most 

pathetically unfortunate of all the afflicted among 

us -- men and women sentenced to a painful and 

lingering death by incurable disease . . . . I am glad 

in the prosperous issue of your work, and glad to 

know that this prosperity will continue, and be 

permanent -- a thing which I do know, for that 

endowment is banked where it cannot fail until pity 

fails in the hearts of men, and that will never be. 

Throughout his life, Mark Twain was one of Rose's 

staunchest supporters.  

 

The loving care that the Dominican Sisters of 

Hawthorne continue to extend to their patients could 

not be in starker contrast to the sort of cheese-paring 

bureaucratic care that the president and his allies 

recommend in their proposals. For example, the 

Congressional Budget Office recently informed Senate 

Finance Chairman Max Baucus that his plan to cut $123 

billion from Medicare Advantage -- the program that 

provides one-fourth of seniors their private health 

insurance -- would cause some 2.7 million seniors to 

lose their coverage altogether.  

Dr. Ezekiel Emanuel, the president's health czar, 

looks askance at the very notion of extending end-of-life 

care. "Covering services provided to individuals who are 

irreversibly prevented from being or becoming 

participating citizens . . . should not be guaranteed," Dr. 

Emanuel wrote in a Hastings Center Report. "An obvious 

example is not guaranteeing health services to patients 

with dementia."  

In sentiments such as these, Rose Hawthorne would 

have seen a return to the mentality that set up the 

death warrens of Blackwell's Island. It was to reform 

that mentality that she established her own homes, 

which are still going strong today throughout the United 

States and (President Obama, take note) Kenya. One 

reason for their continued success is the munificence of 

donors like Twain; but another and perhaps even 

greater reason is their inherent goodness, for, to quote 

Pope John Paul II, they are "not merely institutions 

where care is provided for the sick or the dying," but 

"places where suffering, pain and death are 

acknowledged and understood in their human and 

specifically Christian meaning."  

For their compassionate vision of health care, the 

Dominican Sisters of Hawthorne can cite the authority 

of Pope Benedict XVI, who wrote in his first encyclical:  

Love -- caritas -- will always prove necessary, even 

in the most just society. There is no ordering of the 

State so just that it can eliminate the need for a 

service of love. Whoever wants to eliminate love is 

preparing to eliminate man as such. There will 

always be suffering which cries out for consolation 

and help. There will always be loneliness. There 

will always be situations of material need where 

help in the form of concrete love of neighbour is 

indispensable. The State which would provide 

everything, absorbing everything into itself, would 

ultimately become a mere bureaucracy incapable 

of guaranteeing the very thing which the suffering 

person -- every person -- needs: namely, loving 

personal concern.  

These insights, which describe so accurately the 

"service of love" for which the Dominican Sisters of 

Hawthorne were founded, should also guide those 

who wish to bring about truly humane health-care 

reform.  

 

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970203706604574374463280098676.html
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Edward Short is finishing a book on Cardinal Newman 

and his contemporaries, which will be published by 

Continuum. 
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Gluttons for Power  

John Zmirak | Column 

11/4/09 

t least since the lavish dinners of the decadent 

Roman Republic, rulers and those who aspired 

to rule have frequently made a point of 

conspicuous consumption. Now, this isn't always 

despicable; we expect those who represent legitimate 

authority on earth to express the dignity of their office. 

Even in the vigorous early days of our own Republic, 

Americans took pride in the fact that our White House 

maintained high standards of hospitality, entertaining 

visiting dignitaries in the style they expected. The 

dangerously populist Thomas Jefferson -- safely across 

an ocean, he welcomed the French Revolution -- made a 

point when he took office as president of hiring fine 

French chefs, who have set the tone for White House 

cooking ever since. A Catholic monarch I've praised 

before for Humility, Kaiser Franz Josef of Austria-

Hungary, ate elaborate dinners with his guests off 

exquisite china. Court protocol dictated that whenever 

the emperor finished a course, the plate must be 

removed. Not wanting to leave anyone hungry, Kaiser 

Franz Josef made sure to eat slowly and never put down 

his fork till the last guest had finished.  

And there was indeed something cringe-worthy 

about the canine eagerness with which former 

President Bill Clinton took each opportunity to chow 

down on greasy fast food. As his impeachment trial 

famously recorded, White House aide Betty Currie 

introduced Miss Monica Lewinksy to the president 

thusly: "The girl is here with the pizzas."  

Throughout history, many more public figures have 

made a point of garishly consuming outlandishly costly 

items, in gorge-churning quantities, to vaunt their riches 

and impress, bribe, or bully their influential guests. The 

best example of such epicurean imperialism is Lucullus 

(118-57 B.C.), a Roman general who conquered much of 

Asia Minor -- and brought back with him so much loot 

that his wealth became legendary. With the silver, gold, 

jewels, and slaves he'd taken from the hapless Minor 

Asians, Lucullus built ornate palaces, lavish gardens, and 

elaborate aquaria. He failed, however, to spread the 

wealth among the troops who'd done the fighting, and 

their resentment led to Lucullus's eventual failure in 

politics.  

Shorn of the leading role he'd hoped for in the 

Senate, Lucullus retired to enjoy his stupendous 

wealth and dazzle his old political rivals with the 

splendors of his table. According to the curmudgeonly 

historian Plutarch, with his "dyed coverlets, and 

beakers set with precious stones, and choruses and 

dramatic recitations, but also with his arrays of all sorts 

of meats and daintily prepared dishes, did [Lucullus] 

make himself the envy of the vulgar." Such meals 

included delicacies such as salted snails, raw clams, 

whole pigs stuffed with birds or sausages that spilt out 

when they were cut, brightly colored fish served as 

they slowly died in the sauce, and unborn or newborn 

rabbits. Pass the salt . . . the smelling salts.  

Another famously outlandish monarch was 

England's Henry VIII, who housed a diplomatic meeting 

with France's François I in huge pavilions the size of 

the city of Norwich, woven from silk and gold (the stuff 

of which vestments are made) and bejeweled by 

precious ornaments and pricey hand-blown glass. Two 

fountains flowed with 40,000 gallons of fine red wine. 

A BBC historian reports that the food for the team of 

diplomats and nobles included "9,100 plaice, 7,836 

whiting, 5,554 soles, 2,800 crayfish, 700 conger eels, 

three porpoises and a dolphin." And 1,200 capons.  

As we know, King Henry's outsized hunger also ran 

to monastic properties and wives, and linked 

disordered appetites recur in the lives of many rulers. 

Genghis Khan conquered most of the continent of Asia 

and all of Russia. A herdsman who scorned those who 

grew crops and lived indoors, Genghis poisoned 

millions of acres of farmland by sowing them with salt 

and massacred the populations of whole cities such as 

A 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6200&Itemid=121&ed=1
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/reliable-source/2009/07/hey_isnt_that_133.html
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/reliable-source/2009/07/hey_isnt_that_133.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lucullus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_cuisine
http://www.ssaa.org.au/stories/cooking-spit-roasted-trojan-pig.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Field_of_the_Cloth_of_Gold
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genghis_Khan
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Baghdad, Samarkand, and Kiev. It is said that he only 

refrained from slaughtering every city-dweller in China 

when one of his aides pointed out that "live Chinese pay 

more taxes than dead ones." We know Genghis dined 

on the national dish of steak Tartar (bloody raw meat 

tenderized by riders who kept it under their saddles), 

though history doesn't tell in what quantities. (He did 

impose the death penalty on commoners caught being 

gluttons; as a child when he caught an older brother 

stealing his fish, Genghis stabbed him to death.)  

But we do have proof of another gargantuan 

Genghian appetite. According to National Geographic: 

"After a conquest, looting, pillaging, and rape were the 

spoils of war for all soldiers, but that Khan got first pick 

of the beautiful women." All that on top of some 500 

wives and concubines. Still, it boggles the mind a bit to 

learn what genetic markers tell us: that the Khan today 

has some 16 million descendants. 

  

No one in our time, thankfully, can hope to match 

Genghis Khan; but in his own way, one Western leader 

did his best to keep up the trappings of Oriental 

despotism in a modern, democratic setting -- longtime 

French president François Mitterrand.  

Mitterrand began life in right-wing circles. In his 

youth, he joined ultra-nationalist groups that dabbled in 

terrorism and abortive coups d'etat against the corrupt, 

anti-clerical Third Republic. A man who knew how to 

follow a trend -- and the trend in the mid-1930s was 

distinctly skewing "fascist" -- Mitterrand mixed with 

militaristic and anti-Semitic groups, joining the 

Volontaires Nationaux, a xenophobic militia modeled on 

Italy's Blackshirts.  

After serving in the army in 1940, Mitterrand 

escaped a POW camp and took a post with the 

collaborationist Vichy government -- which he seems to 

have faithfully served until, in 1942, it became unclear 

who'd win the war. At that point, Mitterrand began 

making contacts in the Resistance, playing both sides of 

the fence until the Allied invasion in 1944 made the 

outcome obvious. Then he joined the Resistance 

fighters. While Mitterrand claimed later that he spent 

the whole war spying for the Free French, historians 

question this -- citing his decades-long friendship after 

the war with convicted war criminal Rene Bousquet, a 

Vichy official who oversaw the deportation of 

thousands of Jews. (Ironically, while in power, 

Mitterrand kept close ties to the Hutu government that 

conducted the genocide in Rwanda.) 

After meeting and marrying a Socialist in 1944, 

Mitterrand reinvented himself as a man of the Left. (It 

didn't hurt that Charles de Gaulle, the center-right war 

hero who'd helped liberate France, detested 

Mitterrand and excluded him from leadership.) As 

early as 1965, Mitterrand ran for president, courting 

feminist voters by calling for the legalization of 

abortion (which would pass ten years later, with 

Mitterrand's support). Women voters might have been 

a little less enthused had they known that Mitterrand 

kept two wives, and two sets of children -- spending 

weeknights with one family, and weekends with the 

other.  

Becoming president in 1981 (he would serve for 14 

years), Mitterrand legalized millions of illegal 

immigrants from North Africa, laying the groundwork 

for the radical Arab ghettos that surround most major 

French cities. Mitterrand fought for passage of the 

Maastricht Treaty, which traded French sovereignty for 

a share of the power a small, unaccountable European 

Union oligarchy now wields all across Europe.  

Despite his role in liquidating France's past and 

compromising her future, Mitterrand craved the 

dignities once proper to France's kings. He surrounded 

himself with sycophants, critics charged, and 

demanded the strictest deference protocol could 

require. He littered Paris with monuments to his 

ideology, including the ghastly glass Pyramid of the 

Louvre, and the eerie, funereal Monument to the 

Rights of Man and the Citizen. But his ultimate stab at 

attaining ersatz royalty came with Mitterrand's last 

meal.  

In late 1995, dying of prostate cancer -- an illness 

he'd long lied about and hidden from voters -- 

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2003/02/0214_030214_genghis.html
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m1282/is_v37/ai_3650991/
http://www.nytimes.com/1994/09/09/world/paris-journal-mitterrand-s-mistakes-vichy-past-is-unveiled.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/mitterrands-role-revealed-in-rwandan-genocide-warning-455637.html
http://articles.latimes.com/2001/jan/26/news/cl-17058
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Banlieue
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louvre_Pyramid
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louvre_Pyramid
http://www.philipcoppens.com/axemajeur.html
http://www.philipcoppens.com/axemajeur.html
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Mitterrand decided to end his life by dining like a king. 

In centuries past, French monarchs were privileged to 

one very special delicacy: a small song bird called the 

ortolan, which was drowned in Armagnac, then 

flambéed and eaten whole. Since the bird is now 

endangered, it's strictly illegal to eat them in modern 

France -- but Mitterrand didn't wish to die in the 

modern France he had helped to make. So on New 

Year's Eve, he organized a select group of his friends 

and enjoyed a royal menu -- complete with lavish 

supplies of foie gras, 30 oysters for each diner, and 

ortolans. Each guest was allotted one of the birds, but 

according to The Independent (January 11, 1997):  

After grabbing the last of 12 birds, the dying 

president disappeared for a second time behind the 

large, white napkin, which is ritually placed over the 

head of anyone about to indulge in the horrific act 

of eating a charred, but entire ortolan. "Those who 

had already been through the ordeal once, looked 

at each other in astonishment," wrote Mr. 

Benamou [a witness]. The table listened in 

embarrassment as the former president masticated 

the little bird to a paste behind the napkin, in the 

approved manner, before swallowing it. Then 

Mitterrand lay back in his chair, his face beaming in 

"ecstasy." 

Mitterrand refused to eat after that. He suspended all 

treatment for his cancer and died just eight days later. 

He'd had his reward.  

 

John Zmirak is the author, most recently, of the graphic 

novel The Grand Inquisitor and is Writer-in-Residence 

at Thomas More College in New Hampshire. He writes 

weekly for InsideCatholic.com. 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/the-ortolan-stirs-up-trouble-behind-a-white-napkin-1282575.html
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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Academic Theology 

Henry Karlson | Column 

11/5/09

heology can be defined many ways, but two 

definitions are perhaps most significant. The first 

could be described as "God-talk": It is logos 

(speech) with theos (God). In this way, prayer is seen as 

theology proper. 

In time, this led to a second definition -- that 

theology involves the study of God. The early Christians, 

after all, were facing new questions both from fellow 

Christians confused about Church doctrine and from 

non-Christians who challenged believers to credibly 

explain their faith. Origen, in many respects, is 

considered the founder of this kind of theology (though 

we can find precedents from St. Clement of Alexandria 

and the apologists before him). This, then, became 

speech (logos) about God (theos). 

Of course, those who engaged in talk about God 

were assumed to have a relationship with God. Indeed, 

the combined fruit of prayer and study led them to 

write theological documents, and the liturgy -- the 

prayer of the faithful -- significantly influenced dogmatic 

theology. One who was engaged in theology was 

expected to be humble, never going beyond what he 

knew either from experience or authority. Speculation 

was possible but was to be kept to a minimum, and any 

speculation should be tested by the Church before it 

became readily accepted. 

When the Church Fathers confronted Arius, for 

example, one of their chief criticisms was that his 

spiritual life was lacking, and so his mistakes came 

about because he spoke beyond what he could possibly 

know. He should first have known himself, said St. 

Anthony of Egypt, because then he would have known 

his own limitations.  

During the scholastic era, things began to change. 

There we saw the beginnings of academic theology 

proper, where one studied what others had said about 

God, without such study having any necessary contact 

with one's own spiritual life. While the method of study 

improved, it did so at a cost -- theology became more 

abstract and cut off from the needs of the Christian 

Faith. Certainly much good fruit came out of this, as we 

see from the writings of St. Thomas Aquinas. But for 

every Aquinas there were more prideful scholars -- 

Peter Abelard comes to mind -- whose great learning 

instilled in them a sense of superiority. 

Both Sts. Bonaventure and Bernard of Clairvaux 

considered this shift in theological discipline a major 

threat to the Faith (and a source of grave scandal to 

the Church). Bonaventure, who was himself involved 

with the universities of his day, nevertheless wrote 

harshly about the new methodology. 

Nonetheless, it was widely understood that 

theology, even when involving speculation, sought to 

preserve the teachings of the Faith. What was new was 

how one engaged those teachings, not the teachings 

themselves. Commenting upon the past was a way to 

make sure one kept the tradition alive. 

  

Today, we have a major crisis in theology: 

Theologians are trained to be academics. There is 

much good in this training, no question about it, but it 

should not be an end in and of itself. One should study 

and discuss what others have said, not because what 

they say is a curiosity, but because one finds 

something important in their work -- something that 

offers meaning to our meandering world. Theologians, 

because they are tied to universities, are required to 

write according to the dictates and expectations of 

academia. This can be problematic, as academia loves 

novelty, while theology should be about preserving the 

faith and avoiding empty novelty. 

To establish oneself and justify one's unique 

contribution to his field, the academic must reject 
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what has come before, by either proving it wrong or 

incomplete. But how can one sustain faith in the midst 

of that? 

Theologians need to reconsider their relationship 

with academia. Of course, they should have a place in it, 

but they should also see that academic study should be 

carried out for the sake of faith. Theology should help 

the faithful feel enriched about their faith. How is this 

possible if theologians confine themselves to projects 

that only undermine that faith? 

I fear that many who began their theological 

training to enrich their faith ended up losing it. What 

Bonaventure saw in his own day is happening again, and 

worse. Many who have studied theology do not 

preserve their faith; they have sought knowledge for 

the sake of knowledge, and nothing more. They have 

eaten of a new tree of knowledge, and its fruit is bitter. 

In 19th-century Russia, the seminary was the greatest 

source of atheists. Their problem is our own: The 

academic who has lost his faith will pass that on to his 

students. 

It's time for academia to open back up to 

theological reflection, to let those who study theology 

write positive theology, and not just critical material. 

There are places where this is being done, but in 

general, academic theology today is little different from 

any secular field. We need scholars who will combine 

the critical work of academia with a well-nourished 

spiritual life. Hans Urs von Balthasar once said that 

theology proper can only be done on one's knees. His 

work, which often reads like poetry, shows that one can 

faithfully engage theology today. 

Those within academia need the freedom to 

continue this tradition. They shouldn't be required to 

"publish something new" or "perish." Theology should 

be concerned with the continuation of the Faith, not 

simple novelty. Until this happens, theologians will 

continue to be trained to do something that runs 

contrary to the very notion of theology itself. 

 

Henry Karlson is a doctoral candidate in Historical and 

Systematic Theology at the Catholic University of 

America. He has taught at Georgetown and Catholic 

University, and he is a contributor at Vox Nova. 

http://vox-nova.com/
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A New Grassroots Political Organization Makes Its Mark 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

11/6/09

he election results of November 2 were not 

merely the spontaneous reaction of Republicans 

to the bad economy and liberal excesses of the 

Obama administration. The four pro-life, conservative 

GOP candidates in Virginia and New Jersey were elected 

in a groundswell of religious and social conservatives, 

many of them independent voters who had voted for 

Obama only a year ago. 

A new grassroots organization played a major role 

in getting these voters to the polls -- the Faith & 

Freedom Coalition was founded by Ralph Reed, former 

head of the Christian Coalition, in May 2009. Starting 

only a few months before the election, Reed’s FFC was 

able to generate 4.5 million voter contacts in Virginia, 

New Jersey, and the 23rd Congressional District of New 

York for the November 2 election. 

Reed began by hiring Jack St. Martin as his 

executive director. St. Martin, a Catholic, has extensive 

experience in campaigns and grassroots organizing. The 

FFC program for November 2 was a more robust effort 

than anything in the heyday of the Christian Coalition,” 

St. Martin told me. 

These 4.5 million contacts included educational 

mail, get out the vote phone calls from Sarah Palin, Rick 

Santorum, and Mike Huckabee, e-mails, “door knocks,” 

and grassroots phone banks. The Gov. Palin calls on 

behalf of FFC caught the eye of leftwing watchdogs like 

rightwingwatch.com as well as some mainstream 

media. 

FFC's efforts in Virginia were extraordinarily 

successful. Evangelicals made up 34 percent of the 

Virginia vote. 83 percent of that vote went to 

McDonnell, 48.6 percent of all his votes. In New Jersey 

27 percent of voters said they voted for the candidate 

who most shared their values. Those voters went for 

Christie by a 2 to 1 margin and comprised 1/3 of his 

vote. These are the same social and religious 

conservative voters that John McCain failed to rally in 

2008 -- because his campaign didn’t even try. 

But the distinctive mark of FFC is not its confidence 

in the continued political power of the social 

conservative message, but its sophisticated use of 

technology. Reed has created a proprietary piece of 

software called VoterTrack that allows FFC members to 

enter their zip codes and receive all the names and 

phone numbers of social conservative voters in the 

area. As a result, FFC chapters are being organized and 

are popping up on Facebook and other social 

networking sites. 

As Jack St. Martin said to me, “We can be 

successful when we get serious about catching up with 

the political left by marrying technology to grassroots 

politics.” He admits that even FFC has a long way to go 

to catch up to what the Obama campaign put together 

in 2008, but they made up “a lot of ground in a short 

period of time.”  

 

{ƻƳŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊǎ ƻŦ wŜŜŘΩǎ ƴŜǿ CŀƛǘƘ ϧ CǊŜŜŘƻƳ 

Coalition are skeptical that he can replicate the 

historic success of the Christian Coalition. Some of his 

critics, however, have not noticed that FFC is not an 

updated version of the Christian Coalition. The fact 

that FFC has a Catholic executive director -- and a 

Catholic convert to boot -- is indicative of Reed’s 

intention to reach well beyond the Evangelical 

community.  

Someone with Reed’s track record -- not just as 

head of the Christian Coalition but as Chairman of the 

Georgia GOP -- should not be underestimated. As 

CBN’s David Brody puts it, “Something tells me that 

Ralph Reed and his group are poised to be major 

players. The key is always mobilization. Conservative 

Christians are numerous, but if they are non-existent 

T 

http://www.ffcoalition.com/
http://www.ffcoalition.com/
http://www.usnews.com/blogs/god-and-country/2009/06/23/exclusive-ralph-reed-launches-new-values-group-not-your-daddys-christian-coalition/comments/
http://www.rightwingwatch.org/content/ralph-reed-back-business-0
http://blogs.abcnews.com/george/2009/11/as-palin-robocalls-in-virginia-mcdonnell-keeps-his-distance.html
http://www.mycentraljersey.com/article/20091103/POLITICS/91103062
http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=129478195777
http://blogs.cbn.com/thebrodyfile/archive/2009/11/03/ralph-reeds-new-faith-coalition-set-to-soar.aspx
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at the ballot box then it doesn't mean anything.” 

 

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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Sanitized Childhood 
Danielle Bean | Column 

11/6/09 

 read a Curious George book to my children a few 

weeks ago. It was a library copy -- one of the very 

old ones, wrapped in protective plastic with 

decades-old, handwritten due dates inside the front 

cover. 

The story was typical H. A. Rey fare. The man with 

the yellow hat was exasperatingly clueless while George 

was up to no good with a family of ducks in the park. 

Gosh, we love that little monkey.  

Suddenly, though, in the midst of the mischief, I 

noticed something: People were smoking. 

There, on the pages of a children's book, mothers 

and children picnicked on checkered blankets in the 

park while their fathers sat casually beside 

them, smoking cigarettes. 

I don't know how much time you spend browsing 

through the pages of children's books, but I have put in 

enough hours to tell you this: Smoking is unheard of. 

Grownups do not smoke in the presence of children or 

monkeys. Not ever. That would be setting a bad 

example. 

And yet here sat these vintage daddies, puffing 

contentedly away on their illustrated cigarettes, while 

women, children, and monkeys stood idly by.  

I was enchanted. 

Not because I'm a fan of smoking, mind you. In fact, 

a good way to fall fast out of my good graces is to light 

up a cigarette in the presence of my kids. And I have 

promised each of my children a good old-fashioned 

throttling if ever one of them dares to start such a nasty 

habit. 

But I was enchanted nonetheless. Because men 

smoking in children's books flies in the face of the 

modern day epidemic I would describe as "sanitized 

childhood." 

We've given our kids' childhoods a power washing. 

We filter and sanitize their worlds and experiences in a 

way that past generations never thought to do.  

Did you know, for example, that you can buy DVD 

copies of the original episodes of Sesame Street, but 

that they come with a disclaimer? 

"These early Sesame Street episodes are intended 

for grown-ups," the insert says, "and may not suit the 

needs of today's preschool child."I think it would be far 

more accurate to say that classic Sesame Street 

episodes where Oscar the Grouch is truly grouchy, 

where children ride bicycles without helmets, and 

where Cookie Monster overindulges in saturated fats, 

may not suit the needs of today's parents of 

preschoolers. 

The needs of today's preschool child are really not 

very different from those of children of previous 

generations. When we sanitize childhood, though, we 

run the risk of neglecting some of these needs. Here 

are three basic ones I think get lost in the "sanitation": 

   

A child needs to get dirty. 

Dirt makes mothers nervous. We worry about germs 

and laundry. When our children venture outdoors, we 

cover them with protective gear and stand ready at 

the door with a box of disinfecting wipes and a bottle 

of hand sanitizer.  

But a child learns and grows when he touches, 

hears, tastes, sees, and smells the real world. A child 

has a basic need to connect with the grass, air, trees -- 

and yes, dirt. We need to break them out of their 

carpet and linoleum prisons and set them free. 
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Whatever they get into out there can be cleaned up at 

the end of the day with a warm bath before bed. 

  

A child needs to fail.  

Parental fear of failure is the reason things like sports 

try-outs, monkey bars at the playground, and academic 

competition have been sanitized from many of our 

children's experiences.  

It is by experiencing failure, though, that a child can 

come to know himself -- his strengths and weaknesses. 

If we protect them from failure, if we tell them "Good 

job!" regardless of their performance, how can they 

ever aspire to improve? It is when we allow them to fail 

that our children learn the consequences of good and 

bad behavior and appreciate the value of hard work.  

  

A child needs to know the truth.  

Sometimes the truth is ugly. While we don't want to fill 

our kids' heads with nastiness, we aren't doing them 

any favors either when we fail to acknowledge real-life 

human weakness. Kids suffer when there is a disconnect 

between the real world as they experience it and the 

sanitized version we try to feed them. 

In those early episodes of Sesame Street, Oscar the 

Grouch's personality had a nasty edge that has been 

considerably softened in recent years. But don't we all 

know someone like the original Oscar? He's real. 

It gets even more serious when we sanitize painful 

truths about sin and divorce that can directly affect our 

children's lives. When we are tempted to sanitize the 

truth for our kids, we should ask ourselves: Is it real? Is 

it true? If so, then even if it's ugly, our kids have a right 

to our acknowledgement of it in an age-appropriate 

way. 

As we parents are slathering our kids with 

sunscreen and adjusting their elbow pads in 

preparation for sending them out into the world, we 

need to remember that our children belong to God 

first. We can never fully control their experiences.  

In the end, the best gift and the most priceless 

protection we can offer them is to be a channel 

through which they receive God's love -- unchanging 

and real. 

 

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

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

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

Mom, Day to Day: Advice and Support for Catholic 

Living (Pauline 2007). Visit her blog at 

www.daniellebean.com or follow her on Twitter. 

http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.daniellebean.com/
http://twitter.com/DanielleBean
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Tango and the Theology of the Body 
Katrina Zeno | Classic 

10/31/09

 love to tango.  

As a single Catholic woman, this isn't always 

easy. Argentine tango can be danced close -- very 

close. Its intimacy and passion can sweep me into the 

romantic ozone layer, obscuring any sense of reality. It 

lures me into wanting more -- more intimacy, more 

connectedness, more transcendence. 

So why do I tango? Because Argentine tango 

conceals many profound spiritual lessons. Our 

relationship with God is meant to be one of intimacy 

and passion. So it is with tango. In the spiritual life, God 

leads and we follow. So it is in tango. In the Eucharist, 

God gives Himself away to us. The same should be true 

in tango. Argentine tango takes the abstract concepts of 

our faith and makes them concrete. Let me explain. 

In most partner dances, the tempo of the music 

remains the same and the number of steps is limited. 

Not in tango. In the same song, the music might change 

from melodious violins to the up-tempo bandoleon 

(similar to an accordion). The possibilities for new steps 

are endless because the structure of the dance can be 

combined in an infinite number of ways. Thus, I must 

always be poised, ready to follow. 

For years, I begged God to send me a nice, Catholic 

tango partner. When this didn't happen, I finally 

realized the virtue of dancing with different men -- it 

forced me to become a good follower. 

To the observer, following looks like a passive 

activity. Nothing could be further from the truth. As a 

follower, I must be ready to go in any direction at any 

time. My partner might ask me to pivot, step across 

myself and execute ochos (figure eights), or pause while 

he crafts figures on the floor by himself like an ice-

skater. While the possibilities are endless, the dynamic 

is always the same: The man invites, the woman 

responds, and the man receives the woman's response. 

This is exactly how God relates to us. He never 

forces us to do anything. He constantly invites us to 

take the next step in Him. The problem is that most of 

us have very little experience following. We don't know 

how to wait. We don't know how to be sensitive to His 

lead. We don't know how to remain in the present 

rather than yearning for the past or racing to the 

future. Tango teaches all these skills on a very concrete 

level, skills that transfer wonderfully into our 

relationship with Christ. 

There's another reason tango has been good for 

my Catholic faith, and it has to do with Pope John Paul 

II's theology of the body. The pope's fundamental 

premise is that the body reveals God. When we look at 

male and female, the very structure of the body tells 

us that it's made for union. Male and male aren't made 

for nuptial union. Female and female aren't made for 

nuptial union. Only male and female are made for 

nuptial union. 

This union, however, isn't self-centered and 

individualistic. It's meant to be a union and 

communion of self-giving love. In spousal love, the two 

are no longer two but one. From the beginning, God 

designed married love this way!: "This is why a man 

shall leave his father and mother and cling to his wife 

and the two shall become one flesh" (Genesis 2:24). 

In the new covenant, Jesus elevates marriage to a 

sacramental sign. Marriage no longer simply 

represents the natural union of man and woman but 

makes visible Christ's total and irrevocable gift of 

Himself to the Church. Just as He gave Himself away to 

the Church so that He could be one with her (cf. 

Ephesians 5:31-32), so husband and wife are called to 

give themselves away so as to image the oneness of 

Christ and the Church. This self-gift doesn't happen in 

some ultraspiritual realm but in the body. Christ said, 

"This is my body, given up for you." So, too, man and 
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woman say to each other, "This is my body, given up for 

you." 

How could this possibly apply to tango? Danced in 

all its beauty and artistry, Argentine tango expresses the 

theology of the body: The man gives himself away to 

the woman, the woman gives herself away to the man, 

and suddenly the two are no longer dancing as two but 

as one. Right before our eyes we see union and 

communion, two and one, giving and receiving. The 

man and woman are a visible sign of the self-giving 

union between Christ and the Church. 

Despite the many times I've been tempted to throw 

in the tango towel, this is why I continue: Tango is not 

just a dance, it's sacramental. It constantly propels me 

toward my heavenly calling -- union and communion 

with Christ through a total gift of self. 

 

Katrina J. Zeno is a national conference and retreat 

speaker and is the coordinator of the John Paul II 

Resource Center in the Diocese of Phoenix. This article 

originally appeared in the November 2001 issue of crisis 

Magazine.  
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The Songbird and the Cell Phone: Rediscovering the 

Sacramental Sense 

Russell Shaw | Classic 

11/3/09 
 friend of mine tells this story: Not long ago he 

took some students and parents from the public 

high school where he teaches on a trip to Italy. 

There were twelve or 15 of them, and they shared the 

tour bus with others. The trip was a success. Everyone 

had a lovely time visiting some of the most beautiful 

places in a beautiful country. 

But after a while my friend realized that something 

strange was going on. 

Whenever they pulled into a town square and 

parked in front of the local cathedral, everyone piled off 

the bus and immediately started shooting photos of the 

church. "They began taking pictures before they even 

looked at it," my friend said. "What mattered was 

shooting those photos. They could see the cathedral 

later, if there was time." 

My friend thought that was odd. But I couldn't help 

thinking that this behavior isn't so different from what 

happens at a Sunday liturgy today. The two things may 

even be related. The emphasis at such a liturgy is on 

doing things, keeping busy, allowing little opportunity 

for reflective quiet. Seeing things -- not just with the 

physical eyes, but with the eyes of the spirit -- gets short 

shrift. In liturgical celebrations like this, the ideal of full, 

conscious, active participation that the Second Vatican 

Council spoke of has been externalized. This is liturgy 

for people more interested in taking pictures of the 

cathedral than in seeing it. 

  

Participation in the Liturgy 

Some time back I came across a remark by H. Richard 

McCord, the executive director of the laity office of the 

U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, that inadvertently 

suggests where this thinking comes from. 

Participation in the liturgy is a common means of 

spiritual formation. Though weekly Mass attendance 

has declined, laity are participating in worship more 

extensively and in greater depth through the ministerial 

roles of reading, singing, distributing communion, 

assisting at the altar, providing hospitality, and so on. 

I take this to be a typical statement of a viewpoint 

common today. There are several things to be said 

about it. 

First, the casual dismissal of the decline in Sunday 

Mass attendance by American Catholics, from two out 

of three 40 years ago to one out of three today, is 

happy talk. Second, to equate doing things -- "reading, 

singing, distributing communion... providing 

hospitality, and so on" -- with full, conscious, and 

active participation is seriously confused. 

Third, there is absolutely no evidence that this 

approach involves liturgical participation any deeper 

and more prayerful than the participation of the 

largely silent congregations several decades ago. 

Claims to the contrary are statements of ideology, not 

empirically verified fact. Fourth, even if one is willing 

to grant, for the sake of argument, that lay people who 

do these things at Mass are more deeply engaged in 

liturgical worship than people were 50 years ago, the 

number of those who do them is extremely small, 

compared with the vastly larger number who do not. 

And fifth and finally, what a comment like this 

mainly expresses is the mindless enthusiasm for lay 

ministries so common in official circles today. A 

rational, well-considered concern for full, conscious, 

and active participation by the laity wouldn't 

concentrate on the ministries of a few but on the 

baptismal priesthood -- the non-ordained priesthood 

of the faithful -- in which all Christifideles participate. 

As the Catechism says: "Through Baptism and 
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Confirmation the priestly people is enabled to celebrate 

the liturgy" (1138). How often these days do you hear 

homilies saying that instead of urging lay people to give 

Father Bob and Deacon Tom a hand by distributing 

Communion? 

 

The Loss of the Sacramental Sense 

But the fundamental problem -- the problem of seeing 

the liturgical celebration with the eyes of the spirit -- 

goes much deeper, operating on a very different plane. 

A lot more is involved than questions of liturgical 

translations and the structuring of liturgical rites. This is 

the problem of the loss of the sacramental sense in 

Western culture, and it's that above all else that makes 

full, conscious, and active participation so difficult. Our 

immanent, externalized liturgical celebrations merely 

reinforce this underlying problem. 

In modern times, we see a pervasive loss of the 

sacramental sense and a concurrent hollowing-out of 

our understanding of what "sacrament" signifies, 

leaving behind only the shell of symbol. The difference 

between sacrament and symbol is crucially important. A 

symbol points to another reality extrinsic to itself; 

whereas, in the case of a sacrament, the other reality is 

embodied within the sacramental sign and intrinsic to 

what the sacrament is and does. 

Conventional symbols have a kind of radical 

arbitrariness: They are subject to being changed. When 

circumstances dictate setting aside one symbol for 

something, there is no difficulty about adopting 

another, as advertisers adopt new logos for products 

depending on which of their aspects they wish to 

highlight and which audience they mean to attract. 

It's very different with a sacrament. The 

sacramental sign and the reality it signifies are 

inseparably joined. Fundamentally alter a sacramental 

sign, and the reality it signified is no longer there. For 

example: Substitute something else for bread and wine, 

and you no longer have the Body and Blood of Christ. 

And, as this suggests, the reality embodied by 

sacraments is itself unique. Pope John Paul II said in 

Crossing the Threshold of Hope: 

What else are the sacraments . . . if not the action 

of Christ in the Holy Spirit? When the Church 

baptizes, it is Christ who baptizes; when the Church 

absolves, it is Christ who absolves; when the Church 

celebrates the Eucharist, it is Christ who celebrates 

it . . . . All the sacraments are an action of Christ, the 

action of God in Christ. 

Where people suppose that sacramental liturgy is only 

a symbolic act to which those who perform it assign its 

meaning, the devising of liturgical settings naturally 

emphasizes values like novelty, ingenuity, relevance, 

experiment, excitement. Practically speaking, as then-

Cardinal Ratzinger has pointed out, they aim to 

entertain. But the more entertaining the celebrations 

become, the more support they'll lend to the belief 

that what is going on is symbolic, nothing more. By 

contrast, where it's supposed that the central action is 

a sacramental act that is primarily Jesus' rather than 

ours, the approach will be fundamentally conservative. 

It will stress values like dignity, gravity, decorum, 

reverence, devotion, piety, awe. The test of good 

liturgy will be a test of faith: whether the worshiping 

community grows in holiness by full, conscious, active 

participation in the action of Christ. 

  

How the Problem Arose 

How did the loss of the sacramental sense happen? 

There are various accounts. It is suggested, for 

instance, that the problem began with the fading -- 

somewhere between the Patristic era and the Middle 

Ages -- of a sense of symbolic realism, according to 

which symbols participate in the reality of what is 

signified and make it concretely present. 

At least three important sources of the problem 

stand out in modern times. 

One is the Reformation and the emergence of the 

Protestant view of sacrament. Luther believed in the 

Real Presence, at least in the context of the Eucharistic 
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celebration itself, but his general leaning against 

sacramentalism is well known. Calvin believed in a 

"virtual" presence, but over time it was not his view 

that prevailed among Calvinists but Zwingli's: namely, 

the view that the Lord's Supper was a purely symbolic 

rite. 

Rev. Benedict Ashley sums up the implications of 

the "de-sacramentalizing" trajectory in Protestantism in 

Theologies of the Body: Humanist and Christian: "For 

many Protestant theologians this de-sacramentalization 

of Christian life did, and perhaps still does, seem 

progress toward a more spiritual understanding of the 

gospel. External rites were replaced by interior 

experience. But as Luther himself pointed out to those 

who tried to dissuade him from his belief in the Real 

Presence, this kind of excessive spiritualism undermines 

the fundamental Christian belief in the Incarnation." 

The second stream in this development is the body-

soul dualism identified with Descartes: Cogito ergo sum. 

Spinoza revised and refined that into ego sum cogitans -

- I, in being conscious, am existent. And so we have a 

radically dualistic account of the human person, which 

takes it for granted that the fundamental reality of such 

a being is mind or spirit; that the body is not very 

important -- indeed, is hardly relevant -- in defining the 

reality of this person; that the external, material world 

in which bodies live and act has only a kind of 

attenuated reality and inferior value; and that both 

things, world and body, may be manipulated to the 

extent one is able to manipulate them and cares to do 

it. There is not much room here for incarnationalism 

and a sacramental sense. 

Finally, the critic George Steiner, in his book Real 

Presences, speaks of what he calls the dissolving of the 

"contract" with language and other media that occurred 

in literature and the arts between the late-19th century 

and the middle years of the 20th century. Before then, 

Steiner says, there was in literature and art, and in 

those who practiced them and enjoyed them, "a central 

supposition of 'real presence'": artists and audiences 

took it for granted that these were signs pointing to a 

realm of ontological reality beyond themselves. 

Steiner attributes the "ontologically crucial first 

step" away from this central supposition to Stéphane 

Mallarmé. The crucial move by this prominent French 

poet of the Victorian age was the conscious repudiation 

of the idea that language refers to a reality beyond 

itself. Mallarmé was the precursor of a school of poets 

who held that what really matters about poetry is 

sound, not sense. At their most extreme, some of these 

writers strung together nonsense syllables and called 

them verse. 

So, in Steiner's account, we pass rapidly through 

Nietzsche and Freud and arrive at deconstructionism, 

whose lesson is that "where there is no 'face of God' 

for the semantic marker to turn to, there can be no 

transcendent or decidable intelligibility. The break with 

the postulate of the sacred is the break with any 

stable, potentially ascertainable meaning of 

meanings." Which, whatever else it signifies, certainly 

signifies a state of mind according to which any 

meaning there may be in our sacred gestures -- our 

prayers, our liturgies, our sacramental acts -- is 

meaning we place there, not meaning that is simply 

present as a given. It is pointless to look to prayer, 

liturgy, and sacraments as the threshold to a realm of 

transcendence with which they put us in touch. 

Ordinary people are not deconstructionists, but 

avant-garde theologians and catechetical and liturgical 

theorists often more or less are. Through them this 

kind of thinking has a trickle-down effect on the 

liturgy. And in this way, too, ordinary people are cut 

off from crucially important dimensions of sacramental 

faith. 

  

Learning to See Again 

Where shall we find solutions to our present 

problems? If these difficulties have causes as deep-

rooted as they appear to have, that is not easy to say. 

But as a preliminary attempt at an answer, here's a 

story about a songbird and a cell phone. 

As I was attending Mass one morning some 

months ago, a bird outside the window of the church 
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burst into ecstatic song just at the moment the priest 

elevated the Host. It was an epiphany that moved me to 

murmur: "My God, how beautiful that is!" Here was a 

small intimation of transcendence, an intuition of 

sacramentality, of the sort that, experienced more 

intensely and on a larger scale, led the psalmist to sing: 

"The heavens declare the glory of God" (Ps 18:1). Or 

William Blake to write in "Auguries of Innocence": 

To see a World in a grain of sand, 

And Heaven in a wild flower, 

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand, 

And Eternity in an hour. 

A few weeks later, at Mass in the same church, 

something very different happened. With diabolically 

precise timing, somebody's cell phone went off just at 

the Consecration. My reaction also was different. 

"[Expletive deleted]," I said to myself. 

But later, as I thought about these two incidents, I 

started to see them in a different light. After all, I asked 

myself, why shouldn't one find sacramentality and 

transcendence in the cell phone as much as in the 

songbird? The cell phone is a striking illustration of 

human communication, and human communication is 

an image of the divine communication that has its 

fullest expression in God's self-revelation in and through 

the Word made flesh. In the cell phone, too, we see an 

extraordinary application of human genius that, as Pope 

John Paul II pointed out in Laborem Exercens, is best 

understood as a form of co-creation with God. John 

Paul II calls the idea of co-creation a central element in 

a spirituality of work; and we might add that it also is a 

potential element in recapturing the sense of 

sacramentality whose loss is at the root of our liturgical 

woes. 

Now, admittedly it's a stretch to imagine someone 

distracted by a cell phone during Mass adverting to a 

papal encyclical in order to be recollected and regain 

the sacramental sense. Still, the ideas in play here do 

point to something important. To put it simply: The 

world can be seen in a sacramental light even now. 

Here are well-known lines from another poem: 

The world is charged with the grandeur of God. 

It will flame out, like shining from shook foil; 

It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil 

Crushed. 

This of course is the opening of Gerard Manley 

Hopkins's sonnet "God's Grandeur," which was written 

in 1877. It is a magnificent poem, and for our purposes 

it's interesting in a particular way. The first line -- "The 

world is charged with the grandeur of God" -- 

announces the sense of natural sacramentality that the 

psalmist and Blake also expressed. But there is genuine 

novelty about what follows, for Hopkins affirms that 

the divine grandeur flashes out "like shining from 

shook foil; / It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of 

oil / Crushed." 

Here is something new. Writing in the same years 

as Mallarmé, whom Steiner links to the collapse of 

transcendence in modern literature and art, Hopkins 

finds the raw material of sacramentality precisely in 

the detritus of industrial civilization itself. In this vision, 

"shining from shook foil" and "the ooze of oil crushed" 

declare the glory of God. 

So it can be done. The sense of sacramentality 

remains a possibility. But the question that the 

example unavoidably raises is this: Must one have the 

same sensibility as Hopkins in order to have this 

sacramental sense? If so, most of us are out of luck. 

And so, too, is any realistic possibility of full, conscious, 

and active participation in the liturgy, since it 

absolutely requires the sacramental sense. 

In a way, the answer to the question -- must we all 

see with Hopkins's eyes? -- is yes. We do need a 

sensibility like that -- but not, thank God, to the same 

degree or with the same refinement. We simply need 

to do the best we can to acquire the habit of 

contemplation and the way of viewing reality that 

comes with it. Few of us will be contemplatives of a 

high order; but if we persevere, by the grace of God 

we are entitled to have at least modest hopes. 
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The Eye of Contemplation 

Of course our hope should be realistic. In his book The 

God of Faith and Reason, Msgr. Robert Sokolowski calls 

attention to certain intrinsic limits arising from the 

fundamental Christian distinction between God and the 

world: 

The world and the sacred have a Christian tone for 

us because of the Christian distinction in whose 

light we experience them, and the tone can become 

more pronounced for those who live the Christian 

life with greater dedication and love. But such 

experiencing insists precisely on a unique absence 

[i.e., the experienced absence of God], on a term 

that must prompt faith and hope but not direct 

vision. 

This is the voice of philosophy, and in its frame of 

reference it is correct. But operating within the 

Christian tradition, we also are entitled to appeal to the 

voice of contemplation and Christian mysticism  

Philosophy tells us what we can manage on our 

own. The sense of transcendence in this case is an 

interpretation of some natural reality -- a glorious 

sunrise, a mighty mountain range. Contemplation is 

something like that. But contemplation and mysticism 

also offer access to a real presence of another sort -- a 

direct apprehension of the presence of the divine which 

takes place on the initiative of God. At its highest 

reaches, this experience is shared by very few -- a 

Teresa of Avila, a John of the Cross. But to judge by 

anecdotal evidence and personal testimony, in its less 

dramatic forms such direct experience of the presence 

of God is by no means so very rare. 

What does all this have to do with the liturgy? I 

think it might be put as follows: The problem of the 

liturgy today is that for 40 years we've been trying to do 

something that was certain to fail. We tried to have full, 

conscious, active participation without cultivating the 

sacramental sense. Our immanent liturgies today are in 

fact obstacles to doing that. It's like shooting pictures of 

the cathedral without stopping to see it. Now, if we 

wish to recapture the art of seeing, we must seek the 

help not only of philosophers and theologians and 

liturgists, but especially of poets and saints. 

In his Dark Night, St. John of the Cross speaks of a 

"renovation" of the spirit, which he describes as a direct 

divine illumination of the human intellect and will, such 

that the soul becomes "a soul of heaven, heavenly and 

more divine than human." But this probably is well 

beyond realistic expectations for most of us. 

Something more modest and more within our grasp is 

suggested by the full eight lines of Emily Dickinson's 

"The Bustle in a House" that in its quiet, understated 

way exemplifies the kind of sacramental seeing I am 

talking about: 

The bustle in a house 

The morning after death 

Is solemnest of industries 

Enacted upon earth, --  

 

The sweeping up the heart, 

And putting love away 

We shall not want to use again 

Until eternity. 

There are libraries full of works by spiritual masters 

explaining how to practice contemplation. I offer only 

this advice: The best way to begin is to begin. God 

does the rest. 

 

Russell Shaw is a writer and journalist in Washington, 

D.C. This article originally appeared in the December 

2006 issue of crisis Magazine. 
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The Troublesome Term 'Secular' 

Michael Novak | Classic 

11/5/09 

 wide chasm yawns between the two terms 

"secular" and "secularism." By contrast with 

modern terms such as "secularism," 

"secularization," and "secular humanism," the term 

"secular" is actually a Latin Christian word, following up 

on Christ's rebuke to the Pharisees: "Give to Caesar 

what is Caesar's, and to God what is God's" (Mt 22:21). 

Not everything belongs to Caesar. The same text further 

suggests that neither the state nor the Church is a total 

institution, embracing everything. Each is limited. Each 

has its own habits, practices, institutions, and realms of 

discourse.  

This teaching is the first great barrier to the 

totalitarian tendency of states, since not everything 

belongs to Caesar. It is also a barrier to the Church, 

since not everything comes under the jurisdiction of 

religious authorities. In secular things, as St. Thomas 

Aquinas writes in Commentary on the Sentences of 

Peter Lombard, it is better to obey the secular 

authorities than religious authorities. 

John Finnis suggests three different meanings for 

"secularism," which I will restate in my own words: (1) 

The belief that there is no God; (2) the belief that there 

may be a God, but he is utterly indifferent to humans, 

their destiny, and their actions; (3) the belief that God's 

concern for humans is easily appeased, so that no 

demanding reform of human morals is required. In this 

third version, no ultimate divine judgment is to be 

feared, and having liberal opinions on social policy 

pretty much exhausts the obligations of religion. Briefly 

stated, these are three variants of atheism -- an 

intellectual and willful atheism in the strict sense, a 

pallid deism, and not necessarily an intellectual but, 

rather, a practical atheism. 

Some secularists in America today prefer to call 

themselves agnostics rather than atheists, on the 

grounds that no one can prove, one way or another, the 

existence of God. Yet it soon becomes apparent that, in 

practice, no one can act agnostically. Action implies a 

choice. Either one acts as if God exists, or one acts as if 

God does not exist. In practice, agnostics usually act like 

atheists. Some agnostics, however, are quite opposed 

to atheism and would like to believe in God, but simply 

feel they have not been given that insight, that gift, that 

privileged way of seeing. 

Secularism in all of these senses is an ancient, a 

medieval, an Elizabethan, and indeed a perennial 

system of belief. Plato was moved to argue against it, 

as were philosophers and moralists in every 

subsequent era. 

By contrast with "secularism," the word "secular" 

arose in Christian circles by way of contrast with the 

sacred. The secular marks off what properly belongs to 

this world as opposed to the kingdom of God, the 

Church, and the larger external world, within which 

time and space and human history are enveloped. To 

take a pedestrian example, those monks and nuns who 

give their whole lives to God by some sort of retreat 

from the hurry and rush of daily life are called 

"religious" clergy, but those priests who live among the 

ordinary people in parishes far-flung across the world 

are called "secular" priests. In many senses, then, 

these two worlds of the sacred and the secular 

overlap. God's presence penetrates the world of time 

and space at every point, not only as its Creator "in the 

beginning," but as its Sustainer through every staccato 

moment of time. He is Sovereign over both the sacred 

and the secular. 

Prior to the modern age, the community of faith 

saw itself engaged in a cosmic clash between God and 

Lucifer, preceding the beginning of time. The Christian 

view contrasted that eternal order with the present 

order. In other words, it contrasted the eternal 

simultaneity of active participation in God's love with 

worldly (secular) preoccupation with the temporal 

order. Faith is concerned with that which belongs 
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directly to God, such as the four last things: death, 

judgment, heaven, hell. The secular is concerned with 

building a good city for humans during the span of their 

temporal lives. In the view of Christian humanism, these 

two are not necessarily adversarial, and they are not 

mutually exclusive. People of faith also live in this world 

and contribute to its betterment, bringing into it 

dimensions of fraternity, liberty and equality, 

compassion and hope, which, in ancient Greece and 

Rome, for instance, were scarcely to be found. They 

build libraries; copy ancient manuscripts for the sake of 

posterity; found great universities; endow churches to 

commission immensely talented painters and sculptors, 

architects and masons, as well as musicians and 

grammarians. 

From the other side, secular thinkers and secular 

institutions have, at times, opened up vistas for people 

of faith -- about hygiene, medicine, the overcoming of 

poverty, democratic governance, the abolition of 

slavery and torture -- that during the earlier centuries of 

Christian life were either unknown or not achievable. St. 

Augustine, for example, wrote that neither slavery nor 

torture belong in a Christian civilization, and yet both 

practices were so universal and so deeply entrenched 

that he did not foresee how they could be eliminated, 

but only partially and inadequately tempered by mercy. 

In a way, both Jewish-Christian faith and secular 

reason have brought fresh energies into human 

progress, and both have experienced periods of 

decadence and violence. 

 

The tracing of the boundaries between these two 

kingdoms, the things of Caesar and the things of God, 

was perhaps the central project, carried out by trial and 

error, of the entire Christian era for its first 2,000 years -

- a project that continues today. From Augustine's 

magisterial account of the interrelations of the two 

cities, the City of God and the City of Man, right on 

through the age-old struggles between emperors or 

kings and the pope of any given period, certain 

historical markers were set down, and certain 

institutional forms were tried and sometimes 

abandoned under the lashings of experience. To trace 

out all these changes would take us too far afield -- it 

deserves a book-length summary of its own. 

Yet it is worth mentioning one or two dramatic 

moments. In the year 385 a.d., a Roman legion was 

under orders to surround the cathedral of Milan and 

enter it. The bishop of the cathedral, later to be given 

the title St. Ambrose, stepped out on the front steps 

and, in all his vestments as bishop and with a great 

voice, forbade them to enter, for the reason that the 

cathedral was a place of God, off-limits to Caesar. The 

troops did not enter. Thus were the two realms 

marked out in the world of practice. 

"Secular" is that realm which is not the primary 

responsibility of the Church or ecclesiastical 

institutions, but the realm which is tackled by reason 

and experience alone. Reason and experience have a 

lot to do with the Church and its historical 

development, too, but the main business of the Church 

does not belong to reason alone or to the secular 

order alone. Rather, it belongs (through faith) to those 

hidden dimensions of reality that are illuminated sub 

specie aeternitatis (under the light of eternity). By 

contrast, those concerns of human temporal life that 

draw upon a more worldly light, such as the building of 

the polity, the economy, and even a great swath of 

cultural artifacts, more properly belong to the secular 

order, which has its own autonomy. Yet it is also 

ordered, whether its members are blind to it or not, 

toward its Creator and self-revealed Friend. 

In the Christian view, especially since the time of 

Aquinas and Dante, who might be thought of as the 

progenitors of a new Christian humanism, faith ought 

to work in the secular world as yeast in dough. In this 

respect, Aquinas and Dante were mightily helped by 

being the first to use the works of the empirical 

Aristotle to help articulate the Christian Faith. They 

were far better off than their predecessors of the 

preceding thousand years, who had access only to the 

works of Plato, in the long tradition of Christian 

Platonism. 
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Irving Kristol spelled out in Commentary some years 

ago the most common contemporary secular view of 

history -- common, but quite incomplete: 

As any respectable text in European intellectual 

history relates, "humanism," in the form of 

"Christian humanism," was born in the Renaissance, 

as a major shift occurred from an other-worldly to a 

this-worldly focus, and as the revived interest in 

Greco-Roman thought shouldered aside the narrow 

Christian-Aristotelian rationalism endorsed by the 

Church. 

He deploys this brush stroke far too fast. Aristotle was, 

for the millennium, a lost and forgotten part of Greco-

Roman thought. Only during the last quarter of the 

twelfth century, in Toledo, Spain, hidden in old pottery, 

many important works of Aristotle -- the Politics, the 

Nichomachean Ethics, the Metaphysics, several of the 

empirical books on botany and geology, and the treatise 

on nature -- saw the light of day for the first time in a 

thousand years. Under the guidance of an unusually 

farsighted local bishop, Nicodemus of Toledo, a team of 

Jewish, Christian, and Muslim scholars was assembled 

to begin translating these works and diffusing them. 

The new horizon found in these books dramatically 

altered the intellectual history of the West. Before that 

time, the West had relied on studying Aristotle in Arabic 

translations done before the time of Mohammed by 

Christian monks in Syria and other Arab lands. Thus, it 

was only in the 13th century that Aquinas and Dante, 

Boccaccio and Petrarch (a century later), and hundreds 

of others began putting the new Aristotelian empiricism 

to work. These novelties were resisted mightily by the 

dominant stream of Platonists. (The textbooks 

contrasted "the divine Plato" with "the atheist 

Aristotle.") The works of Aquinas were burnt on the 

square in Paris not two decades after his death. One 

fails to grasp the originality and crucial importance of 

Aquinas to the later history of the West if one overlooks 

this earlier "revived interest in Greco-Roman thought," 

this earlier and hard-fought Renaissance of the 13th and 

14th centuries. 

Both Aquinas and Dante rejoiced in Aristotle's 

emphasis on the five senses (Nihil est in intellectu quod 

non prius in sensu -- Nothing is in the intellect that was 

not first in the senses)and on down-to-earth empirical 

evidence. They found Aristotle more hospitable to the 

human body, to the concerns of the temporal city of 

man, and to the world of time, space, and material 

things than the more spiritually inclined Plato. In fact, 

Plato's imbalance on the side of the spirit, to the neglect 

of the body, had actually been a danger to the Christian 

Faith. The creeds of the Church had always affirmed 

that the human being is both body and soul, not soul 

alone. Thus, Christian Platonism faced certain 

intellectual embarrassments in trying to explain how 

and why Christ would take on human flesh, and why 

Christianity promised the resurrection of both the 

body and the soul. Plato had so severely demoted the 

body and uplifted the soul that the Christian message, 

squeezed through his filters, came out overly 

spiritualized, off-kilter, out-of-tune. Plato aimed too 

high. Aristotle pointed to the lowly earth. 

 

The most frequently painted theme of the early 

Renaissance was the annunciation to Mary that she 

would become the Mother of God. This scene filled 

viewers with awe that God should become man -- and 

through the flesh of one woman who could be seen 

and described, a woman of feeling and of pain. The 

most touching image of God in Christianity after the 

Thomistic Renaissance, and its emphasis on the five 

senses, is the infant suckling at his mother's breast in 

the stable of Bethlehem, breathed upon by farm 

animals and visited by humble shepherds. Paintings of 

this scene were to proliferate among the great 

painters of the next three centuries. Soaring cathedrals 

were thrown up to the sky, made of good solid stone, 

worked with great care to bring both sensory and 

spiritual pleasure. Yet the image of God become man 

seemed like idolatry, even sacrilege, to Jews and 

Muslims. It seemed so, too, to the Albigensians and 

many other perennially arising communities clinging to 

a more "spiritual" (gnostic) understanding of 

Christianity. Underground, as it were, Plato still lives.ΟΟ 
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For Aquinas, as we have seen, all knowledge begins in 

the senses. What philosophy could be more nourishing 

to a poet such as Dante? Sense knowledge, images, 

flesh and blood and bone -- these are the stuff which 

the poet flashes before the imagination while, like 

fireworks, his insights into the mysteries of human 

living, suffering, and aspiring explode in the night. It was 

the same with Giotto and a great rush of other painters. 

This early Renaissance did not have to disown Aristotle; 

Aristotle had liberated them, and taught them to 

breathe, to smell, to listen, to touch, to celebrate the 

Lord's creation, and the resurrection of the flesh. 

As Professor Richard Rubenstein explains in his 

brilliant book Aristotle's Children (Harcourt, 2003),which 

in part inspired several of the preceding paragraphs, 

one of the greatest contributions of Christianity to the 

West was the enthusiastic welcome the Church gave in 

the early 14th century to the new Aristotelian point of 

view. Aristotle helped mightily to "ground" the Christian 

West in the secular, attentively studied. Rubenstein 

chronicles this Western breakthrough into empirical 

studies: 

Farsighted popes and bishops . . . took the fateful 

step that Islamic leaders had rejected. By marrying 

Christian theology to Aristotelian science, they 

committed the West to an ethic of rational inquiry 

that would generate a succession of "scientific 

revolutions," as well as unforeseen upheavals in 

social and religious thought. 

Thenceforward, the West, which had been in the 13th 

century at a level of civilization below the beautiful 

cities of the Muslim Middle East and Confucian China, 

experienced an enormous leap forward in science, the 

arts, astronomy, mapmaking, political philosophy, and 

many new fields of inquiry. In some nations, the 

monasteries led the way in launching many new 

industries and technologies, taking advantage of the 

disciplined labor force of the monks and the practicality 

of a universal system of ecclesiastical law. Some 

monasteries became, as it were, the first multinational 

corporations, selling their goods to far-off nations. 

In due course, heads of secular states attempted to 

squeeze God out of public life altogether -- as they had 

always tried to do in every century since the beginning -

- that is, to take control over and to domesticate the 

Church. One can see this process vividly under the 

French Revolution and again under Napoleon, whose 

special pleasure it was to stable his army's horses in 

churches and convents, their human inhabitants having 

been slain or driven away in torment. 

As Gertrude Himmelfarb has taught us in The Roads 

to Modernity (Random House, 2004), there was by the 

18th century more than one Enlightenment; there 

were actually three, in Germany, France, and England. 

The French and the Germans especially imagined the 

Enlightenment as a gigantic effort to construct the 

world as if God did not exist. They aimed to build a 

purely secular civilization, to generate a religion within 

the bounds of reason alone, to establish a universal 

ethic based upon universal reason. They aimed -- by 

strangling the last king with the entrails of the last 

pope -- to construct a more perfect world, 

experiencing endless progress. 

This project entailed compressing biblical religion 

into the solitary regions of the individual heart, so that 

dealing with religion no longer meant dealing with a 

church, but individual to individual. In this newly 

empty space, the state waxed ever stronger. Losing the 

public weight of a church, Christianity was driven into 

the solitary individual soul. Given that much, the 

Enlightenment could advance rapidly into regions of 

the soul formerly occupied by biblical faith. The 

"tolerance" of one individual for another would be 

quite enough. 

The secular humanist vision of history may be 

summarized in this blunt maxim: Secular 

enlightenment must grow; biblical faith must diminish. 

This is the succinct form of the "secularization thesis" 

of the social sciences between, say, 1950 and about 

1990. As Kristol points out, this set of beliefs is no 

longer rooted in science; this is ideology, even a new 

metaphysics, a new theology, a new faith. 
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In this way, the Enlightenment gave rise, obviously, 

to a new meaning of the term "secular." From marking a 

realm of life distinguished from the realm of the sacred, 

there now was born an ideology: secularism. To be 

secularist now meant to exclude religion, or at least any 

religion whose sources come from beyond the bounds 

of reason alone. In this sense, the tireless work of the 

American Civil Liberties Union today in driving religion 

out of public life is exemplary secularist work.  

But of course, in the real world, both of the worldly 

order and of Christianity (or Judaism), it is not strictly 

necessary for the secular to exclude the religious, or to 

set itself up as a direct adversary in a zero-sum game. 

That is merely a matter of choice. As Himmelfarb shows, 

that was neither the British nor the American way. 

Yet even in thinking of all three Enlightenments 

together, it is amazing in retrospect how much this 

broad new civilizational movement accomplished. The 

Enlightenment was a noble, at times heroic, effort, and 

it has brought much good into the world. Nonetheless, 

it cannot be denied that in recent times, the secularist 

movement has begun to encounter rather severe limits 

to its own capacities. Without wishing in any way to 

denigrate the huge achievements of the Enlightenment, 

or to turn back the clock by weakening it, an increasing 

number of writers, not themselves men of Christian 

Faith, have begun to give warning of certain incapacities 

within the secular Enlightenment. They urge that 

people of reason pry open the unnecessarily self-

enclosed horizons of secularism. 

 

 

Let us return to the definition of "secularism" or 

"secularization," which we broached only provisionally 

above. Two new features have arisen in modern times -- 

ever since Darwin, Freud, Comte, and others of the 

"moderns" -- to alter the meaning of the term in some 

interesting respects. The first is the conviction that the 

only valid form of human knowing is science, 

proceeding both by way of mathematical reasoning and 

empirical investigation (narrowly considered). 

The practical effect of this epistemological choice is 

to make knowledge of God impossible for humans: This 

method confines human knowing to searching for 

heretofore unidentified bits of furniture in the universe 

with sensory evidence. But God is not a sense object. 

God is not an object in space and time like other 

objects. Such a conception would fall far short of what 

religious people mean, expect, and take to be the signs 

of the presence of "God." If God were just another item 

in space and time, God would be a pitiable thing. 

Indeed, if God were simply proportioned to human 

knowing, and were not to be found, as it were, on a far 

more powerful wavelength, far exceeding our power 

to grasp, such a God would fall far short of traditional 

intimations and inquiries. 

The first feature of modern secularism, then, is 

that by its very definition of what knowing is, it 

excludes understanding of God from the realm of 

legitimate human knowledge. The second feature is 

that it seeks to relieve human conscience of the heavy 

moral burdens imposed by the expectation of divine 

judgment at the end of time. It relieves humans of the 

burden that an undeceivable God sees and knows all 

things, even those done in secret, even those hidden in 

the depths of the heart. Modern secularists frequently 

burst into paeans of praise for the feeling of liberation 

attained by breaking free from this notion. One is then 

free to do and to be whatever one wants, without any 

supervening judgment from another. One is alone in 

the universe, yes, but with the consolation of being 

truly un-mastered and on one's own. Milton's Lucifer 

captures this sentiment perfectly: "Non serviam!" I will 

not serve; I prefer to be alone. 

But here another division within modern 

secularism starkly appears. Some secularists go on 

serving the old morality (or most of it) and nourishing 

in themselves the old virtues -- Aristotelian, Stoic, 

Republican -- such as a jealous regard for freedom of 

conscience, fraternity, equality, compassion, justice, 

honesty, courage, and so on. Among such secularists, a 

few have historically been pointed to as "secular 

saints" -- David Hume and Albert Camus, for instance. 

We may call this school the smiling secularists. There is 
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no God, but the search for truth and fidelity to good 

morals goes forward, perhaps even better in a secular 

than in a religious age. 

Down quite another route go those who take 

Nietzsche seriously: "God is dead" means not only the 

passing of the divine element from the human cosmos, 

but also the death of truth and the death of morality. All 

is truly relative. There are no values, only your 

preference and mine. ΟΟAdd to this a strong view of 

natural selection, the view that gives free rein to the 

powerful and the fittest, so as to confer upon them (for 

the good of the human race) the obligation to triumph 

over the weak and the unfit.  

At the headquarters of the German General Staff in 

World War I, for instance, an American professor of 

biology at Stanford, a pacifist, reported with painful 

candor in Headquarters Nights (Atlantic Monthly Press, 

1917) how the German commanders, some of them his 

own graduate professors of biology, boasted of their 

war aims and their superior culture and morality, using 

as their justification the "hard" Darwinian view of 

natural selection. By this definition, which is not quite 

that of Darwin, natural selection means that evolution is 

random, and that there is no transcendental point of 

view on human destiny, purpose, or morality. In its 

place, rather, is an imperative of nature that dictates 

that the fittest will survive at the expense of the weak, 

and that somehow by this triumph of the strong the 

future of the human race will advance ever higher.ΟΟ 

We may call this school the "hard" secularists, the 

pessimists, the celebrators of the dysfunctionality of 

human intellect, the champions of a hard and 

unsentimental will to power. This may be a vulgar 

school, but in the 20th century it was all too powerful 

under communism, fascism, and Nazism. The more 

reasonable, liberal secularists would call it an 

aberration. But it was all too real, and all too secularist, 

and its arguments are not easy to refute, as Camus 

found out in his exchange of letters with a young friend 

who became a Nazi. 

"Secular" is therefore a term that marks out its own 

realm of goodness, purpose, and morality, with its own 

proper and distinctive autonomy. It stands face-to-face 

with the eternal realm within which God dwells. For 

Christians and Jews, the Creator offers His friendship to 

women and men in freedom. They may accept or reject 

it. 

From the beginning, a division according to these 

choices appears. Adam and Eve choose against the one 

single commandment of God. Cain slays Abel. By the 

time of Noah, hardly a godly man is to be found. Thus, 

humans choose the "city" to which they give ultimate 

allegiance. Yet to choose friendship with God does not 

entail devaluing the goodness and proper autonomy of 

nature and time; exactly the contrary. 

The Psalms of David exult in the beauty and 

majesty of the earth, and give God thanks for it. The 

seven Christian sacraments, instituted by Christ to give 

grace (a way of sharing in God's world, while still in 

time), are each constituted by physical objects 

becoming symbols of divine realities: bread and wine, 

holy oils, a ring and a promise, a laying on of hands, a 

light slap on the cheek, the pouring of water over the 

head. In these ways, the things of God -- the 

"sacraments," the sacred acts -- interpenetrate the 

legitimate goods of the secular world. They act as 

yeast in dough. Yet the dough retains its own 

autonomy, and its ability to resist or to be infertile. ("I 

am just not very religious," one hears people say. Or, "I 

never feel that I need God, or am missing anything.") 

In sum, prior to the ideological secularism of the 

last three centuries, there was a Christian humanism, 

deeply knowledgeable about the ways of this world, 

often highly sensual, and with a great lust for life. 

Christian humanism had emphatically a dimension of 

worldliness. Yet it retained an awareness, as modern 

secular humanism does not, of participating 

simultaneously in a far more spacious and dramatic 

world, that of God's grace and human weakness and 

fallibility. 

In this sense, secular humanism dwells within a 

far-narrower circle of consciousness than Christian 

humanism did in the past and continues to do in the 

present. Christian humanism may be more modest in 
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its claims for itself, and properly humble, since all that it 

most cherishes among its strengths is an undeserved 

gift, accepted by and through the dark night of faith. 

Of course, there have always been arrogant and 

haughty churchmen. But it is easily pointed out that 

such men are living contrary to the example of their 

Teacher. Our Lord would have Christians converse with 

all others in humility and with mutual respect. For now 

we are entering a new post-secular age. On what other 

basis can we learn from one another?  
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