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Prescription Death: Suicide as Medical Treatment 
 

Rita L. Marker | Feature 

12/18/07 

 

 

 

 

 

magine that you are standing in line at the 

supermarket pharmacy. As you wait to pick up your 

prescription, you overhear the pharmacist explaining 

to the person ahead of you. "To induce death, mix all of 

this into a sweet beverage and drink it very quickly."  

Unimaginable? Unfortunately, no -- that type of 

prescription is currently permitted in Oregon. 

In 1994, Oregon passed an assisted-suicide law, 

transforming the crime of assisted suicide into a 

"medical treatment." Since then, proposals patterned 

on Oregon's law have been introduced in 22 states -- in 

many of those, multiple times -- but not one has passed. 

Now, with a planned 2008 ballot initiative in 

Washington State, assisted-suicide activists hope to 

break the logjam.  

Spearheaded by the euphemistically named 

Compassion & Choices (formerly known as the Hemlock 

Society), steps are being taken to achieve a win in 

Washington and propel that victory into states across 

the country. 

To achieve their goal, they've taken a number of 

steps. Recognizing that all social engineering is 

preceded by verbal engineering, they've sanitized the 

language. The "s-word" is out. No longer do proponents 

refer to "physician-assisted suicide." Now it's called 

"physician-assisted death," "aid-in-dying," or "death 

with dignity." They've formed a political action 

committee called It's My Decision. They've started 

raising funds for the anticipated multi-million dollar 

campaign, and they've selected a primary 

spokesperson.  

For a number of reasons, former two-term 

governor Booth Gardner was tapped to be the public 

face of the campaign. Although he has been out of 

office for over a decade, he remains exceptionally 

popular in the state. Gardner has pledged significant 

funding for it (he is heir to the vast Weyerhauser 

fortune). On top of that, he has Parkinson's Disease, 

adding the "Michael J. Fox effect," which could make 

opposition to his plea for the assisted-suicide law 

appear mean-spirited.  

Assisted-suicide advocates plan to lull the public 

into accepting their proposal by claiming that it will 

give terminally ill adults the right to request 

"medication to end suffering" in accord with strict 

safeguards. They further claim that the practice will 

require careful reporting to add transparency and 

prevent abuse.  

I 

http://www.internationaltaskforce.org/orrpt9.htm
http://www.internationaltaskforce.org/usa.htm
http://www.compassionandchoices.org/
http://www.itsmydecision.org/
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Oregon will be the centerpiece of the campaign.  

Assisted-suicide activists use questionable studies 

about Oregon's law to bolster their claims that assisted 

suicide has been "working well in Oregon."  

For example, a recent study by University of Utah 

philosophy professor Margaret Pabst Battin purported 

to prove that Oregon's law does not have a 

disproportionate impact on vulnerable people. The 

study, published in the Journal of Medical Ethics, 

received widespread attention in the media. However, 

Battin is a longstanding assisted-suicide activist who, as 

early as 1981, called on suicide prevention programs to 

adopt a more "humane" approach by cooperating with 

suicide advocacy groups. Currently she serves on the 

advisory board of the Death with Dignity National 

Center, an Oregon-based group that helps coordinate 

support for legalizing assisted suicide in other states. 

(That information was conveniently omitted from any 

identifying information in the Journal.) 

In addition, assisted-suicide advocates claim that 

official reports on Oregon's law demonstrate that it has 

been free of problems. However, that claim cannot be 

verified. Consider the following: 

 

All information in official reports is provided by those 

who carry out assisted suicide. 

Under Oregon's law, doctors participating in assisted 

suicide must file reports with the state. The doctor first 

helps the person commit suicide and, afterwards, 

reports that his or her actions complied with the law. 

That information is then used to formulate the state's 

annual reports. But according to American Medical 

News, Oregon officials in charge of issuing the reports 

have conceded that "there's no way to know if 

additional deaths went unreported."  

Several years ago, members of a British House of 

Lords committee traveled to Oregon seeking 

information regarding its law for use in their 

deliberations about a similar proposal that was under 

consideration in Parliament. They held closed-door 

hearings where authors of Oregon's official reports and 

physicians who carry out assisted suicide were 

surprisingly candid -- perhaps because they assumed 

that their testimony, buried in Parliament's transcript of 

the hearings, would go unnoticed.  

Melvin Kohn, a lead author of several official 

reports, said that information received from doctors "is 

a self-report, if you will, of the physician involved." 

Furthermore, there are no penalties for non-reporting. 

  

Complications or other problems associated with 

assisted suicide are almost impossible to determine. 

When Katrina Hedberg M.D., who also has headed 

up the formulation of official reports, was asked by the 

British Committee if there is a systematic way of 

finding out and recording complications, she said, "Not 

other than asking physicians." Yet even if they were 

inclined to report complications, physicians may not be 

aware of them, since "afterthey write the prescription, 

the physician may not keep track of the patient."  

According to the last official report, physicians who 

prescribed the drugs for assisted suicide were present 

at only 21.5 percent of reported deaths. Therefore, 

any information they provide might come from 

secondhand accounts or be based on guesswork.  

 

The state does not have any authority to verify 

whether reports made by assisted-suicide providers 

are accurate or complete. It also does not have the 

authority or the funding to track complications or 

abuse. 

Dr. Hedberg told the British Committee, "Not only do 

we not have the resources to do it, but we do not have 

any legal authority to insert ourselves."  

 

Records used in annual reports are destroyed. 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200405/ldselect/ldasdy/86/86ii.pdf
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According to Dr. Hedberg, "After we issue the annual 

report, we destroy the records." Therefore, there is no 

way to reexamine information if questions or concerns 

about an assisted-suicide death arise later.  

Assisted-suicide advocates also claim that Oregon's 

law has safeguards to protect patients, but in destroying 

patient records, they've contradicted their own claims. 

 

The waiting period between requests for assisted 

suicide and provision of the lethal prescription is based 

on political strategy, not patient protection. 

Oregon's law requires a 15-day waiting period between 

the first request and the provision of drugs for suicide. 

Kathryn Tucker, legal counsel of Compassion & Choices, 

addressing a conference soon after Oregon's law went 

into effect, admitted that the waiting period was 

included to assure passage of the law. Referring to the 

waiting period, she explained that after failing in several 

states their strategy evolved: 

In my view, the Oregon measure, in some sense, 

became overly restrictive. It has a fifteen-day waiting 

period. And my own view of the federal constitutional 

claim is that a fifteen-day waiting period would be 

struck down immediately as unduly burdensome. As 

we've seen in the reproductive rights context, you can't 

have a waiting period of that kind of duration. But in the 

legislative forum, to pass, you need to have measures 

that convince people that it's suitably protective so you 

see a fifteen day waiting period. 

 

The required life expectancy of six months or less is 

both disingenuous and disregarded. 

Oregon's law requires that patients be diagnosed with a 

life expectancy of six months or less before they are 

eligible for assisted suicide. However, a physician who 

has been involved in Oregon assisted-suicide deaths 

numbering in double digits said that such life 

expectancy predictions are inaccurate. Dr. Peter 

Rasmussen, an advisory board member for Compassion 

& Choices of Oregon, dismissed the need for an 

accurate prognosis of life expectancy. He told the British 

Committee:  

Admittedly, we are inaccurate in prognosticating 

the time of death under those circumstances. We 

can easily be 100 percent off, but I do not think that 

is a problem. If we say a patient has six months to 

live and we are off by 100 percent and it is really 

three months or even twelve months, I do not think 

the patient is harmed in any way . . . . 

 

A doctor can help a mentally ill or depressed patient 

commit suicide. 

Under Oregon's assisted-suicide law, a depressed or 

mentally ill patient can receive assisted suicide if the 

doctor believes the patient's judgment is not impaired. 

According to the last official Oregon report, physicians 

reported referring only 4 percent of assisted-suicide 

patients for psychological or psychiatric evaluation.  

Assisted-suicide proponents also claim that the 

practice would never be expanded to anyone who is 

not terminally ill. However, in unguarded moments, 

they have often acknowledged that Oregon is only the 

"first step" toward death on demand. Nonetheless, 

they've been careful to keep those plans under wraps -

- until now.  

To their dismay, Gardner has let the cat out of the 

bag. According to the December 2, 2007, New York 

Times Magazine cover story, "Death in the Family," 

about Gardner's campaign for assisted suicide: 

 Gardner wants a law that would permit lethal 

prescriptions for people whose suffering is 

unbearable, a standard that can seem no standard 

at all; a standard that prevails in the Netherlands, 

the Western nation that has been boldest about 

legalizing aid in dying; a standard that elevates 

subjective experience over objective appraisal and 

that could engage the government and the 

medical profession in the administration of 

widespread suicide . . . . Gardner's campaign is a 

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/12/02/magazine/02suicide-t.html?_r=1&adxnnl=1&oref=slogin&adxnnlx=1197327386-QFZ8VR5Wz/XiMRmZOcX3zA
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compromise; he sees it as a first step. If he can sway 

Washington to embrace a restrictive law, then other 

states will follow. And gradually, he says, the 

nation's resistance will subside, the culture will shift 

and laws with more latitude will be passed. 

Compassion & Choices and other activists are none too 

happy about Gardner's candor. They'll desperately 

attempt to downplay any references to potential 

expansion of assisted suicide -- until, as Gardner 

described, other states have joined Oregon and the 

nation's resistance has subsided. 

Their success in achieving that goal will depend on 

keeping people ignorant of their agenda. Their failure 

depends upon an informed, concerned, and involved 

public.  

Tempted to dismiss what's happening in Oregon? 

Wondering how Oregon-type laws in other states would 

affect you or your loved ones? Consider this:  

¶ A doctor can prescribe a lethal dose of drugs to 

a person whose family may be totally unaware 

that a loved one is contemplating assisted 

suicide.  

¶ Schools can inform students that assisted 

suicide is an acceptable medical choice. 

¶ Medical students can be taught how to 

prescribe deadly drugs for patients to use to 

commit suicide.  

¶ Insurance companies and state Medicaid can 

pay for assisted suicide, while denying coverage 

for wanted and needed medical care.  

All of that is permitted in Oregon and could, if not 

effectively opposed, be coming soon to your state. The 

outcome of its assisted-suicide voter initiative will 

affect everyone across the country. 

No matter where we live, we are all 

Washingtonians next year.  

 

Rita L. Marker is an attorney and executive director of 

the International Task Force on Euthanasia and 

Assisted Suicide. 

http://www.internationaltaskforce.org/biomarker.htm
http://www.internationaltaskforce.org/
http://www.internationaltaskforce.org/
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Making War: A Conversation with Thomas E. Woods Jr. 
 

Brian Saint-Paul | Interview 

12/20/07 

 

 

 

 

 

In his excellent new book, 33 Questions About American 

History You're Not Supposed to Ask, Thomas E. Woods 

Jr. explodes the common myths that surround the short 

life of our nation. Brian Saint-Paul spoke with him about 

two of those errors, which have appeared frequently in 

the media and popular opinion.  

 

ǅ   ǅ   ǅ 

 

Brian Saint-Paul: We know that the Left opposes the 

current war in Iraq, as they opposed the first Gulf War 

and Vietnam before that. Further, it's popularly thought 

that the Left is fundamentally opposed to war. Has that 

been the historical reality? 

Thomas E. Woods Jr.: No, and this is one of the things in 

my book that will surprise some of the conservatives 

and libertarians who read it. 

If you go back and look at the major wars America 

has fought -- from the Spanish American War to the 

present -- the mainstream Left has been right behind 

them. The idea that those on the Left hate war and are 

all pacifists is false -- overwhelmingly, provably false. 

The progressives were all in favor of the Spanish 

American War. "We have to go after backward, corrupt 

Spain and wipe them from the face of the earth" -- 

that kind of thing.  

The mainstream Left couldn't have been happier 

about World War I, and the social gospel clergy were 

overwhelmingly in favor of that war. 

In fact, the progressives -- like the people around 

the New Republic -- thought this would be a great 

opportunity to cultivate the idea of domestic economic 

planning. Wartime always leads to economic controls, 

so they thought, "We live in this stupid society that still 

believes in quaint ideas like private property and free 

enterprise. We can disabuse people of these primitive 

notions through the wartime experience, which we 

hope to transfer over to peacetime."  

So they were all in favor of it -- John Dewey, all 

those guys.  

bƻǿΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘhat no one on the Left 

opposed the war: Eugene V. Debs, Jane Addams, and 

Senators Robert La Follette and George Norris all 

ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ƛǘΦ tŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƛǘŜ [ŀ CƻƭƭŜǘǘŜΩǎ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ƛƴ 

ǘƘŜ {ŜƴŀǘŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊΣ ōǳǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ bƻǊǊƛǎΩǎ ǿŀǎ 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0307346684/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0307346684/insidecatcom-20
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better. It was very sound -- I think he gave excellent 

reasons for staying out. 

Of course, World War I was just the beginning.  

Naturally the Left supported World War II, which had 

the support of a great many Americans after Pearl 

Harbor. But they also continued that support into the 

Cold War. I mean, who goes into Korea? Harry Truman. 

Although perhaps not a liberal, Truman was certainly on 

the Left and was a mainstream Democrat. At a time 

when budget-conscious Republicans in the late 1940s 

were concerned about government spending and 

excess overseas commitments, it was Truman who was 

pushing global interventionism.  

And then there was Vietnam. Who really pushed 

the country into Vietnam? Truman had a minimal initial 

involvement. The same was true of Eisenhower -- very 

minimal involvement. It was really Kennedy and 

Johnson who moved things along. Then it became 

unpopular and establishment Democrats turned on it. 

Support for war on the Left continued even into the 

1990s. People remember Howard Dean from 2004, but 

in the 1990s, Dean was all for war, so long as Bill Clinton 

was running it.  

In Bosnia? 

Yes, in Bosnia. And I'm reasonably certain in the 

bombing of Serbia in 1999, as well. So if Clinton's 

involved, then fine. But if it's the Republicans, liberals 

don't like it.  

It was similar with the Iraq War. Again, there's a 

hard Left out there that's anti-war. But John Kerry voted 

for it. Hillary was hugely in support of the war, which is 

why a lot of neo-conservatives now are praising her 

statesmanship, just in case they need to jump ship.  

In fairness, the Left isn't alone in shifting its position on 

war-making.  

Right, and that's another thing. The idea that to be a 

member of the right-wing means that you're reflexively 

pro-war would have been laughable to traditional 

conservatives. Robert Nisbet was one of the great 

traditional conservative thinkers of the post-war 

movement, and he said that one of the funniest aspects 

of the new conservatism was the idea that to be 

conservative means you're nationalistic and pro-war. In 

fact, there's nothing more anti-conservative than war.  

Look at people like Russell Kirk, arguably the 

founder of the modern conservative movement. He was 

dead-set against the military draft and, even in the 

1950s, thought military spending was too high. He was a 

quiet opponent of the Vietnam War and a very vocal 

opponent of the first Persian Gulf War. He said George 

H. W. Bush should be strung up on the White House 

lawn for war crimes. 

I don't remember that. 

Yes, that was in a private letter, but I have permission 

from the recipient to publicize it. And that's the kind of 

thing that Sean Hannity would hear and then say, "Oh, 

the Left is at it again." Well, you know what, Sean? This 

isn't the Left.  

We've gone to war in Iraq without a declaration, which 

is explicitly required by the Constitution. Now this 

certainly isn't the first time, and it was carried out with 

the support of both Democrats and Republicans in 

congress. But nevertheless, there was never a 

declaration.  

I believe the last declaration was at the start of the 

Second World War? 

That's right. 

So what's going on here? 

The Congress will sometimes delegate to the president 

-- unconstitutionally -- its decision-making power to go 

to war. They say, in effect, "We authorize the 

president to make the decision. If and when he wants 

to go to war, he'll have our approval."  

Well, you can't know what the circumstances are 

going to be six months down the line. So it's an easy 

way for Congress to absolve itself of blame if the thing 

goes haywire. What they need to do is have the old-

fashioned declaration of war, because the Constitution 
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is very clear on this. There are some areas where you 

might be able to make the case that it's hard to know 

what the Framers meant. Not when it comes to war 

powers. You have an unbroken tradition going through 

the years prior to the Constitutional Convention: the 

Convention itself, the ratification debates, the Federalist 

Papers, and early national practice -- all give the same 

testimony. It's not even as if there's a minority tradition 

that you can dig up arguing that the president could 

take the country to war. There's nothing. 

 All the sources say, "We don't want to live under a 

monarch anymore -- someone who can take the country 

ƛƴǘƻ ǳƴƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǿŀǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǊƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΦ 

We want this to be a deliberative process by the branch 

of government closest to the people, namely, the 

Congress." That means that Congress alone can declare 

war.  

Is this true in every case? 

There is the possibility that the president can make war, 

which was a phrase that meant that if the United States 

were attacked and you were dealing with an emergency 

situation such that you could not assemble the Congress 

fast enough, the president has a retaliatory power. But 

that would have to be in an extreme case, given that 

Franklin Roosevelt didn't even invoke that with the 

Pearl Harbor attack. Even he went to Congress to get a 

declaration of war.  

The president's Commander in Chief powers follow 

that. Once the war is under way, he then directs it. But 

those powers do not allow him to introduce troops into 

combat.  

Why is this not more widely acknowledged? 

There's a bipartisan interest in keeping silent about 

this matter, because both parties have been guilty on 

this. Bill Clinton was terrible on this issue. In fact, when 

it came to bombing Serbia over the Kosovo question, 

there was actually a resolution in which Congress 

actually voted not to authorize the bombing. And in the 

face of that, Clinton went ahead and bombed anyway. 

That was an impeachable offense. 

Conservatives claim they don't believe in the living, 

breathing Constitution that the Left so often talks 

about, but apparently they do. In this case, they think 

the president should be able to do things not 

authorized by the Constitution, and yet they have not 

amended it to give him this power. 

It doesn't look like Republicans are learning the lesson. 

In one of their primary debates a month or so ago, the 

questioner asked them if they'd entertain going to war 

without a declaration. Every one of them but Ron Paul 

said they'd be open to it. And Mitt Romney said the 

first thing he'd do is check with his lawyers! 

Yes, that was my favorite line. Romney is going to 

consult his lawyers. Anyone running for president who 

doesn't have this basic knowledge is unsuited to serve 

as president. That you could be ignorant enough even 

to think that this was a debatable issue immediately 

renders you unfit for the office. 

 

Thomas E. Woods Jr. (see his Web site) is the author of 

How the Catholic Church Built Western Civilization and 

the first-place winner in the 2006 Templeton Enterprise 

Awards for The Church and the Market. His most 

recent book is 33 Questions About American History 

You're Not Supposed to Ask (Random House/Crown 

Forum). 

http://www.thomasewoods.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0895260387/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0739110365/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0307346684/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0307346684/insidecatcom-20
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Baby Business 
Danielle Bean| Column 

12/15/07

 was talking with a friend recently about babies 

starting solids foods. We discussed when to start, 

first foods to offer, and different babies' reactions 

and preferences. Suddenly, my eavesdropping children 

wanted to know: 

"How about me, Mama? What was my first food? 

Did I like it? How old was I when you first fed me 

carrots?" 

I recalled a few details -- Ambrose's refusal to eat 

anything but baked potatoes and homemade wheat 

rolls for months on end was rather remarkable. For the 

most part, though, I had no answers for my kids' 

questions. I just couldn't remember. 

Most of us are familiar with baby books -- those 

cute little journals where you are supposed to carefully 

paste a tiny lock of your child's hair and record precious 

moments like taking first steps and eating a first ice 

cream cone. It seems there's always someone at a baby 

shower who thinks it a good idea to burden the new 

mother with one of these guilt-inducing devices. 

If you have baby books and they are meticulously 

filled out, you have my eternal admiration. But if you 

have baby books and they are sitting untouched in a 

cardboard box in your bedroom closet where they 

cause you pangs of guilt when you accidentally lay eyes 

on them while looking for the Christmas lights, come on 

over for coffee, my friend. You are my kind of mom. 

The idea behind baby books is one I can fully 

appreciate. We think we won't forget the baby years, 

but then we do. Babyhood is a busy business, after all, 

and in the end, our memories of those early months -- 

years, even -- do grow a little fuzzy around the edges. 

 Take my poor Juliette, for example. She had the 

misfortune of being born into our family in late 1999, a 

fourth child in our first five years of marriage. Moving 

out of our house, beginning homeschooling, and living 

with my parents while completing construction on a 

new house one paycheck at a time made the months 

following her birth extra blurry indeed. 

But I know I loved that baby. I loved her sweet pink 

face, her girlish grin, and the dainty curled fingers she 

insisted on placing inside my mouth whenever she 

nursed. And now, when photos remind me of the 

dimpled thighs I might otherwise have forgotten, I love 

that baby still. 

Today it's a different baby that fills my arms, 

occupies my lap, and calls for me as he toddles room 

to room. A different baby empties my kitchen cabinets 

and pulls the dog's ever-patient ears. A different baby 

watches with wonder as snow falls outside his 

bedroom window. I love today's baby in all the familiar 

ways that I loved the seven that came before him -- 

but I love him in his own ways too. 

People sometimes ask me how I handle my family. 

All those babies, all these years. "How do you do it?" 

they want to know. 

I used to answer with a shy smile or an awkward 

shrug. I didn't know what to say. But these days, firmly 

entrenched in my middle-mothering years, when I hear 

"How do you do it?" I find myself wondering back, 

"How could I not?" 

How could I not gratefully accept every last one of 

these sweet simple creatures God will deign to give 

me? How could I say no to this? To one more of these? 

If I kept a baby book, this is what I'd put inside: 

Daniel is sweet -- a little on the drooly side, and 

deliciously fat. When I scoop his round warm body 

from beneath the blankets after a late-day nap, his 

toothy smile draws me in. He is grippy-grabby, love-

you-till-I-die in a most enchanting way. 

I 
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I smooch him and he smooches back. I hold him and 

he holds back. I feel myself begin to wish that he might 

never let go, but of course I know that he must. And 

that's what makes me hold onto this moment -- this one 

right here, right now -- all the more tightly. 

Right here, right now, my baby's still-warm-from-

napping body clings to me. He wraps fat legs around my 

middle, leans his soft head backwards, and begs me to 

spin. And this is what love feels like. This is what a 

blessing is -- right here in my arms. Spinning. Dancing. 

Laughing. 

And even for the parts I might take for granted, 

even for the tiniest details I might one day forget, 

thanks be to God. 

 

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.

http://www.faithandfamilymag.com/
http://www.faithandfamilymag.com/
http://www.amazon.com/My-Cup-Tea-Musings-Catholic/dp/0819848379/ref=pd_bbs_sr_2/105-0689287-5554807?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1190864004&sr=8-2
http://www.amazon.com/My-Cup-Tea-Musings-Catholic/dp/0819848379/ref=pd_bbs_sr_2/105-0689287-5554807?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1190864004&sr=8-2
http://www.amazon.com/Mom-Day-Advice-Support-Catholic/dp/0819848557/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1/105-0689287-5554807?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1190864004&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Mom-Day-Advice-Support-Catholic/dp/0819848557/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1/105-0689287-5554807?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1190864004&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Mom-Day-Advice-Support-Catholic/dp/0819848557/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1/105-0689287-5554807?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1190864004&sr=8-1
http://www.daniellebean.com/
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Henry Hyde 
Rev. George W. Rutler | Column 

12/17/07

here were two political Henry Hydes, and until 

the second lived his life's span (1924 - 2007), no 

historian would have imagined the Clarendon 

Papers of the mercurial Jacobite (1638 - 1709) being 

eclipsed in social importance by a Hyde from Chicago. In 

his Irish Catholic family, Henry Hyde had virtually no 

political option: To a Democrat, the Republicans were 

"a bunch of bankers, bloated bondholders and 

economic royalists." After combat duty in the 

Philippines with the Navy in World War II, the Cold War 

modified his politics and by 1952 he was supporting 

Eisenhower as deftly as Clarendon had switched royal 

families, but without the calculation of self-interest.  

The Illinois lawyer had Lincolnesque affinities and 

began to perceive the nation engaged in a cultural war 

no less vital than the slavery battle. He moved to 

Congress from his state legislature and eventually 

chaired the House Judiciary Committee, during which 

time he was lead House manager for the Clinton 

impeachment trial for perjury. It was a ticklish business 

that would have been dismissed as partisan venality, 

save for the conviction of principles, which he said were 

"not the ravings of some vast right-wing conspiracy, but 

a reaffirmation of a set of values that are tarnished and 

dim these days . . . ." Of more permanent consequence 

was his Hyde Amendment, which, by prohibiting the 

federal funding of abortion, has saved countless lives. 

As emotive as the abortion question was, he considered 

its moral and constitutional implications with a lawyerly 

eye. He told me once in a passing comment that 

President Bush Sr. had been even more supportive than 

President Reagan, especially in backing up court 

nominees. Intelligence legislation actually took more of 

his time as he headed the House International Relations 

Committee from 2001 to the year of his death. The 

empirical spirit that never left him bereft of 

confrontations with more pliable opportunists moved 

him to co-author health legislation with a Democrat and 

break party ranks on arms legislation and military 

maneuvers in Iraq. 

Purgatory came prematurely in scandals fomented 

to crack his moral stature. He was exonerated of "gross 

negligence" charges related to an alleged of interest as 

a director of a savings and loan bank. More vicious was 

the demagoguery that tried to intimidate him during 

the impeachment trial by exposing an extra-marital 

affair from 30 years earlier. The public embarrassment 

was cruel to him and the memory of his wife who had 

died six years before the details were advertised by the 

pharisaic hermeneutic of an Internet magazine. By 

then, Hyde was so venerable among his peers that 

even political opponents felt sullied by the tawdry 

politics. Still, interested agents even shadowed him to 

Mass in Arlington, Virginia where he was a lector. A 

private eye copied as evidence that he might be a slave 

of theocracy, an inscription on a statue of St. Thomas 

More in the church: "I die the king's good servant, but 

God's first." 

It was hard to imagine that the bulky figure 

walking on two sticks had played basketball at 

Georgetown, once guarding George Mikan in a 

tournament game and helping to take the Hoyas to the 

1943 Final Four. We were often on the same platform, 

and at a meeting of the Jacques Maritain Society in 

Princeton he critiqued some things I had said on 

television and had forgotten. Somewhere I still have a 

video of the father of four children singing to my own 

mother on her birthday.  

Remembering Douglas MacArthur from combat 

days, he appropriated the general's cadences: "When I 

cross the river for the last time, my thoughts will be of 

the House, the House, the House." Heart surgery 

prevented him from receiving in person the Medal of 

Freedom, and he died three weeks after the president 

honored "a powerful defender of life, a leading 

advocate for a strong national defense, and an 
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unwavering voice for liberty, democracy, and free 

enterprise around the world." The "true gentleman of 

the House," as the president called him, had said during 

the impeachment days that honor is "the only thing we 

get to take with us to the grave. 

 

Rev. George W. Rutler is the pastor of the Church of our 

Saviour in New York City. His latest book, Coincidentally: 

Unserious Reflections on Trivial Connections, is 

available through Crossroads Publishing. 

http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.amazon.com/Coincidentally-Unserious-Reflections-Trivial-Connections/dp/0824524403/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1/105-2851538-2898022?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1190831013&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Coincidentally-Unserious-Reflections-Trivial-Connections/dp/0824524403/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1/105-2851538-2898022?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1190831013&sr=8-1
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Good Hymns, Bad Hymns 
Todd M. Aglialoro | Column 

12/3/07 

 

n late November, the USCCB released a document of 

revised guidelines for liturgical music titled "Sing to 

the Mountains" -- er, "Lord." In its 88 mostly tepid 

pages are found a meditation on the scriptural and 

theological foundations for the use of music in worship, 

notes particular to the celebration of special rites within 

the Mass, and handy tips for ordained and lay liturgical 

ministers, such as the suggestion that cantors "possess 

the ability for singing and a facility in correct 

pronunciation and diction."  

And, as with so many products of committee, its 

prescriptions perform a two-step waltz: leading with 

hard substance and following with squishy qualification. 

For instance, in liturgical settings the pipe organ is to be 

preferred -- but cymbals, harps, lutes, and trumpets are 

good too . . . unless you want to strum guitars and beat 

drums, which are also okay, "according to longstanding 

local usage," so long as they are "truly apt for sacred 

use." Who decides what's apt? We are not told. Maybe 

it's something you only know when you see it. 

Anyway, I come neither to praise nor to bury "Sing 

to the Lord," but to consider one of the items over 

which it asserts oversight: that stock component of 

modern liturgy, the hymn. Specifically, I want to figure 

out what makes good hymns, and what makes bad. 

In this area I'm an avowed moderate. Some 

Catholics argue strenuously that entire styles of music, 

or instruments, or languages, are in themselves 

unsuitable for liturgical use. But I'm not so absolutist. In 

this I might be mistaken -- and I'll get the emails to 

prove it -- but regardless, right now I want to leave 

aside broad distinctions and look at hymns themselves. 

Why is it that some songs, as "Sing to the Lord" put it, 

add "greater depth to prayer, unity to the assembly, or 

dignity to the ritual," whereas others just make you 

want to jam a key in your ears? 

It can't all be a matter of personal preference, can 

it? Then we'd all be adrift in a sea of relative tastes, 

beyond the help even of a USCCB document. 

And I don't think it all boils down to identifiable 

factors like creeping inclusive language, which can sap 

even good hymns of their poetry and scriptural fidelity; 

or to the proliferation of compositions seemingly 

designed not to be sung, and then artlessly performed 

using instruments and vocal inflections more suited to 

Open Mic Night than Holy Mass. So, as an admittedly 

average man in the pews with no special training, I 

examined what I thought were good and bad hymns 

and tried to come up with elements common to each. I 

found four. 

  

1. Good hymns focus on God; bad hymns focus on the 

self. 

One of my favorite English hymns is the old standby 

"Holy, Holy, Holy." It's both a theocentric and 

theological song, addressing God and invoking Him as 

Trinity, Pure Perfection, and First Cause of creation. To 

sing it is to make beautiful the doctrines of the Faith 

and, perhaps just as importantly, to put aside the self 

and dwell for a few moments on the divine nature. 

All thy works shall praise thy name in earth and sky 

and sea. 

Holy, holy, holy, merciful and mighty,  

God in three persons, blessed Trinity. 

Contrast those lines with the insufferably solipsistic 

"Here I Am, Lord," which, after first inviting us to sing 

as God in the first person ("I the Lord of sea and sky"), 

gets even worse, becoming celebration of the 
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presumptive obedience of the congregation, dripping 

with mock humility. 

Here I am, Lord; Is it I, Lord?  

I have heard you calling in the night. 

I will go, Lord, if you lead me 

I will hold your people in my heart. 

Bad hymns are egocentric, forever occupied with "I" 

and "we" -- and not in a penitential way ("forgive me") 

or in a cry of gratitude ("I thank you, Lord"), but rather 

with a vibe of self-congratulation. Here we are, Lord, 

doing your thing. Ain't we special? 

  

2. Good hymns use words and themes from Scripture 

or Tradition; bad hymns use words and themes from 

1960s psychobabble. 

Every good hymn doubles as a Bible lesson, or as an 

encapsulation of some patristic or otherwise traditional 

theme. Its author looks for inspiration to the Gospels or 

Psalms, or to the Church's spiritual legacy. But this 

quality transcends "traditional" musical styles: One of 

the more rousing tunes from the folk-oriented Holy Is 

the Lord catalogue draws directly on Revelation 7 for its 

signature verse: 

Salvation belongs to our God 

Who sits upon the throne. 

And unto the Lamb 

Praise and glory, wisdom and thanks 

Honor and power and strength 

Be to our God, forever and ever. 

In sharp contradistinction to these clear, powerful, God-

breathed lyrical phrases are the words of bad hymns, 

drawn from Hallmark cards and Stuart Smalley skits, 

trading the real profundity of Christian mysteries for 

cheap slogans: 

We come to share our story 

We come to break the bread 

We come to know our rising from the dead. 

 See, in this space, our fears and our dreamings . . . 

Give us the courage to enter the song. 

 

3. Good hymns treat transcendent concepts; bad 

hymns treat immanent concepts. 

A good hymn, like good spirituality or theology, is 

marked by a tension between heaven and earth, by a 

both/and character that is at once richly temporal and 

richly eternal. Often it moves thematically from 

creation to heaven, from earthly to eschatological -- as 

in "How Great Thou Art," the verses of which begin 

with praise for the divine presence in the beauty of the 

world, progress to Christ's sacrifice on Calvary, and 

conclude with a joyous anticipation of the Second 

Coming. 

When Christ shall come with shout of acclamation 

And take me home, what joy shall fill my heart! 

Then I shall bow in humble adoration 

And there proclaim, my God, how great Thou art! 

But a bad hymn is liberation theology set to music: a 

celebration of the eschaton's immanence. And guess 

what? We're the ones gonna make it happen -- 

whether it's building the city of God, or bringing peace 

to the world: 

Let peace begin with me, 

Let this be the moment now. 

With every step I take, 

Let this be my solemn vow: 

To take each moment and live each moment 
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In peace eternally, 

Let there be peace on Earth, 

And let it begin with me. 

  

4. Good hymns employ sacred diction; bad hymns 

employ vulgar diction. 

I'm using the words "sacred" and "vulgar" in their root 

senses here: sacred as in "set apart," and vulgar as in 

"popular" or "common." This distinction is, of course, 

part and parcel of the wider battle over liturgical 

language; that is, whether it ought to be distinct from 

everyday diction, or reflective of it. 

Bad hymns have us mouthing the same banal 

expressions we might use to greet the grocer, plead 

with our kids, or write a report for the boss. Like "God 

Made Us One Blood," which keeps all firmly planted in 

the world: 

We turn to you, God, with our thanks and our tears 

For all of the families we've known through the 

years 

The intimate networks on whom [sic] we depend 

Of parent and partner and roommate and friend. 

But good hymns fall into the "set apart" category. They 

pull us out of the common vocabulary and phraseology 

of home and work, of the sports pages and the eleven 

o'clock news, and elevate us to the plane of Thyand 

Thou,of Cherubim and Seraphim, of tricky-but-satisfying 

rhymes and anachronistic usages. This, of course, is one 

argument for using dead languages in liturgy -- their 

very sounds and cadences serve to elevate and 

transport, independent of the words' meanings. But 

English can do it, too. Would such a mouthful as this 

ever lead our attention to any place but the altar? 

Holy Father, Holy Son, 

Holy Spirit, Three we name Thee; 

While in essence only One, 

Undivided God we claim Thee; 

And adoring bend the knee, 

While we own the mystery. 

Perhaps this element of diction is the central one. 

Documents like "Sing to the Lord" return always to the 

theme of aiding worshipers' participation; hymns with 

sacred diction directly enhance our participation in the 

Sacrifice of the Mass by reminding us that, for a time, 

we have left the ordinary world behind, and entered 

into a holy presence where common words are 

inadequate.  

 

Todd M. Aglialoro is the editor of Sophia Institute Press 

and a columnist and blogger with 

www.InsideCatholic.com. 

http://www.insidecatholic.com/
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Conspiracy Theory 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

12/19/07

eople with limited horizons tend to go for small 

and utterly implausible conspiracy theories. 

Blokes with some theory about the assassination 

of JFK are a dime a dozen. And for just that reason, they 

tend eventually to cancel each other out, leaving me 

simplistically thinking Lee Harvey Oswald was a trained 

marksman and a jerk who got up in a tall building and 

shot the president. 

For much the same reason, I don't put any stock at 

all in conspiracy theories that range from "Roosevelt 

Flew the Lead Plane at Pearl Harbor" to "Bush and 

Mossad Phoned the Jews at the World Trade Center on 

9/10 and Informed Them of Their Nefarious Plan." I 

don't believe Building 7 was dynamited by the CIA. I 

don't think fluoridation was a Commie Plot.  

I believe in almost no conspiracies except the 

Cosmic One. The reason I believe in that one is because 

God says it's real:  

For we are not contending against flesh and blood, 

but against the principalities, against the powers, 

against the world rulers of this present darkness, 

against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the 

heavenly places (Eph 6:12). 

I do not believe this merely because God has revealed it 

to be so. No, I believe it because it also explains so 

many things that would otherwise be inexplicable.  

Consider these mysteries: 

¶ Why would apostate Episcopalians who 

celebrate homosex and revel in the work of 

liberal New Age theological quacks piddle on 

the floor in spaniel-like obsequies when graced 

by the presence of a Bronze Age gay-murdering 

monotheist like former Iranian President 

Mohammad Khatami?  

¶ Why would NOW spend all its time fretting 

about the mythical imposition of "theocracy" in 

America by those bogeymen, the conservative 

Christians, yet remain stone silent about the 

threatened horse-whipping of a British woman 

in the Sudan for the horrific crime of naming a 

teddy bear Mohammed?  

¶ Why would an atheist set out to write a book 

for children that undermines Christianity and 

wind up writing a book that says not that God 

doesn't exist, but that he does exist and is evil? 

Why would that same author be obsessed with 

the wickedness of authoritarian despotism in 

the name of religion, and yet focus all his 

hatred at "Yahweh, El, the Father" and never 

so much as mention "Allah"?  

¶ Why would the media do much the same, 

walking on eggshells regarding a few satirical 

Danish cartoons to avoid harming the 

sensitivities of savages and various "youths" 

who bear a strangely uniform religious 

identity, while lecturing Christians offended by 

Piss Christ to learn art appreciation?  

These and many other strange contradictions in our 

culture are explicable by only one thing. It's not "follow 

the money," and it's not about sex or power. 

At the end of the day, it's only explicable by the 

passage from St. Paul above. We are in the middle of a 

cosmic war, and the center of the battle is Jesus Christ 

Himself. Only that passage explains how Pharisees and 

Herodians, who hated each other, could make 

common cause (Mk 3:1-6). Only that passage from 

Ephesians can explain how Jewish leaders who hated 

the Romans could declare, "We have no king but 

Caesar" (Jn 19:15). Only that passage can explain how 
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