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McCain's Opportunity, Obama's Challenge 

Deal W. Hudson| Column 

7/28/08

n May 2007, Benedict XVI flew to meet with the 

bishops of Mexico, Central America, and South 

America. While on the plane, the pope answered a 

question from a reporter about the Mexican bishops 

who were threatening to withhold the Eucharist from 

Catholic politicians who voted in favor of legalizing 

abortion. 

The Holy Father expressed his support for the 

Mexican bishops, saying: "It's nothing new, it's normal, 

it wasn't arbitrary. It is what is foreseen by the church's 

doctrine." The pope's spokesman later clarified his 

comment saying, "Legislative action in favor of abortion 

is incompatible with participation in the Eucharist."  

His answer got the attention of candidates in the 

U.S. presidential primary -- especially Rudy Giuliani, who 

was quick to say, "I do not get in debates with the pope. 

It's not a good idea. Issues like that are between me and 

my confessor." 

Giuliani had been riding high in the spring of 2007, 

and big GOP money was moving his way. At the same 

time, the McCain campaign was about to fall apart. But 

that wouldn't last; the GOP wasn't going to nominate 

someone on the wrong side of the abortion and 

marriage debate. 

McCain eventually earned the GOP nomination and 

watched Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama slug it out 

for three months until Clinton conceded. But McCain 

spent that time raising money, not consolidating his 

support among religious conservatives. The controversy 

over Rev. John Hagee's Hitler comments only made 

McCain's relationship with the Christian grassroots even 

more tenuous. 

A month later, he met with Billy Graham and his son 

Franklin. Ninety evangelical leaders met privately in 

Denver a week later to discuss providing more support 

to McCain. The meeting was convened by a former 

Huckabee supporter, Matt Staver, who explained," Our 

shared core values compel us to unite and choose the 

presidential candidate that best advances those values." 

Two weeks after the Denver meeting, on a July 21 

radio show, Dr. James Dobson surprised everyone by 

announcing, "I never thought I would hear myself saying 

this. . . . While I am not endorsing Senator John McCain, 

the possibility is there that I might." 

Dobson is, in some ways, the major player of the 

Religious Right, but his volatility in the 2008 primary -- 

particularly his third-party threat -- has diminished his 

influence and set the scene for the cool reception of the 

McCain nomination. 

  

A more important opportunity for McCain to solidify 

religious conservatives is his upcoming appearance at 

Rick Warren's Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, 

California, on August 16. Warren, who is slowly 

assuming the mantle of leadership among Christian 

voters, will hold a one-hour conversation with each of 

the candidates. 

Warren is known for his attention to issues like 

HIV/AIDS in Rwanda and climate change, but he is also 

solidly pro-life and opposed to gay marriage. If Warren 

questions each candidate as he surely will, the 

differences between the two will be very apparent. 

The conversation with Warren will force the 

reluctant McCain to talk about his faith, while also 

giving him an opportunity to reiterate his support of 

unborn life and marriage between a man and woman. 

(It's surprising how many voters are not aware of 

McCain's positions on these issues.) 

Voters are also not fully aware of Obama's abortion 

record. In that way, he is in roughly the same position 

as Giuliani in the spring of 2007. GOP voters had not yet 

learned that "America's Mayor," despite his Italian-

Catholic name and credentials, did not uphold the 

teaching of the Church on protecting unborn life. 

I 

http://www.cbc.ca/world/story/2007/05/09/abortion-politicians.html
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/mambots/editors/fckeditor/editor/dialog/It%27s%20not%20a%20good%20idea.%20Issues%20like%20that%20are%20between%20me%20and%20my%20confessor,%22
http://time-blog.com/real_clear_politics/2007/07/mccain_bombshell_weaver_nelson.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/chi-mccain_wedmar05,0,4788683.story
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/Vote2008/story?id=5020581&page=1
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2008/05/21/mccain-backer-hagee-said_n_102892.html
http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/n/a/2008/06/29/politics/p091838D27.DTL
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=827&Itemid=48
http://www.worldnetdaily.com/index.php?fa=PAGE.view&pageId=70182
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rick_Warren
http://www.lifenews.com/nat4043.html
http://www.lifenews.com/nat4043.html
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Then the unforeseen happened -- Benedict XVI 

answered a question from reporters -- and Giuliani 

started getting peppered with questions about his 

abortion stance. His downward slide began there. 

Obama has not had his moment yet, and he may 

not. It's difficult to predict how many votes he'll lose 

when his position on abortion becomes more widely 

known. He's not running among the GOP faithful as 

Giuliani did in the primary, so he can probably absorb 

the loss. But when you add his opposition to the ban on 

same-sex marriage in California, he might face 

increased resistance in battleground states like Florida, 

Ohio, Michigan, and Virginia. 

August 16 will be a big day for both Obama and 

McCain. Whatever happens, American voters will know 

more about the candidates' positions on social issues 

important to religious conservatives. The fallout could 

be decisive in November. 

 

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, March 2008). 

http://current.com/items/89065913_obama_opposes_california_same_sex_marriage_ban
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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Catholic Art 
David Warren| Column 

7/28/08

on't talk to me about those idiots, 

cluttering the fields with their easels. Had I 

the authority of a tyrant, I'd order the 

police to shoot them all down.” 

This was Edgar Degas, speaking less about the then-

contemporary rage for landscape painting than about 

the ideals of the Impressionists. He was, to understate 

the case, unimpressed with, for example, Claude 

Monet’s blathering about "sincerity" and "spontaneity.” 

To Degas is attributed: "A picture is something that 

requires as much knavery, trickery, and deceit as the 

perpetration of a crime." 

"Painting is easy when you don’t know how, but 

very difficult when you do." 

I have been rediscovering this simple fact of life 

over the last couple of years, as I have resumed the sin 

of watercolor painting, abandoned in early life after an 

amusing trauma (a fight with an art instructor who was, 

quite literally, one-eyed). I took it up again, not from 

any ambition to become a great painter, but rather to 

do something that has nothing to do with words -- as 

pure escape from my day job.  

Now, Degas would have had no objection to people 

like me, even if I do clutter a field occasionally. This 

greatest of traditionalists and reactionaries in modern 

art was concerned instead with the works of the 

ambitious. Though outwardly not especially religious, 

he was, through his art, profoundly Catholic, and 

profoundly loyal to the grand tradition in Western art. 

My own current interests are in landscape and 

botanicals, because I can’t draw to save my life. Should I 

suddenly learn, my interests would cast wider. I have 

been teaching myself more to see than to draw, and 

learning much about color in the process, through the 

typical amateur’s mistake of playing with too many 

pigments. Though on days when I am feeling serious, I 

work only with a "holy trinity" -- yellow ochre, burnt 

sienna for my red, and ultramarine for my blue. 

God made man out of the earth, and out of the 

manipulation of the earth’s pigments we represent His 

flesh. And it is out of a meditation on what I can’t do -- 

can’t come near to doing -- that I have learned to 

appreciate the condemnations of Edgar Degas. 

Let me put this in plain words. 

At the centre of Catholic art is the human figure. 

This is extremely bold, and marks us off from all other 

religious and cultural inheritances. The contempt felt 

today among the halbbildungen for the "Old Masters," 

and for the idealists of "the beautiful," is not for their 

art but for their Catholicism. 

Item: This sculptural focus upon the figure -- 

Christ, saints, Madonnas, etc. -- is what makes 

mediaeval and renaissance art all of one piece.  

Item: Protestants progressively abandoned the 

whole figure for bourgeois facial portraiture. This had 

little to do with "puritanism." It was more like the 

invention of television. 

Item: The nude, presented in art, is a peculiarly 

Catholic invention. It is inconceivable under any other 

regime. And in painting, it required both a precision of 

line and of color shading that took Western art 

technically beyond what any other civilization had 

achieved. All this to put man, and through him the 

Christ, philosophically, morally, and visually at the 

center of God’s creation. 

Item: The Mall Culture today still loves the 

Impressionists, as it loves chocolates and, ultimately, 

as it loves abortions. It is their idea of freedom. Degas 

grasped that Monet and Co. were trashing the masters 

of the past; that they had chosen landscape in order to 

run away from the exacting discipline of the human 

"D 
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figure -- and from everything else in the Catholic 

tradition. 

Yet Degas, and to a lesser extent Edouard Manet 

and some others, hated the academic establishment of 

their era with a passion beyond anything in the 

Impressionist rebellion. This is because they knew the 

tradition had been betrayed by its rule-bound, official 

protectors. What makes Degas appear modern is his 

fanatic determination to revive that tradition, to make it 

breathe again in his dancers and horsemen and 

baigneuses -- and thus to realize once again a beauty 

that is at the opposite extreme from mere prettiness, 

surface eroticism, and the orgy of bright colors. 

The beautiful -- on a plane of worth with the good, 

and the true -- is what we must ourselves struggle 

fanatically to restore, first in the Mass, and then in our 

world. 

 

 

David Warren is a Canadian journalist who writes 

mostly on international affairs. His Web site is 

www.davidwarrenonline.com. 

http://www.davidwarrenonline.com/
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Is Gay Marriage Good for Families? 
David R. Carlin | Column 

7/29/08 

n connection with the same-sex marriage 

controversy now burning in California, I read the 

following about a priest from a famous gay-friendly 

parish in Pasadena: 

The Rev. Susan Russell of All Saints Episcopal Church 

in Pasadena, who has been blessing same-sex unions for 

16 years, told the San Jose Mercury News this month 

that she supports same-sex marriage because she 

favors "everything we can do to build up the values that 

make strong families. I think the values matter more 

than the gender of the people making up the heads of 

those families." 

Now if I thought, with Reverend Russell, that same-

sex marriage actually would strengthen the institution 

of the family in America, I would be in favor of it, 

regardless of how unnatural I consider same-sex 

marriage to be. There are things worse than unnatural 

sexual relations, and one of these is the increasing 

breakdown of the married two-parent family. Blessing 

sodomy would be a small price to pay for rescuing the 

institution of marriage. 

In the last few decades, millions and millions of 

American kids have had to grow up without fathers. I'm 

not thinking mainly about kids whose parents get 

divorced. That's certainly an important part of the 

problem; but a far, far more important part is the 

situation of kids whose parents were never married in 

the first place. One of the great by-products of the 

Sexual Revolution of the 1960s and 1970s was the social 

and moral legitimacy of illegitimacy (i.e., out-of-wedlock 

birth and parenthood). It is now the most normal thing 

in the world to run across kids whose mothers were 

never married to their fathers. 

In the bad old days these kids were called 

"bastards." But as the English-speaking world grew 

more gentle, this extremely harsh term was retired in 

favor of an expression that was only moderately harsh: 

"illegitimate children." But by now that locution too has 

gone to the graveyard of offensive expressions. What, 

then, shall we call these unfortunate kids? The answer 

seems to be, "fatherless children." Of course these kids 

have fathers in the biological sense of that word; that is, 

they were conceived as a result of sexual intercourse 

between a man and a woman (or, as is often the case, 

between a boy and a girl or even between a man and a 

girl). 

All too often, however, these kids don't have 

fathers in the more important trans-biological sense of 

the word. That is to say, they don't have fathers who 

take year-after-year responsibility for them, who live in 

intimacy with them on a day-to-day basis, who supply 

them with the financial and emotional support they 

need, and who provide them with moral models of 

adulthood and manliness. Our exceedingly "tolerant" 

American culture has given boys and young men 

permission to sire a child and then take a walk -- and 

millions and millions of these boys and men have 

chosen to do what has been culturally permitted. 

Of course, it wouldn't be quite the disaster it is if 

the mothers of these fatherless children were all 

college graduates with good jobs and good incomes. 

But this kind of mother is very far from typical. Typical 

is the mother who is poorly educated, with weak job 

skills and an inadequate income. In other words, those 

girls and women who give birth to fatherless children 

are the very ones who can least afford to do so. 

Compounding the evil is the fact that the problem 

is worst among African Americans. For many years 

now, around two-thirds of all black children born in the 

U.S. have been born to unmarried women. In many 

lower-class black neighborhoods, the fatherless rate is 

80 or 90 percent. Among lower-class blacks, the 

institution of the married two-parent family has been, 

for all practical purposes, destroyed. Given this 

situation, how can we expect black Americans to gain 

I 

http://www.calcatholic.com/news/newsArticle.aspx?id=eda74f31-3bf5-4056-9254-5734ef5c5344
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economic parity with whites, to do well in school, to 

have low crime rates, and so on? The simple answer is, 

we cannot. For the past nearly 400 years, American 

blacks have suffered an unending series of curses: first, 

the curse of slavery; next, the curse of segregation; 

today, the curse of fatherlessness. 

  

And so along comes Reverend Russell to suggest that 

same-sex marriage will make for strong families. How 

wonderful if true! But is it true? I'm a little wary when I 

hear this prediction coming from an Episcopal priest, 

since the Episcopal Church has begun to tilt in the 

direction of weirdness in recent years. Still and all, the 

Episcopalians I know strike me as very sensible people, 

so I won't allow myself to be deterred by the probable 

fact that Reverend Russell belongs to the weirdness 

wing of the church. 

But then I put the idea of same-sex marriage in 

historical perspective. It is an idea that emerged from 

the gay movement, a movement that had its dramatic 

commencement at the Greenwich Village Stonewall 

riots of 1969. And the gay movement in turn was part 

and parcel of another and more comprehensive 

movement, the generalized Sexual Revolution 1960s 

and 1970s. So the demand for same-sex marriage is, 

among other things, a continuation of the program of 

the Sexual Revolution. 

But has the Sexual Revolution ever been friendly to 

the married two-parent family? Not at all. Up till now, 

everything it championed has had the effect of 

undermining the married two-parent family. Think of 

the list of behaviors that the revolution has sanctioned: 

premarital sex, multiple sexual partners, unmarried 

cohabitation, pornography, no-fault divorce, abortion, 

homosexuality, etc. Has any of this tended to 

strengthen the institution of marriage? 

Why should I believe, then -- indeed, why should 

anybody believe (except, of course, for those in the 

weirdness wing of the Episcopal Church) -- that the 

Sexual Revolution, with its long anti-family history, has 

suddenly done a 180 and is now moving in the 

opposite direction? I hope it's true -- but I simply 

cannot believe it. 

 

David R. Carlin, a professor of sociology and philosophy 

at the Community College of Rhode Island, is the 

author of the book The Decline and Fall of the Catholic 

Church in America (Sophia Institute Press, 2003). 

 

http://www.sophiainstitute.com/productdetails.cfm?PC=277
http://www.sophiainstitute.com/productdetails.cfm?PC=277
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Stealing from Supernaturalism 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

7/30/08 

hristopher Hitchens, in a fairly typical 

misreading of the Judeo-Christian tradition, is 

fond of pointing out that "the Jewish people did 

not get all the way to Mount Sinai under the impression 

that murder and theft and perjury were okay." 

Oblivious to the Church's entire tradition of the natural 

law, he fancies he's scored a crushing debate point 

when he informs us that the people with no access to 

revelation have always known that murder, theft, etc., 

are wrong, and therefore God is an unnecessary 

hypothesis. Indeed, Hitchens, like all the New Atheists 

(who are, in fact, creakily decrepit Old Atheists of a 

school that nearly died out), is well described by Pope 

Benedict in Spes Salvi: 

The atheism of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries is -- in its origins and aims -- a type of 

moralism: a protest against the injustices of the world 

and of world history. A world marked by so much 

injustice, innocent suffering, and cynicism of power 

cannot be the work of a good God. A God with 

responsibility for such a world would not be a just God, 

much less a good God. It is for the sake of morality that 

this God has to be contested.  

St. Thomas can find only two good arguments for 

atheism in the history of human thought, and Hitchens 

et al. combine them to create the moralism Pope 

Benedict describes. The arguments can be paraphrase 

thus: 

1.       Bad stuff happens, so there's no God. 

2.      Everything works fine by itself, so there's no 

God. 

Hitchens's we-don't-need-God-to-explain-morality is a 

sample of the second argument. Alloyed with his 

outrage about evils in the world, he displays precisely 

the sort of moralism Benedict describes above, 

becoming not merely an atheist but an "anti-theist." 

A problem, however, remains for Hitchens, which 

neither he nor the rest of the New Atheists ever really 

face squarely. If you are an atheist, you have to smuggle 

in a supernatural worldview to maintain whatever 

fragments of Ought you want to maintain. Hitchens's 

constant repetition that Moses did not discover murder 

to be wrong only shows that Hitchens has not really 

thought about the implications of the Church's 

teaching on natural law, which freely grants that of 

course people with no exposure to revelation know 

certain aspects of the natural law. That's because they 

are human, and humans are, whether we realize it or 

not, in the image and likeness of God. So people 

recognize something sacred there from the get go. All 

revelation does is clarify those basic, and 

fundamentally supernatural, moral intuitions.  

Atheism -- and particularly the New Atheism -- is 

an acid that inevitably corrodes the natural 

apprehension of the human person as a supernatural 

being. A New Atheist bravely steals and desecrates the 

Eucharist and then declares in his Manifesto justifying 

the deed: 

Nothing must be held sacred. Question 

everything. God is not great, Jesus is not your lord, 

you are not disciples of any charismatic prophet. 

You are all human beings who must make your 

way through your life by thinking and learning, and 

you have the job of advancing humanity's 

knowledge by winnowing out the errors of past 

generations and finding deeper understanding of 

reality. You will not find wisdom in rituals and 

sacraments and dogma, which build only self-

satisfied ignorance, but you can find truth by 

looking at your world with fresh eyes and a 

questioning mind. 

Nothing Must Be Held Sacred -- except the three-

pound piece of meat behind the eye of the New 

Atheist; reason; intellectual liberty; science; their loved 

C 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/07/13/AR2007071301461.html
http://scienceblogs.com/pharyngula/2008/07/the_great_desecration.php
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ones; human dignity (for humans they happen to like); 

and countless other things they don't think about while 

penning these unthinking dogmas and engaging in these 

strange sacramental rites of desecration. In short, 

passionate love of the sacred is what fills the rhetoric of 

the New Atheists with such fire. 

  

 Meanwhile, really truly atheist philosophers like 

Richard Rorty have the number of the New Atheists and 

their moral posturing. He writes that there is no 

universally valid answer to moral questions such as, 

"Why not be cruel?"  

 Anybody who thinks that there are well-grounded 

theoretical answers to this sort of question . . . is still, in 

his heart, a theologian or a metaphysician. He believes 

in an order beyond time and change which both 

determines the point of human existence and 

establishes a hierarchy of responsibilities. 

Rorty's point is that all this passionate moralism is 

theft from a covert belief in something that transcends 

the mere realm of Is. The New Atheists suddenly and 

irrationally declare that some Ought binds time, space, 

matter, and energy whirling through their paces when 

these phenomena happen to take the shape of a human 

being. That's why P. Z. Myers tried to provide a fig leaf 

for his desecration by citing the mistreatment of Jews in 

the 13th century: Jews ought not be mistreated; 

intellectual liberty ought to be encouraged.  

 Rorty basically says that however you slice it, this is 

rubbish. If you are going to have a world of Is alone, 

then deal with it and stop trying to have the benefits of 

a Judeo-Christian world of a Transcendent Ought with 

none of the obligations. If you are going to say Nothing 

Must Be Held Sacred, then say it and don't take it back 

by sentimentalizing about the piece of matter who 

happens to be your child, or your brain, or a persecuted 

Jew, or whatever bit of random matter it is you are 

trying to privilege.  

 Appeals to evolutionary programming "making" 

you care about your child are all well and good. 

Baboons are evolutionarily programmed to eat each 

other's lice, and I'm glad that works for them. But in a 

universe of Is, ultimately the Strong Man has no barrier 

to asking, "Why should I care if your pet object of 

sanctity is in the way of my personal gain and I can get 

away with it?" 

The New Atheists have given astonishingly little 

thought to any of this. When you point out that a 

universe where Nothing Must Be Held Sacred is a 

universe ripe for mass murder, they simply go on 

braying, "Oh, that will never happen!" After all, when 

has an atheist regime ever slaughtered people on an 

unimaginable scale? 

Which brings me to the crowning paradox of the 

New Atheists. St. Paul tells his fellow Christians that we 

walk by faith, not by sight, and worship the unseen 

God. The New Atheists laugh at this and say they 

demand empirical proof, not faith. Well, the empirical 

evidence is in for atheism: A modest estimate of 100 

million slaughtered is low-balling it. And yet, the New 

Atheists go blithely on like Bullwinkle, promising that, 

this time for sure, an atheist world would not be Planet 

Murder.  

That's faith. 

 

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor at 

www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for 

InsideCatholic.com. Visit his blog at 

www.markshea.blogspot.com. 

http://www.catholicexchange.com/
http://www.insidecatholic.com/
http://www.markshea.blogspot.com/
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It's Time to Talk Honestly about Natural Family Planning 

Simcha Fisher | Column 

7/30/08

elcome to NFP Club. The first rule of NFP 

Club is: You do not talk about NFP Club. 

You can't talk to engaged couples about 

NFP -- you'll scare them away. You can't talk to 

experienced older couples, either, or you'll get an earful 

about the bad old days of rhythm-and-blues and 23 

children. 

You can't talk to radical providentialists, who insist 

that iustae causae translates as "fill your hungry belly 

with rocks, and get conceivin'"; and you can't talk to 

non-Catholics, who will think you're a pervert for even 

saying "abstinence." Nor can you talk to your doctor, 

who will write "family planning: nothing" on your 

medical record (especially if you've caught that Sexually 

Transmitted Disease known as "pregnancy"). 

And, of course, you can't talk to a dissident priest, 

who thinks the Church has no business in your bedroom 

(immortal soul, si; bedroom, no). Nor even can you 

really talk to a faithful priest, who will be so thrilled you 

know what "NFP" stands for that he'll assume you're 

home free. 

But if you don't talk to someone, you're going to 

jump in front of a train. The truth is, sometimes NFP 

stinks. 

Yes, there are couples out there who rejoice in their 

obedient participation in God's miraculous plan of 

procreation. There are men whose holy continence 

rivals St. Joseph's, and women who sigh, "Fiat" every 

month. 

But for many of us, uniting our wills with God's 

sounds more like "Uncle." 

Don't get me wrong: I think the prudent use of NFP 

can be a font of grace in a marriage. I (and the pope) 

think it is fully in conformity with the teachings of the 

Church. I even think that, after ten years, I'm starting to 

get the hang of it. 

But is NFP, as its cheerleaders insist, God's plan? 

Well, only in the same way that confession is God's 

plan: It won't kill you, and it gets the job done; but in 

God's original plan, it wouldn't have been necessary.  

Confession is inconvenient and embarrassing, and 

most of the time, you do it just because you have to. 

Sometimes the only thing that makes it tolerable is 

considering the alternative.  

NFP is the same: It's the worst possible method, 

except for all the others. That's because NFP is both an 

aid and a penance. It gives you the opportunity to 

grow spiritually, but it also gives you some first-class 

suffering to offer up. 

It doesn't help that some proponents of NFP 

pretend that it's all togetherness and respect, 

profundity and cuddles. If you feel frustrated with it, 

remember that you're not alone. Everyone struggles 

sometimes; it's not just you. It helps no one to ignore 

the challenges. Catholics should talk about the trials of 

NFP, as well as the blessings.  

That being said, here are some people you can talk 

to, and how: 

Talk to your spouse. Men tend to be understandably 

reluctant to have these wretched conversations, but 

you have to do it. Women can use NFP on their own if 

necessary, but it's not about being on your own -- it's 

about being together. 

Men and women can easily misunderstand or 

underestimate each other's unique trials in practicing 

NFP. Ask your spouse: What can I do to make this 

easier on you? And once you have listened, you can 

tell your side. 
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Talk to your priest. This is good for both you and the 

priest. Our spiritual fathers need to know how NFP 

plays out in the trenches. But don't reject out of hand a 

celibate man's ideas about sex: After hearing 46 million 

confessions, he probably knows more than you do, Mr. 

Pass-the-Absolution. 

Talk to God. You can yell and whine at God. You can 

moan and growl and blubber -- He can take it. Complain 

in detail every night, if it gives you some relief. Just 

don't forget to end every rant with a plea: 

Help me do better. Help me to notice when You're 

trying to draw me closer to You. Help me to see sex, 

and my spouse, the way You do. 

Talk to yourself. Justdon't be a broken record. Give 

yourself something new to think about -- reread church 

documents on marriage and family, take up your 

Catechism, or pick up a good Catholic book on sexuality. 

Don't just settle for being obedient: Try to understand 

why God wants this for you. He doesn't intend for you 

to be subserviently miserable, so keep returning to the 

reason behind the rule. 

Talk to others who use NFP. This is why the Internet 

was invented. Of course, you will run into the usual 

assortment of jerks and weirdos, but mostly you will 

find married Catholics who are dying to commiserate, 

encourage, and share their good ideas. There are more 

of us than you think. 

Here is a huge message board for people (mostly 

women) who use NFP. A man's perspective is often 

harder to find, but "I Am Husband" and "With a Grain of 

Salt" are two good blogs by men who frequently discuss 

marriage. 

Talk to people who don't use NFP . . . carefully. Be 

honest, but offer a balanced picture. If you're speaking 

to an engaged couple, don't present NFP as a slick little 

vehicle for marital bliss and bouncy good times 

(guaranteed at least half the month). Don't bother to 

pretty things up for couples who openly scoff at the 

Church. You won't get through to them, and an overly 

rosy picture is discouraging for couples who are trying 

to do right. 

Instead, speak honestly and fully. Most couples 

want to hear the full truth. I suggest something like 

this: 

Look, God is asking you to do something that will 

sometimes be hard. But if you stick with it, there will 

be some incredible, unexpected rewards at least some 

of the time. These benefits are not inevitable, but they 

are achievable, and the alternatives offer only fleeting 

and shallow satisfactions. This is a chance to do 

something wonderful for your beloved. Do you love 

each other enough to take on this strange and 

beautiful challenge? 

As long as it's acceptable for everyone else to talk 

about sex these days, why should Catholics be shy? 

Many disenchanted couples are suffering from a lack 

of honest information about NFP. For their sake -- and 

for our own -- let’s find the people we can trust, and 

let’s be straight with each other. 

For goodness sake, let's talk about NFP. 

 

Simcha Fisher is astonished to find herself a 

homeschooling mother of seven. She lives in a shoe in 

New Hampshire. 

http://forums.delphiforums.com/nfptalk
http://www.iamhusband.com/
http://cumgranosalis70.blogspot.com/
http://cumgranosalis70.blogspot.com/
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Face to Face with the Death Penalty 

Steve Skojec | Column 

7/31/08 

The Lord said to Cain: "What have you done? The 

voice of your brother's blood is crying to me from 

the ground" (Gen 4:10). The voice of the blood shed 

by men continues to cry out, from generation to 

generation, in ever new and different ways. 

-- Evangelium Vitae 

  

"Whosoever shall shed man's blood, his blood shall 

be shed; for man was made to the image of God." 

-- Genesis 9:6 

ast May in Tucson, Arizona, two young men 

named Armando Estrada and Rosendo C. 

Valenzuela were working for Mamie Gong, an 

elderly Chinese woman. Mamie, who owned a trailer 

park and some land outside the city, had hired the men 

to help her clean up some trash that had accumulated 

on the vacant parcel.  

According to their confessions, an argument 

developed between the young men and Mamie, most 

likely over money. Valenzuela got angry and hit her in 

the head with a baseball bat, or something like it. Then, 

not yet satisfied, he hit her again with a brick. How 

many times he hit her, or with precisely what, is 

unclear.  

The two men loaded her into the back of her pickup 

truck and drove her to an abandoned trailer home she 

was storing on the land. They then took her inside and 

dropped her into the bathtub, leaving her for dead. 

They took her pickup truck and drove it back into town, 

abandoning it in the parking lot of a shoe store while 

she lay dying, or already dead, alone in the sweltering 

heat of the desert.  

Mamie was my mother-in-law.  

Unaware of any of this, I got the call a few weeks 

later, on June 18. It was an Arizona number, and one I 

didn't recognize. I can't say why, but I had an odd 

feeling about that call. I was in a meeting and couldn't 

answer, but there was a voicemail. When I went to 

check it, it was my wife's eldest brother, who had never 

called me in the four years Jamie and I had been 

married. The message was simple, understated. 

Mamie, who lived alone, was missing, and probably 

had been for at least a couple weeks. Nobody knew 

where to look. They were calling me because they 

couldn't reach my wife.  

Mamie was, to an extent, estranged from her 

immediate family. She spoke to my wife at least once a 

month, but far less frequently with her two sons in 

Phoenix or my wife's father, from whom she had long 

ago been divorced. The one family member she did 

have regular contact with, her aunt, was in China at 

the time of her disappearance, and knew nothing until 

she came back weeks later and alerted the rest of the 

family.  

Out of necessity, we got involved in the 

investigation. Stuck in Virginia while events unfolded in 

Tucson, we did our best to help the police over the 

phone while I peppered friends, family, and blog 

readers with requests for prayers. Suspicious 

individuals, knowledge of Mamie's habits, and 

probably no small amount of Divine assistance helped 

us to lead the police down the right track. On June 19, 

we told them where to look. The next morning, I 

arrived to work and immediately ran a Google News 

search, as I had since I first heard she was missing. This 

time, I got a hit: 

Detectives suspect a homicide victim whose badly 

decomposed body was found west of the city 

Tuesday could be a 64-year-old woman reported 

missing Monday.  

L 

http://www.tucsoncitizen.com/daily/local/55185.php
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Neither Tucson police nor Pima County sheriff's 

deputies would release the name of the missing 

woman.  

The body, found about 2:30 p.m., was so badly 

decomposed detectives could not immediately 

determine the gender . . . . 

I had read enough. Maybe they couldn't ID the body, 

but I knew. I made the call home, thinking my wife had 

heard from the police by then. She hadn't. It was not 

the way she should have found out.  

My boss graciously granted me extra leave time, 

and I was with my family on a flight to Arizona by the 

end of the week. My wife, having grown up in the rough 

area of south Tucson where her mother had lived, 

worked, and eventually been murdered, was oddly 

stoic. I'll never forget leaving Phoenix on I-10 in our 

rental car, the sun pushing the temperature close to 

100 degrees as we sped quietly into what felt for all the 

harsh sunlight like the heart of darkness.  

We received the autopsy report in a voicemail 

during our flight, and it confirmed our suspicions. Head 

trauma. Broken ribs. She had been beaten to death. If 

the heat of the desert is unforgiving to the living, it is 

more so to the dead. The medical examiner couldn't 

make a positive ID initially, not even with standard DNA 

procedures. To confirm the identity of the body, they 

needed dental records, which -- unlike on television -- 

are not something that can be simply pulled from a 

database. We had to sort through stacks of old mail, 

looking for a bill, until we finally figured out who her 

dentist was so we could obtain the records ourselves.  

And so we spent the next week seeing to her affairs: 

Tracking down insurance policies, handling funeral 

arrangements, trying to piece together the last weeks of 

her life and pass on whatever relevant information we 

could find to the homicide detectives. Closure, 

however, wasn't forthcoming. The funeral was held, but 

no one was arrested. When we left two weeks later, we 

still didn't know what had happened, or why. 

  

Months passed. We were back home, moving forward 

with our lives and had all but given up hope that the 

investigation could go any further. Forensic evidence 

needs to be collected in the immediate aftermath of a 

crime, not weeks later after time and nature have done 

their work. We tried to resign ourselves to the fact that 

we might never know, that justice might never be 

served.  

Then, the week of Christmas, we got the call from 

police: They had apprehended two men, and better still, 

had gotten confessions. Shortly thereafter, we got 

another update -- the prosecutors would be seeking 

the death penalty: 

Two men accused of beating a 64-year-old Three 

Points woman to death in June could be sentenced 

to death if they are convicted. 

The Pima County Attorney's Office filed 

documents last week announcing its intention to 

seek the death penalty for Armando Estrada, 26, 

and Rosendo C. Valenzuela, 24. 

Prosecutors cited four statutory reasons the 

men should be executed in the death of Mamie 

Lim Gong. They allege the slaying was especially 

cruel, heinous and depraved, and was committed 

for financial gain and in a cold, calculated manner 

without pretense of moral or legal justification. 

They also allege it took place during another 

serious offense, kidnapping. 

I know all the Catholic arguments against capital 

punishment. But in that moment, knowing that the 

voice of my family could weigh against the state's 

desire to execute two criminals who surely deserved it, 

I found myself unwilling to say anything. Any 

inclination I had toward the arguments of Evangelium 

Vitae against capital punishment left me in an instant. I 

was not opposed to these men being allowed to live, 

but neither was I opposed to their execution.  

The state was going to pursue what has always 

been considered by the Catholic Church to be 

legitimate recourse against the worst sorts of 

http://www.azstarnet.com/sn/metro/218281.php
http://www.azstarnet.com/sn/metro/218281.php
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criminals, and my wife and I had no intentions of 

stopping it. 

  

As Cardinal Avery Dulles pointed out in his letter titled 

"Seven Reasons America Shouldn't Execute" -- a letter 

in which he agrees with the notion that capital 

punishment should be severely restricted: 

If the Pope were to deny that the death penalty 

could be an exercise of retributive justice, he would be 

overthrowing the tradition of two millenia of Catholic 

thought, denying the teaching of several previous 

popes, and contradicting the teaching of Scripture 

(notably in Genesis 9:5-6 and Romans 13:1-4).  

I doubt whether the tradition is reversible at all, but 

even if it were, the reversal could hardly be 

accomplished by an incidental section in a long 

encyclical focused primarily on the defense of innocent 

human life. If the Pope were contradicting the tradition, 

one could legitimately question whether his statement 

outweighed the established teaching of so many past 

centuries.  

I believe that the Pope, without contradicting the 

tradition, is exercising his prudential judgment that in 

our time adequate punishment, including the moral and 

physical defense of society, can generally be 

accomplished by bloodless means, which are always to 

be preferred. 

The fact that this is likely a prudential judgment 

throws cold water on the idea that Catholics must 

assent to a revised teaching on capital punishment that 

finds almost no cases in which it is acceptable.  

I don't hate the men who killed Mamie, nor do I 

want revenge. I have prayed for not only their capture 

but their conversion from the beginning. If they are 

sentenced to death, I am committed to praying for the 

repose of their souls. I do believe, however, that they 

should face justice in this life, with the hope of God's 

mercy in the next. 

Praying for those who killed my wife's elderly 

mother is one of the bitter ironies of Catholicism that I 

am willing to accept. But wringing my hands and 

lobbying for their lives is not.  

 

Steve Skojec is a columnist and blogger for 

InsideCatholic.com. He writes from Northern Virginia. 

Visit his blog at www.steveskojec.com. 

http://santegidio.org/pdm/news2002/10_04_02.htm
http://www.insidecatholic.com/
http://www.steveskojec.com/
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Five Ways to Fast 

Francesca A. Murphy | Column 

8/1/08

hen I became a Catholic in my twenties, 

my family teased me that I would have to 

eat fish on Fridays -- a food I had avoided 

since childhood. Their idea of Catholicism came mostly 

from old memories; by that time, in the early 1980s, 

Fishful Fridays had long ceased to be a badge of Catholic 

identity in the English-speaking world.  

After Vatican II, our bishops told us to fast from 

whatever we wanted.  But it was hard to remember to 

do a self-selected menu omission on one's own: The 

social context was gone, and so was the overall 

conception of Christian life into which Friday penance 

fit. So most Catholics abandoned weekly penance 

altogether.  

In The Spirit of the Disciplines, the Baptist Dallas 

Willard taught Catholics more about the spiritual power 

of penitential acts than anything we'd learned from 

living Catholic spiritual writers for 50 years. Evangelical 

seriousness about fasting reminded Roman Catholics 

that Christianity is about growing in the Spirit, and is not 

merely a once-off decision. Catholics started to look 

with envy at the Orthodox, who took unabashed 

pleasure in their heritage, and began to regret having 

overcome the legalism of the preconciliar era by 

overthrowing its incarnationalism. 

Impressed by the Christ-centred seriousness of the 

Protestants and the obedience of the Orthodox to 

tradition, Catholics became less "pro-choice" about 

fasting. We picked up the idea that penance doesn't 

end with whoops of joy on Easter morning; it can go on 

round the year -- even Fridays.  

Of course, new Catholic Fasters have to learn to 

navigate the pitfalls of legalism and moralism, and how 

to balance the command to secrecy with fasting as a 

public sign of religious identity -- a difficult but not 

impossible task. 

As for the fasting itself, a novelist could put old and 

new Catholic fasters into five general (though not 

necessarily separate) categories: 

 

 1. The Green Faster  

Green fasters are not ascetic by taste, habit, or the 

exigencies of their bank balance.  GFs are only 

financially challenged in the sense that they don't 

know how much money is in their account. They know 

the poor of Southeast Asia suffer from rising food 

costs, and they send donations by Paypal. The GF is not 

just a Fashion Faster; foodies are materialists, but their 

quite literal take on consumerism can still remind 

Christians that penance by abstinence from mere 

eating is the hardest kind.    

The GF has read Matthew Scully's Dominion, 

though she had to skim the painful chapter on pig 

factories. Meatless Fridays turn out to be more 

authentically penitential then those who never tried it 

imagine. She forms a group called Veg4Lent, fires off a 

letter to her bishop proposing a vegetarian Lent, and 

gets back a note saying he isn't for introducing 

innovations into his diocese. She is put out, because 

she knows Benedictine monks were all veggies for 

centuries. GFs can't face full-blooded vegetarianism, 

but still believe Westerners eat too much meat.  

The Green Faster is currently cooking her way 

through the curries in the World Food Cookbook, but is 

tempted to buy How to Cook Everything Vegetarian 

and eat lemon-ricotta pancakes instead. The GF is 

fasting to walk with Christ, but the life-buoy of secular 

rationalizations for abstention sometimes sinks her. 

The Green Faster doesn't deserve disapproval, but she 

won't convert anyone.   

 

W 
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2. The Communitarian Faster  

The Communitarian Faster talks about Alasdair 

MacIntyre -- he tells us that Catholics need to recover 

outward signs of their collective identity. He recounts 

anthropologist Mary Douglas's essay "Fish on Fridays," 

which argued that Catholics lost their social glue when 

they dropped meatless Fridays in the 1960s.   

The CF urges us to bring back the fish because it will 

reinforce our sense of Catholicism as a social group. If 

he has the benefit of seminary formation, he complains 

over lunch about the bishops' glaring ignorance of social 

anthropology and the significance of community-

building penance, while we eat beans and he puts back 

a lamb curry -- on a Friday in Lent. He has something to 

tell, but nothing to show.   

Though Mary Douglas can teach us a lot about the 

social significance of food in Leviticus, fasting and 

feasting in Christ doesn't come into it. Community is a 

Good Thing, but too abstract to motivate anyone to 

fast. 

 

3. The Mittel European/Mediterranean Faster 

Latin and Central European Catholics didn't abandon 

fasting in the 1970s; jazzy invention is alien to the 

Catholicism of Central Europeans and Italians. Austrians 

spontaneously intersperse the adagio of fast with the 

allegro of feast. Eastern Europeans are inured to 

hardship by communism and post-communist brutalist 

capitalism. The purpose of pasta is to spread a little 

meat a long way; have you ever heard a Mediterranean 

say, "Westerners eat too much meat"?  

When they travel West, MEM culture sticks to its 

religious identity. The female MEM Faster still serves 

salmon mousse in cut-glass goblets on Fridays. Either 

her mother did, or (if she's on the way to sainthood-via-

martyrdom) her mother-in-law did. The male MEM 

basks in the admiration showered on him by colonials 

who revere his lack of New World puritanism.   

MEM fasting is not only for Europeans. The 

Southern lady who, when asked, "Are you giving up 

wine?" replied, "We don't give up necessities" was an 

MEM at heart. The combination of the life of the bon 

viveur and the penitent is a great Catholic art form.   

 

4. The Recent Convert Faster 

To this faster, "Recent Convert" and "Roman Catholic" 

are synonyms. The RC Faster is logical, high-minded, 

and androgynous. S/he is shocked by the MEM's 

substitution of salmon sandwiches for roast beef on 

Fridays, and disapproves of the GF's "sentimentality" 

about animals and the Third World, which s/he thinks 

needs free trade, not handouts. S/he wasn't sure what 

to make of an old priest's observation that "fasting was 

much easier when we all did it together"; isn't it 

supposed to be difficult?  

RC Fasters believe in transparency and sincerity, 

and that makes social solidarity in abstention a 

conundrum: It creates an external badge of social 

identity. To the RC Faster, keeping schtum about 

abstaining is as much of a moral obligation as 

abstaining. S/he thinks not telling means not being 

Pharisaic, but the RC Faster has yet to realize that it's 

the moralism that makes fasting legalistic, not the 

escape clauses.  

The RC Faster is authentically abstemious but has 

turned penance into a heroic, Pelagian work.   

 

5. The Secret Faster 

The Secret Faster doesn't consider penance a moral 

obligation, but as something like the secret talismans 

entrusted to the heroes and heroines of Grimm's fairy 

stories: The magic will only work so long as you keep it 

secret. Fairy tales are grimly legalistic: There are rules, 

and one of them is always to keep the source of the 

magical powers secret. 

Christ told us to look like we're having a good time 

when we fast, so Secret Fasters try not to turn it into a 

moral obligation -- another duty to carry out 

grudgingly. Orthodox friends delight in the SF's 

hospitality on fast and feast days alike, and some 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

17 

 

undiscerning Protestants imagine the SF is no saint, and 

never does any penance at all.  

To blab about the secret is to forfeit its gift. Real 

fasting occurs between a soul and God.  And because it 

grows out of this intimate friendship, it has the power 

to create both community and an authentic Catholic 

culture.

 

Francesca A. Murphy is a professor of Christian 

Philosophy at the University of Aberdeen, Scotland. 
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Listening to the Children of Gay Parents 
Marjorie Campbell | Review 

7/25/08 

Out from Under: The Impact of Homosexual Parenting  
Dawn Stefanowicz, Annotation Press, 245 pages, $14.95 

s a clinical law professor in 1986, I represented 

six-year-old Tiffany in a proceeding to terminate 

her mother's parental rights. It was a heart-

breaking and difficult case because the mother-

daughter bond was strong -- and hugely inappropriate. 

My little client's mother, it seemed, had not let her 

beloved daughter out of sight, even when turning the 

tricks of her trade as a prostitute. This otherwise 

normal-appearing child had acquired shockingly explicit 

language and sexual behaviors sitting on the edge of 

mommy's bed; Tiffany could not function in school 

because of her aggressive sexual advances toward other 

children.  

Back then, broad consensus existed that early 

sexualizing of children constituted grave harm, even 

abuse, warranting state intervention to protect the best 

interests of the child. That, of course, was back then -- 

and in the context of heterosexuality and well-

developed notions of sexual perversion. Now, 

everything's different: The Culture of Adult Desire has 

filled and overflowed mainstream pursuits, pushing 

aside even simple safeguards for children, such as 

protecting them from explicitly sexual environments.  

The classic consensus that young children should 

never, under any circumstances, consume sexually 

explicit material or witness sex acts or demonstrations 

has open challengers, such as the well-advertised 

attendance of children at the "world's largest leather 

event," the Folsom Street Fair in San Francisco 

(featuring nudity, sadomasochistic and fetish dress, and 

public masturbation), the access to pornography in 

public libraries, and the mandatory education in some 

public schools on homosexuality as early as 

kindergarten. What is "appropriate" sexual 

development for a child has, not surprisingly, come 

under debate as communities that identify themselves 

primarily by their gender orientation and sexual 

practices seek to raise children in their often sexually 

charged environments. 

Dawn Stefanowicz's Out from Under takes on gay 

parenting from one child's perspective. It is her candid 

account of life growing up "under" an exploitative 

father whose same-sex attraction blasted his life and 

the life of his wife and three children like a hurricane. 

Stefanowicz's early, explicit, and continuous exposure 

to sex-obsessed gay subculture generated the subtitle 

of her chronicle, "The Impact of Homosexual 

Parenting."  

With an amazing, faith-driven charity, Stefanowicz 

offers explanation, even understanding, for the 

lifestyle her father imposed on the family: 

In many ways, he seemed as stubbornly wedged in 

the confusion of early adolescence as I was. He was 

never content with himself and was constantly trying 

to improve his appearance. He was often narcissistic, 

self-absorbed, and very needy for male affirmation and 

affection. His ideal sexual partner was someone who 

would be very subordinate to his demands without 

being effeminate. He used power in these 

relationships, often with men ten years his junior. . . . 

He carried a lot of unresolved anger . . . and had 

numerous and anonymous sexual partners . . . involved 

in many different kinds of sexual behavior, including 

group sex. So, of course, there would be jealousy and 

hurt feelings from time to time . . . there was that 

legion of spurned ex-partners who would no longer 

come around. 

A 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1599770113/insidecatcom-20
http://www.traditionalvalues.org/modules.php?sid=203
http://www.wnd.com/index.php?fa=PAGE.view&pageId=45844
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1599770113/insidecatcom-20
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Various partners, we learn, lived with, visited, and 

traveled with the family, with no significant resistance 

from the author's mother, a woman who was "primarily 

a reactor and hadn't been the ultimate source of our 

family's misery," a woman who "lacked the strength of 

character" to risk her husband's rejection, anger, and 

violence. In her teen years, her father increasingly 

included her in his evenings of cruising, encouraged her 

to experiment sexually, and emphasized his own 

economic success as a model for her to follow.  

Only after his death from AIDS, and with the help of 

intensive therapy, did Stefanowicz come to accept that 

satisfying her life-long yearning for his unconditional 

love and nonsexual affection was never possible, and to 

heal the confused sexual identity that her father 

imposed upon her: "What makes it so hard for a girl to 

grow up with a gay father is that she never gets to see 

him loving, honoring, or protecting the women in his life 

. . . [and] being a woman was part of who I am." That 

part, her authentic feminine identity, was rejected and 

oppressed in service to her father's sports-like approach 

toward sexual activity, with its breathtaking disregard 

for the emotional and physical impact of the pursuit.  

  

The author's traumatic experience with gay parenting 

fairly raises the challenge to discuss -- as openly and 

charitably as the author does herself -- whether children 

can be raised healthily within subcultures that promote, 

support, and celebrate same-sex sexual behavior as the 

primary source of adult identity. Will such subcultures 

inevitably expose children to levels of sexuality long 

considered immoral and deleterious to the 

development of children, and certainly proven to be so 

by experiences reported in Out from Under?  

Some gay parenting advocates will claim that their 

family environments need be no different than a 

functional heterosexual family. They might well point to 

the developing body of children's books that present 

families with same-sex parents as loving, stable, and 

supportive. My Daddy's Roommate, published in 1991 

as a picture-book for two- to five-year-olds, opens with 

one father's divorce and his toddler's narrative "Now 

there's somebody new at Daddy's house," his 

roommate Frank. Daddy and Frank, we learn from the 

child, do all the same things together that mommies 

and daddies do. So far so good, but is such a portrayal 

of the "two Daddy" household more wish or reality? 

More honestly, gay parenting offers a challenge to 

the classic paradigm that protects children from adult 

sexuality and left my little client Tiffany without a 

mother, in the care of the state. In Tiffany's case, the 

judge easily ruled that Tiffany's viewing of her mother 

having sexual intercourse with men constituted 

adequate grounds for terminating her mother's 

parental rights. Similar rulings, no doubt, still occur 

across the United States -- bolstered by a strong, 

Supreme Court-approved federal anti-child 

pornography law (U.S. v. Williams, May 19, 2008). 

But the consensus has clearly collapsed -- as the 

nation witnessed and winked at photos of two-year-

old, bottle-sipping, dog-collared twins Zola and 

Veronica with the bare-bottomed, leathered, fetish 

revelers at the Folsom Street Fair last year. The girls' 

two daddies told reporters, "Every parent has to 

decide for themselves what is right for them. And we 

decided that this is right for our children." 

Gender radicals and free-speech enthusiasts like 

Judith Levine (Harmful to Minors: The Perils of 

Protecting Children from Sex)and Marjorie Heins (Not 

in Front of the Children: Indecency, Censorship, and the 

Innocence of Youth)offer a growing body of literature 

to support these dads' exposure of young children to 

adult sexuality. And the strong trend within the gay 

male community to redefine marriage as a non-

monogamous living arrangement further portends 

mixing of adult sexual behavior into the lives of young 

children, like that chronicled by Stefanowicz.  

All of which underscores the importance of 

Stefanowicz's brave and balanced voice. Zola and 

Veronica cannot -- and may never be able to -- speak 

for themselves and describe to legislators, politicians, 

and social experimentalists the horror of being collared 

and dragged to watch men masturbate in public. But 

Stefanowicz has done so, without bitterness and with 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1555831184/insidecatcom-20
http://www.oyez.org/cases/2000-2009/2007/2007_06_694/
http://michellemalkin.com/2007/10/01/miller-lite-approved-toddlers-at-the-folsom-street-fair/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1560255161/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1560255161/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0813542219/insidecatcom-20
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that endearing love girls so often hold for their fathers, 

no matter how dysfunctional and selfish their parenting. 

The question remains, will anyone listen? 

 

 

Marjorie Campbell is an attorney and speaker on social 

issues from a Catholic perspective. She lives in San 

Francisco with her family and blogs at 

www.dealwhudson.typepad.com. 

http://www.dealwhudson.typepad.com/
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More Summer Sounds 

Robert R. Reilly | Review 

7/29/08 
ast month I began a look at the flood of fantastic 

summer releases, which only confirms for me that 

we are indeed in a golden age of recording. This 

month I'll pick up where we left off. 

Three new CPO releases convince me that only now 

are we getting a fuller glimpse of the golden glow from 

the final sunset outburst of the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire. Vienna before World War I -- and even up until 

the Anschluss -- was as fecund a cultural capitalas the 

world has ever seen. The musical wealth was 

staggering. Many who were part of it had to run for 

their lives from the Nazis and never recovered from 

their displacement. But there was no new Vienna to 

which they could flee, and the language in which they 

spoke was foreign to the people in the lands to which 

they moved. It was also foreign to the avant-garde, led 

by Arnold Schoenberg and his Second Viennese School, 

which eschewed the old world of tonality and its riches. 

Emil Nikolaus von Reznicek (1860-1945) exemplified 

this richness. He wrote with staggering virtuosity in the 

vein of Richard Strauss or Franz Schreker. CPO has 

previously released CDs of his Schlemihl and Der Sieger, 

as well as his one big operatic success, Donna Diana. 

Sometimes Reznicek seemed to be taking the Strauss 

tone poem idiom seriously; at others, to be making 

delicious fun of it. He could flip it on and off at will with 

extraordinary dexterity and orchestral skill. This might 

have confused audiences, but there is much to admire 

and enjoy in this humorous fabulist's work.  

The newest CPO CD (777 047-2) features the 

delicious Eine Lustspiel Overture, which sounds 

gloriously Viennese and fun, and two lengthy sets of 

orchestral variations, one after the poem "Tragische 

Gershichte," by Adalbert von Chamissio and other on 

Kol Nidrey. The marvelous performances are, once 

again, by the WDR Symphony Orchestra Koln, under 

Michail Jurowski.  

No one better illustrates the profile of the lost 

Viennese world than Franz Mittler (1893-1970). A new 

CPO release of his String Quartets Nos. 1 and 3, with the 

Hugo Wolf Quartet (777 329-2), makes the claim that 

"this recording is thus a document of the important 

countercurrent to the break with tradition represented 

by the second Viennese school -- a development that 

has been emphasized in such a way as to obscure all 

else." Mittler had to flee the Nazis in 1938.  He ended 

up in the United States, where he wrote a one-finger 

polka for Groucho Marx. He was only 16 when he 

wrote his highly precocious First Quartet, which lilts 

along to the delights of song and dance from 1909 

Vienna.  

Mittler composed the Third Quartet when he was 

serving as a lieutenant in World War I. It 

commemorates his service in Volhynia (now in 

Ukraine), Serbia, Styria, and Hungary in the most 

musically delightful way, especially with the wild sense 

of play in the gypsy-like Hungarian movement. This 

music does not aim at greatness. Its goal is enjoyment, 

and it shows how high a standard for such pleasures 

that lost world enjoyed. 

Eric Zeisl (1905-1959) served as Franz Mittler's 

best man, when he got married in exile in the United 

States. Zeisl is another voice from lost Vienna. He also 

fled in 1938. According to his granddaughter, Barbara 

Zeist Schoenberg, "He won an Austrian state prize in 

1934 (for a Requiem Mass), but because he was a Jew 

he could not secure a publishing contract since his 

works would have by that time been banned in 

Germany, the primary market. (He was just 29 years 

old.)"  In American exile, like so many other great 

Viennese talents (such as Korngold), Zeisl was reduced 

to writing film music in Hollywood, such as Abbott and 

Costello Meet the Invisible Man.He complained,  

Even Milhaud, Stravinsky, Tansman are struggling. 

Bela Bartok died in New York of hunger! . . . Last year I 

L 
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orchestrated a Tchaikowsky [sic] operetta which 

provided [a] living for 8 months, but why does 

Tchaikowsky have to be put into an operetta? . . . No 

composer is important here. 

The good news is that Zeisl found the time and the 

spirit to continue composing serious music.  

CPO has issued the premiere recordings of Zeisl's 

Piano Concerto and the ballet suite, Pierrot in der 

Flasche, with Vienna Radio Symphony Orchestra and 

pianist Gottlieb Wallisch, under conductor Johannes 

Wildner (777 226-2). The 1951 Piano Concerto was not 

performed until 2005. This gives some measure of 

magnitude of the scandal of his neglect, because this is 

simply one the best of its kind from the mid-20th 

century. I defy anyone not to be swept up by this music. 

Each of the three movements has a wonderfully 

distinctive and attractively developed theme. This is 

Romantic music with an edge and a great deal of 

character. Along with beauty, there is an expressive 

eeriness to sections of the Andante, and some bracing 

harshness to the opening chords of the third and last 

movement. The Concerto is immediately engaging and 

highly memorable. May its success bring us more of his 

music -- how about Zeisl's Cello Concerto? 

More late-Romantic 20th century concertos come 

from Naxos. The immensely attractive Violin Concertos 

Nos. 1 and 2, by Hungarian composer Erno von 

Dohnanyi (1877-1960), are available on a new Naxos CD 

(8.570833) with the Royal Scottish National Orchestra, 

violinist Michael Ludwig, under conductor JoAnn 

Falletta. These are sumptuous, colorful works. Naxos 

also delivers the famous Violin Concerto by Miklos Roza 

(1907-1995), written for Jascha Heifetz, in a superb 

performance by violinist Anastasia Khitruk and the 

Russian Philharmonic Orchestra, under Dimitry 

Yablonsky (8.570350). The quality of these two releases 

demonstrates that Naxos bargain prices are no obstacle 

to the very finest quality. 

I have been fascinated by the revelatory series of 

CPO releases of Turkish composer Ahmed Adnan 

Saygun's music. The recorded evidence is now ample 

that he was Turkey's greatest 20th-century composer. 

Saygun (1907-1991) was a Turkish Bela Bartok. In fact, 

he traveled with Bartok throughout Turkey collecting 

folk materials. The richness of his sources is clearly 

revealed in his highly distinctive and complex music.  

Because it reveals the strength of this man's 

character, his general orientation, and the profundity of 

his insights into the crisis of modernity, I think it is 

worth quoting at length from Saygun's artistic credo, 

written in 1945:  

The 20th century takes the "ego" to extremes. This 

century seeks to shatter everything to its very 

foundations; and its destructive spirit also 

reverberates in the world of sounds. Local color 

and "national atmosphere" have undergone a 

great many changes in the last forty years. In the 

end, when even artists were seized by the urge to 

tear everything down, nothing was left of local 

color or anything else . . . . Only the "stamp of 

personality" and "ego" remained. . . . It is as if the 

people of this new era live, not to "integrate" 

themselves, but to "devaluate." A terrible collapse; 

a terrible self-abnegation; and -- rootlessness. 

As you might imagine, Saygun's music is the antithesis 

of what he denounces, particularly in the fabulous 

orchestral color he creates. The Cello Concerto on CPO 

(777 290-2) is particularly appealing in its melody and 

orchestral exoticisms. The accompanying Viola 

Concerto is also an intriguing work, if not as 

immediately accessible as the Cello Concerto. It 

contains an abundance of marvelous, mysterious, 

crepuscular murmurings of the kind that Saygun may 

have learned from Bartok. Cellist Tim Hugh, violist 

Mirjam Tschopp, and the Bilkent Symphony Orchestra, 

under Howard Griffiths, perform brilliantly.  

  

After giving us British composer William Alwyn's 

orchestral music, including his Five Symphonies, Naxos 

had added three more CDs featuring his piano music 

(8.570359), song cycles (8.570201) and chamber music 

(8.570340). The latter contains some real jewels, like 

the Sonata Impromptu for Violin and Viola, and the 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000OQDRQO/insidecatcom-20
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Three Winter Poems for String Quartet. All praise to 

Naxos for giving Alwyn (1905-1985) his belated due. 

As I listened to Manuel Blancafort's delightful Piano 

Music without reading the notes from the CD jacket 

liner, I thought: What a very pleasant example it is of 

French impressionism. Oops -- I read the notes to 

discover that Blancafort (1897-1987) was an avid 

Catalan, whose music supposedly evokes various sites in 

Spain. My confused musical geography is no reason not 

to enjoy these refined reflections, as finely performed 

by Miquel Villalba on Naxos (8.557335). 

I end with brief notes on two CDs offering huge 

orchestral works. Einojuhani Rautavaara (b. 1928) may 

be the most popular symphonist alive today. All you 

have to do is listen to the new Naxos CD (8.570069) 

featuring his Symphony No. 8, The Journey, Manhattan 

Trilogy, and Apotheosis to understand why -- 

sumptuous sweeping music of almost cinematic 

character, beautifully performed by the New Zealand 

Symphony Orchestra, under Pietari Inkinen. 

Match this with another Symphony No. 8, this one 

by Polish composer Krzysztof Penderecki (b. 1933), in its 

world premiere recording on Naxos (8.570450), with 

the Warsaw National Philharmonic Orchestra, under 

Antoni Wit. This symphony is a setting of 19th and early 

20th century German poems by Goethe, Rilke, and 

others, titled Songs of Transience. The settings are 

beautifully done, some of them quite haunting, which is 

not a surprise considering the subject matter. What is 

surprising is that most of this work would not have been 

out of place in the late 19thor early 20th century. 

Compare it to the hair-raising Dies irae from 1958, also 

on this disc, from Penderecki's avant-garde phase, and 

you will see how long a journey this composer has 

traveled.  

Lastly, if on your summer travels you need some 

gorgeous, operatic, Puccini-like lyricism, I repeat my 

highest recommendation of Daniel Catan's magical 

opera, Florencia en el Amazonas, on Albany (Troy 

531/32).  

 

Robert R. Reilly is the music critic for 

InsideCatholic.com. Contact him at rrreilly@msn.com. 
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The Government, Divorce, and the War against Fatherhood 
Todd M. Aglialoro | Review 

7/31/08 

Taken into Custody: The War against Fatherhood, Marriage, and the Family 

Stephen Baskerville, Cumberland House, 352 pages, $24.95 

 
or whatever reason, social conservatives focus 

considerable political effort on abortion, gay 

rights, and obscenity, but pay scant attention to 

divorce. Perhaps they think that ship has sailed for 

good, whereas other battles still offer winnable stakes. 

Perhaps too few look at our "family courts" and see a 

culture war; or perhaps too many lack the conviction to 

fight it. And when conservatives do target divorce, 

rather than lobby for legal reform of the "no-fault" 

divorce system, or changes in the way courts award 

custody or child support, they have preferred to employ 

the tools of ministry, treating divorce primarily as a 

moral problem rather than a political one; its attendant 

social evils as a consequence of sin, not of bad policy. 

This is a grave mistake, says Stephen Baskerville, 

professor of government at Patrick Henry College and 

president of the American Coalition for Fathers and 

Children. In his startling new book, Taken into Custody: 

The War Against Fathers, Marriage, and the Family, he 

asserts not only that reforming America's divorce 

paradigm deserves a far higher priority among 

conservative culture warriors, but that our divorce 

courts today are agents of radical sexual ideology, 

occasions of shameless graft, and instruments for the 

expansion of governmental power at the expense of 

Constitutional rights. 

As unique as it is disturbing, Taken into Custody 

strikes notes from all over the conservative/libertarian 

spectrum to compose a sort of hybrid thesis: that big 

government and anti-father feminism have teamed up 

to promote divorce, tear apart families, pauperize and 

criminalize fathers, and swell the power of the state. 

The marriage contract today is a legal anomaly, the 

author muses, in that our government directs nearly all 

its efforts and resources toward dissolving rather than -- 

as with other contracts -- enforcing it. In what he calls 

the "totalitarian regime of involuntary divorce," 

unfaithful parties are not punished, and faithful ones 

not rewarded. In a perverse twist, it is the faithful 

party -- the one seeking to hold the marriage together 

-- on whom the guilt and suspicion are cast. 

With the advent of no-fault divorce (before which 

divorces required cause, and fault could be assigned 

proportionately), "the fault that was ostensibly thrown 

out the front door of divorce proceedings re-entered 

through the back." Working from the "therapeutic" 

(read: morally relativistic) premise that both parties 

must be equally to blame -- which is to say, not at all to 

blame -- for a marriage's failure, divorce courts begin 

with an "automatic outcome" and then set out to find 

or manufacture evidence to support it. 

How is that evidence obtained? Via "extensive and 

intrusive governmental instruments whose sole 

purpose is intervention in families." Having quit the 

marriage-enforcement business, government has 

turned the full weight of its resources and coercive 

powers to the divorce-enforcement business. 

  

The main area in which government brings to bear 

those resources, and the red thread of Baskerville's 

book, is in assigning custody of children. With two-

thirds of divorces initiated by women -- thereby 

immediately casting the man as the "defendant" -- and 

with courts overwhelmingly biased toward mothers 

already (in a paradoxical inversion of feminist doctrine, 

women are held both to be and not to be more 

naturally suited to nurturing and child-rearing), in 

practice the custody process typically amounts to a 

"power grab" by which fathers are forcibly separated 

F 
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from their children. The children, for whose benefit the 

process ostensibly exists, are then used as leverage by 

the prying state and as trophies by the custodial 

mother. 

The fathers may have committed no crime; they 

may in fact be more dedicated than the mother to the 

marital stability that's in their kids' best interest, but no 

matter. The mother is rewarded for courageously 

having taken the "initiative" in the divorce -- for having 

invited, that is, the power of the state to arbitrate in the 

most private areas of their family life. Maneuvered by 

skilled lawyers, abetted by social-science "experts" 

steeped in anti-father ideology and myths, and followed 

by media more interested in soap-opera storylines than 

justice, she can by the very hint of a suggestion of an 

accusation -- of physical or sexual abuse, for example, 

or mental or emotional cruelty -- rob a man of his 

marriage, his children, and his livelihood. 

This is not the only disquieting contention 

Baskerville makes, but it is the central one: that right 

under our noses, massive systematic injustice is being 

visited upon fathers, threatening the very fundaments 

of family, society, and democracy. This thesis seems at 

first incredible, and initially I couldn't decide whether 

it's because the author doesn't convince, or because I 

didn't want to be convinced. 

It's not a reviewer's placeto connect every dot of an 

author's argument -- especially for a book that, despite 

its modest size, is richly presented, containing nearly a 

thousand end notes and not a single uneconomical 

sentence. But I do want to touch on a few satellite 

points that attend Baskerville's thesis, by way of giving a 

well-rounded representation of it. 

  

This ongoing travesty is rooted in two main causes, 

which build upon each other: a big-bucks "entitlement 

industry" that grows ever-larger and more voracious, 

and the influence of radical feminist ideas and power. 

According to Baskerville, the business of divorce is 

part of a bloated bureaucracy, a $100 billion industry in 

which judges "dispense patronage" to psychological 

"experts," lawyers feed on the bank accounts of 

divorcing couples, social workers wet their beaks in 

welfare cash, and courts send out bounty hunters to 

bleed dry blameless but unlucky dads. And, naturally, 

the more each party prospers, the greater the demand 

for even bigger money: more divorces requiring more 

expert witnesses to demonize more fathers, and more 

intrusive measures to coerce their behaviors and attach 

their wages; more taxpayer money to fund more 

programs for counseling and sheltering more unhappy 

wives (in what he calls "one-stop divorce shops"); more 

state agencies (the "child protection racket") to insert 

governmental authority ever more deeply into the 

sacrosanct privacy of the family. 

So follow the money we certainly can. But 

Baskerville believes that we might never have gotten 

to this point without the influence of an anti-father 

strain of feminism, representing a "degeneration of 

feminist idealism" that first aims to make political what 

is personal (by casting conflict between the sexes in 

the historical context of political oppression and the 

movement for liberation) and, secondly, is motivated 

by "a specific animus against men and marriage." 

True, as regards divorce and child custody, there is 

some dissension within radical feminist ranks. Some 

would prefer to see the man left with the children, 

burdened with domestic chores, while the woman 

goes off free to pursue whatever empowers her. 

Others likewise fear that winning the battle for power 

in the household only sets back the fight for power in 

society. But the majority has happily accepted and run 

with what seems to be a paradox: on the one hand, 

rejecting outright any notion that a woman "belongs" 

at home with her children, but in divorce court 

asserting that children belong at home with their 

mother. Similarly, one notes the paradox in feminists' 

claimed desire to have more domestically "involved" 

fathers, and their sense of entitlement to be the 

"center of their kids' universes." 

Why do they smooth over the contradiction? Most 

of all, power, says Baskerville. By scooping up the 

children and the money, divorcées scores a tag-team 

victory -- along with the courts and their experts, 
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trained in feminist therapeutic precepts -- over men. 

The current divorce paradigm also dovetails nicely, he 

says, with other planks in their ideological platform:  

¶ Deep-rooted antagonism toward men and 

fatherhood. As Dale O'Leary and others have 

shown, anger and resentment toward their own 

fathers is a common thread among lesbians and 

radical feminists. 

¶ Long-term replacement of the family with a 

system of government caretakers. "It takes a 

village," after all. 

¶ Conscription of children as fellow soldiers in the 

battle against patriarchal tradition. Hence the 

modern movement naming "children's rights" 

as a corollary to women's rights. 

¶ The separation of the political interests of men 

and women. This is essential to preserving the 

model of ongoing political conflict between the 

sexes. 

 

The larger society allows this to occur, and politicians 

enable it, Baskerville says, because of a carefully 

constructed set of myths that steers our sympathies 

toward the mother and casts suspicion on the dad. "He 

must have done something," we say to ourselves. We all 

know the stereotypical stories of the abusive or 

"deadbeat" dad. 

Baskerville dismisses the bulk of these notions as 

pure myth, asserting that most women seek divorces 

for reasons related to emotional fulfillment, not 

physical abuse, either of herself or their children. (He 

cites statistics here showing, among other things, that 

children are most likely to be abused by a single mother 

or by her live-in boyfriend; tragically, then, courts are in 

fact removing kids from their natural protectors and 

abetting the real predators.) There already exist laws to 

punish violent criminals, but these laws -- and the due 

process that goes with them -- are being ignored in 

favor of the secretive, unjust, and cruelly punitive family 

courts, which work with politicians, agenda-driven 

experts, and the media to "foment hysteria" about a 

non-existent epidemic of child and spousal abuse, and 

then prosecute fathers -- not with criminal statutes but 

restraining orders, onerous child support, and character 

assassination. 

Similarly, the divorce industry enjoys the full 

cooperation of politicians and the media in stalking 

"deadbeat dads." But he too is a "mythical creature," 

Baskerville claims, "created by those paid to pursue 

him." The "national demonology" of the deadbeat is a 

useful fable, providing spotlight-seeking pols with a 

"risk-free target" for tough-sounding talk and filling 

state coffers with federal money (after all, they need 

programs to track down and punish all those wicked 

dads, and propaganda campaigns to educate the public 

about their wickedness). In other words, they get a cut 

of the booty -- an "entitlement coerced from the 

involuntarily divorced." 

Baskerville pointedly concedes that there must be 

some true "deadbeats," just as there are some true 

abusers. But in both cases the numbers are small. 

Most dads pay up, and those who can't have a good 

reason (he notes that they tend to be the type of 

unfortunate fellows whom the government would 

ordinarily be spending money to help, not impoverish -

- alcoholics and drug addicts, the homeless and 

mentally ill, and those with minimal education and job 

skills). And millions of others eke out a living in the 

fringes: fighting to stay out of jail while they watch 

their reputations and credit ratings crater. 

The great irony here, Baskerville says, is that "child 

support" is advertised as a way to make fathers "be 

responsible" for their children, yet it is coerced from 

them only after they have been forbidden by the state 

to exercise that responsibility in the ordinary way: by 

being fathers -- protecting and providing for their sons 

and daughters on a daily basis in a common 

household. Or as Baskerville puts it, child support is 

about "making fathers finance the filching of their 

kids." 

In addition to lamenting their inattentionto divorce 

reform, Baskerville specially indicts social 
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conservatives for unwittingly perpetuating such myths. 

Making the "sentimental assumption" that male 

promiscuity is the nub of all fault, fatherhood groups 

and religious-right leaders focus the large part of their 

efforts on exhorting fathers to live up to their spousal 

and parental responsibilities -- ignoring the plight of 

fathers whom the courts have forbidden to do just that, 

and implicitly reinforcing the common misconception 

that most divorce stems from the husband's sins, and 

most fatherlessness from paternal cowardice. 

Small wonder, then, that many feminist groups, 

"cynically invoking the need for fathers," lend their 

support to organizations and initiatives that on the 

surface promote paternal involvement, but which in 

reality only serve the system that keeps dads from their 

kids. Baskerville calculates, for example, that 

government and faith-based "fatherhood" programs 

actually direct a majority of their resources toward the 

child-support collection industry. They don't want his 

presence; they just want his money. 

  

Baskerville winds up his book -- and locates his thesis -- 

deep in the heart of a quasi-totalitarian state, by 

offering an eccentric but thought-provoking take on the 

now-settled fact that children of divorce exhibit more 

problem behaviors than those from intact families: 

The family becomes in effect government-occupied 

territory. The children experience family life not as a 

nursery of cooperation, compromise, trust and 

forgiveness. Instead they receive a firsthand lesson 

in tyranny. Backed by the courts, police, and jails, 

the custodial parent now "calls the shots" alone -- 

issuing orders and instructions to the non-custodial 

parent, undermining his authority with the children, 

dictating the terms of his access to them, talking 

about him contemptuously and condescendingly . . . 

all with the blessing and backing of the government. 

Having thus become "wards of a police state," he says, 

forced to live in and be formed by an environment of 

gross injustice, how can children not develop a "chronic 

disrespect for authority"? 

In the occupied family of forced divorce, parental 

and political authority are unnaturally intertwined, 

a process that results in both kinds of authority 

being simultaneously abused and weakened. 

Discipline and civility are the first casualties, since it 

is difficult to teach children to say "please" and 

"thank you" when we simply issue orders (or court 

orders) to Dad. . . . 

This peaks in adolescence, when natural 

rebelliousness coincides with the realization of how 

one or both parents have abused their authority by 

setting their own desires above the needs of their 

children. . . . It is this adversarial relationship 

imposed on the children towards virtually every 

form of authority that I believe best accounts for 

the horrifying statistics on juvenile emotional and 

social problems that correlate more strongly with 

divorce and single-parent households than any 

other factor. 

Baskerville stresses that change won't come through 

the efforts of government or non-profits, but by 

militant popular activism: nothing less than a 

"rebellion" that radically re-establishes the family as 

the primary rival to government power, not a building 

block for it. Only then can we hope to achieve 

particular strategic goals: legal limits on no-fault 

divorce, based on a judicial re-commitment to 

enforcing the marital contract rather than shredding it; 

a preference for awarding joint custody, which would 

both "dismantle" the custody/child-support industry 

and likely reduce the divorce rate (since it removes the 

motive for one spouse to wield custody as an 

instrument of power); and greater legal protection for 

parents' rights, which, Baskerville surmises, might 

require nothing less than a Constitutional amendment. 

That last prescription underscores the gravity and 

urgency that permeate Taken into Custody. Indeed, it 

sometimes crosses the line into stridency, such as in 

the author's comparisons of family courts to Nazis, 

Stalin, the Eastern Bloc, the Weimar Republic; his 

references to Orwell, Marxism, "human sacrifice," and 

so forth. But Baskerville himself seems aware of the 

gap between his claims and popular understanding -- 
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even the understanding of pro-family, limited-

government conservatives who are usually sharp about 

such things. He realizes that the evidence he has 

marshaled is either flat "mistaken," or else it "amounts 

to a reign of terror." 

If Baskerville is mistaken, then he may just need a 

little time off, somewhere out of the sun. But if he's 

correct -- and his book compels -- then we have been 

blithely sitting on the sidelines of a critical civil rights 

struggle; perhaps the most critical of all. 

 

Todd M. Aglialoro is the editor for Sophia Institute Press 

and a columnist and blogger for 

www.InsideCatholic.com. 

http://www.insidecatholic.com/
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When I Was Cruel 

Eve Tushnet | Review 

8/1/08 
lan Moore -- pagan, anarchist, wildly bearded 

author of V for Vendetta and the terrific 

superhero-deconstruction comic Watchmen -- is 

not the person one might expect to write a poignant 

story of homecoming, conscience, repentance, and 

renewal. Then again, he is just the sort of person to 

write a horror comic about an advertising designer 

being stalked across the Atlantic by a murderous child . . 

. and A Small Killing, the book Moore created with artist 

Oscar Zarate, is both. 

The story is simple: Adman Timothy Hole returns to 

England from America for a brief stop in his hometown 

of Sheffield before beginning a major campaign to sell 

cola to the Russians. But everywhere he goes, he sees 

the same demonic, smirking little boy -- and the boy 

seems to be trying to kill him. As Timothy's wits fray and 

his stream of consciousness becomes more confused, 

he revisits all his past crimes, all the way back to the 

very beginning: the first time he consciously did evil; the 

first sin. 

Most of the book's symbolism is fairly blatant. The 

child plays a number of symbolic roles: He's Timothy's 

doppelganger, his conscience, his younger self, his sin; 

his picture of Dorian Gray; even, perhaps, the child 

Timothy's lover aborted years ago -- and all of these 

aspects are made clear fairly quickly. The symbolism of 

abortion suffuses the comic: In one of the very first 

scenes, a box of birds' eggs is broken, and the 

redemptive coda of the book hymns, "There's a new 

yolk in the blown egg. There's a new pulse in the 

scraped womb. Everything is pregnant." Interestingly, 

although the interview with Moore and Zarate at the 

back of the 2003 edition spends a great deal of time 

laying out the comic's really well-done left-wing political 

context, the even more prominent, all-pervasive 

abortion narrative gets only the briefest mention. (The 

abortion storyline should also indicate that this is not a 

comic for kids, and many adults will also want to avoid 

it due to its characters' use of obscenity and an explicit, 

if somewhat stylized, depiction of masturbation.) 

At times Moore's obsessive repetition of imagery 

can seem heavy-handed, a little too "on the nose"; this 

tendency was present in Watchmen as well, but 

mitigated by the fact that Watchmen's greater length 

allowed it to set up more internal resonances from 

chapter to chapter, giving a sense of symmetry rather 

than mere repetition. 

But that's the only flaw in an otherwise 

frightening, lovely, and creepy comic. Zarate's art is 

hallucinatory, all swirling colors and infernal nearly 

faceless crowds; there are echoes of cubism and 

Chagall. Comics are the perfect medium for stories of 

memory and its distortions, since the control of time is 

one of the biggest distinctions between comics and 

other art forms like music, literature, or movies. A 

comics spread simultaneously presents movement, the 

flow of time from panel to panel; moment, each 

individual panel taken separately; and an overall 

picture of the page as a whole. Decades can pass in the 

gutter separating one panel from the next . . . or 

several panels can be used for one split second as a 

bullet speeds closer and closer to its target. A Small 

Killing uses its art to anchor the reader, giving us a 

thread to follow in the collapsing labyrinth of Timothy 

Hole's memories. 

  

A few other elements make this comic especially 

noteworthy for Catholics. The comic focuses on the 

remorseless, self-destructive force of conscience 

suppressed and denied; but the concluding interview 

notes that Moore wanted to write a "happy ending" 

that was hopeful without being saccharine.  

He succeeded, perhaps as much as one can 

succeed in an inherently difficult task. One of the 

horrors of human life -- maybe the central horror -- is 

A 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0930289234/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592910092/insidecatcom-20
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that we can commit irrevocable acts. We can do things 

that we can never take back. Even the Christian promise 

of salvage can seem incomprehensible: Can even God 

heal the damage I've done, redeem and repair and 

transform what's been broken? 

Without Christ, without afterlife, without baptism 

into Christ's death and resurrection, salvage is, if 

possible, even harder to comprehend. Without Christ to 

cut the Gordian knot of sin, any redemptive ending that 

rests too heavily on a cruel character's personal 

rejection of cruelty, adoption of honesty, and resulting 

sense of hope risks coming off as an attempt to ignore 

the past, as if to say, "Let's move on, and forget the 

broken marriage, the betrayed friendships, the aborted 

child. Timothy feels better now -- isn't that enough?" 

Fortunately, Moore and Zarate don't give their 

protagonist an easy out. He encounters his ex-wife, with 

her children from her second marriage, and receives her 

forgiveness. (Just as in Watchmen, forgiveness is 

granted primarily by women.) He must undergo a 

horrific confrontation with the murderous child, in a pit 

filled with giant insects. He must let go of his plans for 

material success, symbolized by the Russian cola 

campaign, and recognize their unimportance. (I think 

Moore and Zarate want the campaign to appear actively 

bad -- capitalism, boo hiss! -- but in the final 

confrontation I found that the campaign's triviality and 

Timothy's venality were the main issues, not the mere 

desire to sell Coke in Red Square.) Most of all, he must 

acknowledge a lie he told years ago -- a lie that 

compounded his first sin by hiding it. What can't be 

confessed can't be repented; and what can't be 

repented can't be redeemed. All these trials (penitence 

hurts!) make the note of gentleness and hope at the 

comic's end feel earned and real. 

A Small Killing isn't Moore's best work; Watchmen 

is simply something spectacular, a terrific tale of the 

search for meaning, justice, and forgiveness in a world 

that seems ruled by arbitrary cruelty and power. A 

Small Killing is a smaller book, despite Zarate's wild, 

exuberant artwork. Nonetheless, it has an integrity and 

poignancy that make it unique. I'm not sure I've seen 

any other comic quite like it. 

 

Eve Tushnet is a freelance writer in Washington, D.C. 

 

http://www.eve-tushnet.blogspot.com/

