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A Jesuit's Case for Barack Obama

Deal W. Hudson | Column
9/28/08

few days ago Rev. Ray Schroth, S.J., posted

"Why This Priest Votes for Obama" on the NJ

Voice blog. Father Schroth teaches humanities
at St. Peter's College and is presently working on a book
about Rev. Robert Drinan, S.J.

Father was careful in making his endorsement: "l do
not say this from a pulpit. | imply no moral obligation
that you accept my ideas." Fair enough. Every American
citizen has the right to express support publicly for a
candidate or a political party, as an individual.

Yet Father Schroth invoked his priesthood in the
title of his post. Why not call it "Why | Am Voting for
Obama"? The careful separation of his endorsement
from his priestly authority is at odds with his title; he
wanted to explain why as a priest he will vote for
Obama. For most Catholics, his words carry the weight
of priestly stated
qualifications.

authority regardless of his

"I simply argue that Obama, more than his
opponent, represents a chance for justice and peace,"
he summarized. Okay, let's look at his argument. (I
take Father Schroth at his word that in replying to him, |
am not disrespecting his office but engaging in a
discussion he initiated.)

He begins, in good Thomistic fashion, by presenting
an objection to his endorsement of Obama. "One school
of thought says that because of the separation of
church and state and because the priest has a religious
role requiring him to rise above politics, he should not .
. .identify himself with any candidate or party." He
answers that objection by pointing to the example that
"Jesus and his followers often alienated the political and
religious establishments of their day."

| agree, although as an ex-Protestant | do feel a
certain discomfort when a Catholic priest makes the
What-Would-Jesus-DO move. He then points to the

popes and bishops who have opposed communism and
"those who contradict church teaching on abortion,
marriage, and other issues." Reading this, | wondered
where it was going. After all, both Obama and his
Catholic running mate, Sen. Joe Biden, contradict
church teaching on abortion and marriage.

Father Schroth notes the "handful of bishops" who
have declared themselves willing to deny communion
to Catholic politicians who support abortion on
demand. He does not dismiss the Church's opposition
to abortion, but links it with our obligation to "identify
with the poor," end the death penalty, seek "economic
fairness," and oppose the Iraq War on the grounds that
it does not meet the standards for a just war.

Before expressing his support for Obama, Father
Schroth once again alludes to the impact of his priestly
vocation on his political judgments. "The values that
made me become a priest permeate everything | do,"
he writes. His declaration of those values -- his
Thomistic sed contra -- should be read in full (my
emphases):

Those principles are that our love for one another
must reach beyond the boundaries of family,
nation, or creed and that national policy should
above all protect the weak. For me this includes
laws that would lessen the number of abortions,
mostly through social and economic reform rather
than by sending women who have aborted to jail.

To summarize, Father Schroth moves from his
understanding of how love operates in the political
sphere, to protecting "the weak," to a specific
recommendation on how to oppose abortion. It is
preferable to lessen the number of abortions, he
argues, than to pass laws against them.

It's unsettling that anyone who believes as strongly
as Father Schroth in protecting the weak would be
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content with lowering the number of times the weak
are killed rather than seeking to eliminate that practice
altogether. We often hear politicians talk about
eliminating poverty, eliminating injustice, eliminating
war, because they are not desirable in any way.

So why not wish for the elimination of abortion?
Why would someone who believes so deeply in a love
that first and foremost protects the weak recommend
anything less than that?

Father Schroth concludes: "Therefore | will vote for
Barack Obama for president and encourage anyone
who reads this to do the same and to pass the word." |
don't see how Father Schroth reaches this conclusion
from his premises. (Like Doug Johnson at National Right
to Life, | fail to understand how he can believe an
Obama administration would make any intentional
efforts to reduce abortions.)

But Father Schroth is not content with a mere
endorsement. He claims Obama "is a genuinely religious
man whose social policies, more than his opponent's,
resemble Catholic social teaching. Above all, he

opposed the Irag war." A few paragraphs earlier, he
noted the Church's defense of the unborn and marriage,
which Obama clearly contradicts. But then Father
Schroth bases his claim on the Iraqg War, a prudential
matter.

This reliance on moral equivalency in politics is what
enables Catholics to ignore Obama's obvious extremism
on abortion and marriage. That Father Schroth is writing
a book on Father Drinan is appropriate. The section
on Father Drinan in my recent book Onward, Christian

Soldiers is titled "A Jesuit Priest Invents the Catholic

Pro-Abortion Politician."

Unfortunately, Father Drinan's legacy lives on
among the Catholics who support Barack Obama.

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).
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The Widow of Nain

Monica Winters | Column
9/29/08

he message was terse and professionally
Chandler
Hospital. Your son is here. You will need to come

uninformative: "This is Regional
over." A message from my son's roommate gave me a
few more details. "Gus spent all night vomiting, and this
morning he was deaf. | had to take him to the ER."

| couldn't get any more information from the frantic
calls | made before dashing out of the house. On the
ride to the hospital, | reviewed all the possible causes:
food poisoning, a mysterious bacterial assault, a tumor.
It stuns me now to think that the most obvious reason
never crossed my mind. For the last five years, my son
has struggled with drug addiction. It began in high
school, and it has haunted his life ever since.

Why didn't | think of drugs when | got the message
all parents dread? | suppose it's because Gus had been
sober for four months, attending AA regularly, living
with a sober friend, and acting for all the world like a
guy who had gotten his life back on track. It has
regularly been my mistake, during times of Gus's
sobriety, to believe that he'd been "fixed." | didn't think
about drugs because | thought that part of his life was
over. Again.

When | got to the hospital, | found that Gus had
overdosed on heroin. The drug had been mixed with
lasix, a diuretic, which was causing severe dehydration
and deafness. He was in the early stages of renal failure.
The doctor was not sure whether his kidneys would
stabilize.

Gus was put into intensive care, so | made quick
calls to my husband and our priest. That night Gus
received the Sacrament of Anointing. | had never heard
the words of this sacrament before. They were shafts of
light in what had become nearly complete darkness for
me.

| thought, "These prayers can accompany the dead
into eternity. They surround a sinner with the victory of
the Cross." | desperately needed this kind of comfort,
because Gus had not practiced his Catholic faith for a
long time. He was the prodigal who still thought the
pigsty might be more fun than his Father's house.

Gus pulled through, but because he came so close to
death in the midst of hideously unredeemed
circumstances, | have had some occasion to think
about that kind of death. | have been sometimes
comforted by the gospel story of the widow of Nain.
Jesus happens across a weeping widow who has lost
her only son. She asks and expects nothing of Him. Yet
Jesus, moved by her tears, raises her son to life.

| have often wondered about that son. What sort
of person was he before he died? He could have been
a good son, but he also could have been a rebel, a
profligate, a crook; could have been resentful, selfish,
stubborn; could have been hell-bent on self-
destruction. It's impossible to tell. The mother's tears
don't tell us anything but her grief, and nothing in the
son's life would alter that. In fact, if her son had lived a

bad life, she would have cried even more.

Jesus' pity for the woman meant life for her son. |
am always moved by this. "This is what He's really like?
He's touched by our own grief and tears?" This gives
me profound hope for those who leave this life
accompanied only by our tears, prayers, and love.

| don't think | could face each day, which holds
within it the possibility of this kind of death for my son,
if 1 didn't believe what we see at work in this simple
story. It's not that | expect my son to be saved by my
tears, for each man must make his own choice of
heaven or hell. But | see that Jesus is movedby our love
for sinners. So many of His miracles of healing and
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resuscitation He worked because someone asked Him.
Crying out for mercy on behalf of another is Jesus' own
work. He seems moved to see this in us, too.

| watched my son fade in and out as the priest gave
him the sacrament. | knew he couldn't hear us; |
thought he might die that night. What if | didn't see any
visible sign of grace at work in his life? What if he
passed into eternity as an overdosed heroin addict? |
had to count on the loving mercy of Jesus. | could,
because of the widow of Nain.

Some of the greatest moments in redemption
history have come when men are asleep. Adam was
asleep when God solved his only problem in the
Garden: the need of a wife. Abraham was asleep when
God made His first covenant with him for the Promised
Land. Jacob was asleep when God renewed the
covenant with him. Joseph was asleep when he saw his

future in Jacob's family. And the other Joseph was
asleep when he was told to be Mary's husband, father
to Jesus.

Who knows what the mercy of God can do for a
man when he is on the edge of the sleep of death, no
longer able to communicate, but not yet dead? Could
we hope that Jesus might appear to him to call for the
decision of heaven or hell? Would anyone, seeing Him
in that way, refuse His loving call to "arise" (Lk 7:14)?
Ask the widow of Nain.

Monica Winters is a convert to the Catholic Church. She
has a Master's of Theological Studies from an
evangelical seminary and is the author of several
Catholic Bible studies.

insidecatholic.com

0



How to 'Render' without Surrender

John Zmirak | Column
9/30/08

know that | promised last week to continue my

analysis of "Seven Key Aspects of Life Where Jesus

Spoils Our Fun." And | will get back to it -- in fact, I'll
do so relentlessly, seven times, until I've essentially
written the core of my upcoming book on
InsideCatholic's dime. | look forward to Anger Week
more than Lust Week, and | even promise to type up
something for Sloth Week that will be "good enough for
government work." Mediocrity makes me feel right at
home -- raised as | was on liturgies whose solemnity fell
short of Cub Scout rites, with music too goofball for
second grade skits, and huge (but cheap) felt banners
covering stained glass with messages like, "Rejoice,
Damn It!" The one thing | learned as a Catholic in the
1970s was: Nothing's too crappy for God.

But something timely has come over the transom:
Denver Archbishop Charles Chaput's Render Unto
Caesar, now a national bestseller. Since his book is
relevant to the elections, and he's one of our most
respected pastors, | think it's worth interrupting the
stream of deadly cynicism for just this week. Next time,
| promise, | will revert to being frivolous.

Archbishop Chaput's book is timely, and parts of it
rise to timelessness. His program for a virtuous Christian
citizen is stirring. In fact, it's daunting. We must infuse
all our actions -- from daily interchanges with friends
and enemies, through choices in the workplace and
marketplace, to activism and voting in a democracy --
with the same spirit that moves us to seek out the
sacraments. That is, with a reverence for ourselves and
our fellow men as images of Christ. We owe a further
duty to our fellow citizens, who are members of the
same civic community -- whose taxes support the same
institutions, who are subject to the same military
service, who share in the same national project.

None of this is wooly-headed, sentimental talk. The
archbishop is a serious man, and he makes it clear that
he is not urging us to do something nice for people (who

might not deserve it) in order to feel better about
ourselves. This book, to be perfectly candid, made me
feel kind of rotten about myself -- a sure sign of its
orthodoxy.

No, Archbishop Chaput is pointing out a stark reality
that our fallen nature hides and our post-Christian
culture forgets: that humans are at once featherless
bipeds and timeless spiritual beings; that the Other
whom we face -- who cuts us off in traffic, who's rude
to us across the conference table, who argues with us
in bed -- is in some real sense a "presence" of Christ.
Not in the sacramental sense; most of those who
bother to read a book by Archbishop Chaput will
already understand reverence for the Host. (Insert
your favorite Eucharistic Minstrel story here.) The
"presence" we encounter day-to-day is what Jesus
meant when He spoke of our "neighbor" and "the least
among" us.

When we fail to respond with proportionate
reverence to this mysterious presence -- the Church
has a zippy shorthand for this: "human dignity" -- we
are committing a kind of sacrilege. In most cases, it's
pretty venial, but little things add up. Our culture and
politics are a daily, huge occasion of sin -- a standing
invitation to misanthropy and misogyny, indeed a
freefall from Christendom into Curmudgeondom.

(To counter this, let me recommend a spiritual
classic: Rev. Lawrence Lovasik's The Hidden Power of
Kindness: A Practical Handbook for Souls Who Dare to
Transform the World, One Deed at a Time. Although,
truth be told, a better title would have been: How Not
to Be Such a Jackass. At least, that's the message | got
when my shrink bought me a copy.)

Of course, our failure is far more serious when it
doesn't just smudge the icing but wrecks the cake.
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Archbishop Chaput makes clear that no one can rightly
call himself a Catholic if he accepts the wanton
destruction of innocent human lives. A public official
who countenances such killing may not hide behind the
fig leaves made fashionable since John F. Kennedy
promised in 1960 to surgically sever his politics from his
Catholic conscience. Archbishop Chaput does a
self-interested

masterful job of dissecting the

distortions of terms such as "conscience," "pluralism,"
"tolerance," and "separation of Church and State" --
favorite slogans that waft airily through the evasions of
pro-choice Catholic politicians. No lesser issues -- no
prudential agreement with a politician's views on
helping the poor, or balancing the budget, or fighting

terrorism -- can trump the sanctity of life.

The archbishop delves deeper than most books
dealing with these questions, and actually mentions the
heresy of Americanism -- although his treatment of its
proponents is too generous. He offers a lucid reading of
John Courtney Murray and the Vatican Il document
Dignitatis Humanae, giving rather too much credence to
Murray's own later writings. As Rev. Brian Harrison has
pointed out, after the Council ended, Murray displayed
a distressing habit of overlooking the key qualifications
inserted by the Council fathers into the document he
helped to write -- provisos that tried to harmonize
aspects of the American experiment with classical
Catholic teaching on Church and State. Viewed one way,
Render Unto Caesar seems to imply that the Church's
embrace of religious liberty and willingness to live with
a secular state is a judgment on every previous Church-
State relationship. We are tempted to "read back" the
history of every Catholic confessional state and see it as
an imperfect approximation of the ideal -- which is the
American system, canonized at Vatican Il.

Ironically -- as a subsequent chapter in the book,
"What Went Wrong," points out -- less than decade
after Murray wrote, the delicate balance between a
secular state and a Christian people in America was
hopelessly disrupted. And no correction is yet in sight.
It's telling enough that an important American
archbishop has to cite the example of St. Thomas More,
a martyr for papal authority, to coax practicing Catholic

politicians into opposing the mass execution of unborn
Americans. Perhaps a frank discussion of the natural law
isn't enough to win people over to respecting human
life, at least not when it really endangers what we want.
It may be that in the cold light of fallen reason,
humanity doesn't look so dignified after all.

Certainly, the recent American experience with
secularity is unlikely to inspire statesmen in future
contexts, in overwhelmingly Catholic countries, that
their states should shrug off any official relationship
with the Church. While they'll never again have Church
support for persecution of non-believers, in other
matters they will more likely look to Constantine than
Courtney Murray; the "honeymoon" of Constantinian
Christianity lasted for more than a millennium. For all
its flaws, it built Christendom.

Archbishop Chaput works very hard to make this book
non-partisan; indeed, the book seems aimed at
precisely the people least likely to read it: Catholic
Democrats who support pro-choice politicians because
of their positions on other issues. The archbishop says
he was inspired to write it by the experience of a
friend who ran for office as a Democrat, but lost the
election in part because of his pro-life stance. Such a
risk Archbishop Chaput calls on each of us to take: to
put our civic influence, and if not our lives perhaps our
livelihoods on the line. A Catholic senator in a liberal
state should be willing, if need be, to lose his seat. A
Catholic journalist ought to speak his mind, even if it
limits his career options -- as it has certainly curtailed
that of most writers on this site. (You try applying for a
job at a secular paper with a trail of pro-life articles
some 20 Google search pages long. See what
happens.)

And what should a Catholic bishop do? Should he
act so decisively that he endangers his own public
standing? (He's unlikely to lose his livelihood.)
Archbishop Chaput addresses this question at the very
end of the book, and his answer leaves me unsatisfied.
On one key question that faces every bishop -- should
he allow Holy Communion to those most public of
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sinners, politicians who vigorously campaign for legal
abortion -- Archbishop Chaput, | regret to say, doesn't
go as far as his friend, the unelected Democrat. The
archbishop writes that he would apply Church sanctions
to any pro-choice politician from Denver, but would not
deny Holy Communion to public sinners from another
diocese -- leaving that decision up to the archbishop of
Boston, or New York, etc. "I would not refuse him
communion. | would assume his honesty and goodwill,"
the archbishop writes (p. 227).

To which one must pose the question, "Why?" If
Rudolph Giuliani, or Bob Guccione, or Ted Kennedy
appears at the altar rail, does the fact that they hail
from another part of the country snuff out the scandal
caused by offering the Sacrament to a public sinner who
has not repented publicly? Must every vigilant bishop
wait on the courage of the weaker links in the
hierarchy? That is not the import of Canon 915, at least
as a growing number of other bishops (e.g., Burke,
Bruskewitz, Donoghue) have read it.

Given the wholesome spirit that pervades the book,
I'll speculate that Archbishop Chaput was here trying to
apply gentle pressure to local prelates who govern such
black sheep to cull their flocks. He was perhaps too
tactful to quote Archbishop Raymond Burke, who has
written:

No matter how often a Bishop or priest repeats the
regarding procured
abortion, if he stands by and does nothing to

teaching of the Church

discipline a Catholic who publicly supports
legislation permitting the gravest of injustices and,
at the same time, presents himself to receive Holy

Communion, then his teaching rings hollow.

John Zmirak is author, most recently, of the graphic
novel The Grand Inquisitor and is Writer-in-Residence
at Thomas More College in New Hampshire. He writes
weekly for InsideCatholic.com.
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Pursuing Virtue, Not Clintonism

Mark P. Shea | Column
10/1/08

think G. K. Chesterton is onto something profound

when he says that when you abandon the big laws,

you don't get freedom and you don't even get
anarchy: You get the small laws.

In other words, the paradoxical effect of attempting
to be lawless is to become more and more legalistic, to
parse words ever more finely, to look for every
loophole, excuse, technicality, and microscopic nuance
in order to try to show why what you are doing is not
really against the law that haunts our heart.

We see it in the kid who carefully tells his mom,
"Yes, | had a piece of cake," while neglecting to mention
that the piece consisted of three quarters of the cake.
We see it in the memorable words -- almost the only
memorable words -- of a recent president, who
pondered what the exact, precise, fine-tuned meaning
of the word "is" is. We see it in the closely parsed
attempts of people who attempt to find excuses when it
comes to their preferred evils; whether it be abortion
on the Left or torture on the Right.

The excuses are psychologically necessary because
something in our hearts tells us there's something
wrong with beating, drowning, and hanging a
defenseless (and sometimes innocent) man. When that
man dies of injuries inflicted by interrogators, as some
prisoners in our charge have done, we have to rename
what we did "enhanced interrogation" in order to avoid
looking ourselves in the eye. When we willingly endorse
a system that leaves a baby to gasp out her last breaths
on a sterile tabletop, we can't endure having to look at
that. So to distract ourselves, we embark on a
prolonged search for exact, super-precise legalities that
will place a cushiony barrier between our conscience

and the crime.

"Does waterboarding rise to the level of torture?"
ask ostensibly Christian pundits, oblivious to the fact
that we hanged the Imperial Japanese for it, and doubly

oblivious to the fact that present Christian defenders of
torture are using precisely the microscopically parsed
language the Clintonoids deployed eight years ago to
avoid impeachment.

"Exactly when does a fetus become a baby?" Nancy
Pelosi trots out all her best lawyerly skills to enlist the
Church Fathers in splitting ultra-fine hairs about
precisely, technically when a child is being torn to
pieces and burnt alive and when it's just a piece of
meat.

What all this lawyerly electron microscopy
overlooks is that such attempts to tiptoe right up to

grave evil are themselves wicked.

Don't believe it? What would you think of a friend
(let's call him "Bill Clinton") who is constantly e-mailing
you to ask just how far he can go with the hot
secretary without it actually crossing the line into, you
know, "adultery" (he always puts the word in scare
guotes, as though there isn't really such a thing, and
he's certainly not guilty of it).

He continues:

After all, not all touching is necessarily sexual in
nature. And besides, her husband is really a jerk.
And just because you kiss somebody doesn't
necessarily mean you mean it in that way. Why, St.
Paul says to greet the brethren with a holy kiss! So
you could say that I'm just obeying God. And she's
so lonely and frightened right now. | feel like I'm
her only friend. And let's not forget King David. He
was a friend to Abigail when her foolish husband
acted like a brute and he was rewarded by God for
it. And another thing, just how much clothing is
"too little" for us to wear around each other? I'm
just asking for clarity here!
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No. The last thing such questioning seeks is clarity.
These -- like the vast majority of the "What is torture?
What is a baby?" questions -- are asked not to find
things out, but to keep from finding things out.

Happily, there is a remedy for all this tergiversation.
The straightest, truest highway out of the morass of
intellectual darkness caused by the sinful attempt to ask
"How much sin can we get away with?" is this: "How do
we act virtuously?"

The moment we go from framing the question in
terms of trying to bargain our way out of damnation
and instead put it in terms of seeking virtue, all the fog
disappears. We no longer have to wonder just how
close we can tiptoe up to adultery without committing
it. We don't have to endure puzzlement about how near
to hypothermia we can push our victim without it being
torture. We don't have to microscopically parse the
qguestion, "How near to personhood should our victim
be before it's wrong to burn him alive or tear him apart
in his mother's womb?"

When you are working to be virtuous and not
merely trying to get away with something, you don't do
that kind of thing. The discussion begins on a different
footing. You ask things like, "How can | love, honor, and
cherish my wife and avoid the near occasion of sin?"
You seek to interrogate prisoners in a framework of
humane treatment and discover that people more
readily divulge accurate information to people they
trust than to people they hate and fear. You seek to
care for women and their children without making it a
kill-or-be-killed scenario.

You trust, in short, that Jesus knows what He's
talking about when He tells us, "Seek first the kingdom
of God and all these things will be added to you as
well."

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.
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Obama's Military Judgment

David R. Carlin | Column
10/1/08

Ithough a Democrat, | have no intention of

voting for Sen. Barack Obama in November. My

primary objection has to do with his position on
abortion, an extreme leftwing position. Not only does
he have a 100 percent pro-choice voting record in the
U.S. Senate, but when he was in the lllinois Senate he
voted against requiring that medical care be given to
infants who survive an abortion. More, he promised
Planned Parenthood that as president he would sign a
Freedom of Choice Act (FOCA), which would enact into
federal statutory law all the abortion "rights" currently
provided by Roe v. Wade -- just in case the Supreme
Court happens to overturn Roe. This latter, of course,
would be an unlikely eventuality, since Obama has also
vowed to appoint only pro-Roe justices to the Court.
You can't get much more pro-choice (or pro-abortion,
the same thing) than Senator Obama.

But my secondary objection is that Obama -- who, if
elected, would be the commander-in-chief of the most
powerful military machine in the history of the human
race -- has very poor judgment when it comes to
military affairs.

| don't say he has poor judgment generally. Far from
it. His political judgment, for instance, is superb -- as
indeed it had to be to defeat his chief rival for the
Democratic nomination, Sen. Hillary Clinton. Obama
understood even better than Hillary and Bill (of whom
we used to think that no one was politically more
clever) that it is impossible to win the Democratic
nomination nowadays unless you have three
credentials: (1) you have to be solidly pro-abortion; (2)
you have to be solidly anti-racist; and (3) you have to be

a near-pacifist when it comes to military matters.

With regard to these three points: (1) Although
Hillary is solidly pro-abortion, she made the mistake of
uttering from time to time words of sympathy for
persons holding pro-life views. (2) In one of the most
hard-to-believe developments of the campaign, the

Obama made the utterly preposterous
suggestion -- and got away with it -- that Bill Clinton is
something of a racist. (3) Obama endlessly touted the

superiority of his "judgment" over Hillary's by pointing

people

out that, while she voted in the Senate to authorize the
war in Iraq, he was opposed to it from the beginning.

This brings me back to the question of Obama's
military judgment. The proof of this, he says, is that he
was against the Irag war from the time he made a
speech against it in 2002 (when he was still a state
senator). Now, even if we grant (if only for the sake of
argument) that the war was a mistake, one's having
been opposed to it isn't necessarily a sign of good
judgment. It may simply be evidence of a lucky call.
The man who bets on a 100-to-1 horse at the track
because he happens to like the horse's name cannot
claim good judgment when the horse wins. The man
was just lucky. Or maybe some heavenly power
provided him with the gift of clairvoyance.

But who actually had the better judgment, Hillary
(and Sen. John McCain, who also voted to authorize
the war) or Barack Obama? If judgments ought to be
conclusions based on a study of the facts of the case,
then Hillary's judgment was better. She studied the
facts (or at least what everybody at the time believed
to be the facts), and she concluded that Saddam's Iraq
was a serious and more or less imminent threat to
American interests. Obama's anti-war judgment was
based not so much on facts as on the anti-war ideology
of the Democratic Party's left wing.

And then there's the question of the "surge" that
President Bush ordered in 2007. Obama, again basing
his judgment on the semi-pacifist ideology of the
Democratic Left, pronounced that the surge was sure
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to fail -- but it didn't. A second case of bad military
judgment.

Finally, the third and most egregious case of military
bad judgment. For well over a year, Obama (along with
many of other Democrats, Hillary included) has been
arguing that a withdrawal of American combat troops
will force the various power groups in Iraqg -- the Shias,
the Sunnis, the Kurds, and subgroups of these main
groups -- to cooperate and get their house in order. This
is at best a very dubious psychological judgment, but I'll
waive that point. When asked what he would do if,
American combat troops having been withdrawn, the
Iragi factions don't work out their differences and Iraq
degenerates into civil war or genocide, Obama has at
times offered this scenario: After we withdraw our
combat troops, we'll keep them stationed nearby (just
beyond the horizon, so to speak), and if things break
down in Irag we'll send them back to restore order.

To offer a plan like that you have to be either very
stupid or very insincere. Is there anybody in his right
mind who believes that the president of the United
States -- whether that person be Bush or Obama or
McCain or Hillary or Donald Duck -- will re-send

American troops into Irag once they have been
withdrawn? The notion is utterly absurd.

Obama isn't stupid. And so, given the disjunction
offered above, he must be insincere. He is bound by the
anti-war ideology of the Democratic Left, according to
which the United States must get out of Iraq regardless
of consequences; and if embarrassing questions arise,
just cook up an answer that will fool some of the people
some of the time.

It can be argued, | suppose, that it was a mistake in
the first place for us Americans to create the world's
greatest military machine. But to create that machine
and then place it in the hands of a man who is in thrall
to an anti-military, semi-pacifist ideology that causes
him to make one bad military judgment after another -
- that way lies madness.

David R. Carlin, a former Democratic candidate for the
U.S. House, is the author of Can a Catholic Be a
Democrat? (Sophia Institute Press, 2006).
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Outside 'Catholic’

Anna Mathie | Column
10/2/08

recently watched a strange movie recommended
on InsideCatholic. Ushpizin, or The Holy Guests, is
about a middle-aged Chasidic couple whose faith is
tested by infertility. The
archetypally Jewish, a charming spin on the story of

longstanding plot s
Abraham and Sarah. There's nothing strange there.
What's really odd is that it turns out that despite all
those yarmulkes and bearded rabbis and Succoth huts,
the movie was not Jewish but Catholic.

Or so | read online. One viewer called it "one of the
most Catholic movies" he'd ever seen, offering these
words in all innocence as the highest praise. Another
said it was the most Catholic movie since Babette's
Feast. The strangest thing of all was that I've heard and
read this kind of remark so often that | almost breezed
past it without noticing. Googling "most Catholic movie"
turns up obvious candidates like The Passion of the
Christ and | Confess (no arguments there), but also
Babette's Feast, The Spitfire Grill, El Cid, Spiderman 2,
and Hardball. From recent personal conversations | can
add Juno and The Royal Tenenbaums.

What do these people mean? Perhaps nine times
out of ten all that's meant is "true," or "good," without
much thought. But however casually or seriously it is
meant, it's wiser and better to avoid this use of
"Catholic."

For starters, it's gratuitously offensive. | can only
imagine how it sounds to a serious Jew, like the writer
and star of Ushpizin. Could more condescending praise
possibly be devised? To roughly translate: "Since your
movie contains some truth about man's relation to God,
you may think it's Jewish, but | recognize it as Catholic."

Add to this that, in many cases, what is meant is
more specifically: "This movie is anti-Protestant,"
meaning by "Protestant" some indistinct jumble of
Puritanism, Jansenism, dualism, voluntarism, bourgeois
capitalism, and so on. At best, this is ignorant and

provincial; if Babette's Feast were meant as a serious
critique of Protestantism, itwould be facile and
dishonest. A real protestant -- a Lutheran, say -- would
have every right to take offense.

Besides giving offense, we're likely to make fools of
ourselves when we talk this way, as when we preen
ourselves on virtues we don't possess. As
commentators noted, one of the great beauties of
Ushpizin is the immediacy, spontaneity, and zeal with
which the characters pray. | couldn't agree more. But is
this "Catholic," as some asserted? An evangelical or
Pentecostal would laugh to hear it. Perhaps we
Catholics ought to pray like that, but to claim that we

typically do is nonsense.

Even if we decide these considerations don't matter,
or become discreet enough to keep the usage strictly
in-house, there are other, deeper problems with using
the word "Catholic" as a vague term of approbation.
Diplomacy and courtesy aside, it's wrong to make all
truths sectarian, whether revealed truths or truths of
reason. Truth can't contradict truth, so if Catholicism is
true, it will be in harmony with all other truths. It
doesn't follow that we should use the word "Catholic"
when what we mean is "true." To do so implies that
the truths in question are narrowly Catholic when
they're not. Ironically, this narrowness can lead in turn
to an opposite but equally wrongheaded broadness
that uncritically accepts as Catholic things that are not.

For instance, Catholics often call art "Catholic"
when they mean that it is incarnational or
sacramental. True, Catholicism is sacramental.
Sacraments make sense because the body is part of
our human nature. We're not Cartesian spirits trapped
in alien bodies. But it does not follow that anyone who
sees man as a unity of body and soul is Catholic. God

chose to institute the means of grace most suited to
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our nature because He knows our nature through and
through. Our nature is the prior truth here. If you know
what people are like you can see why sacraments make
sense; you don't learn what people are like by learning
about the sacraments.

Artists tend not to be Cartesian dualists. Dualism
makes for bad art because it's psychologically all wrong.
Thus Isak Dinesen, for whom art is the highest human
activity, dislikes the dualist Protestantism in which she
was raised and finds Catholicism more congenial. That
doesn't make her Catholic. Babette's Feast is a great
movie; it makes conscious use of Catholic imagery and
aptly criticizes a certain strain of Protestantism as
inhuman and obtuse; but, no, it's not "Catholic."
Dinesen's appreciation of Catholicism is primarily
aesthetic and amoral; it's part of a kind of highbrow
sensuality a Catholic should view with healthy suspicion.
At least in this case, the narrow assumption that all
truth must be Catholic has led to a broad inclusiveness
that is also false.

Something similar happens when we say Ushpizin is
Catholic. True, Catholics will appreciate the couple's
yearning for children; the Catholic Church stands
against most of our world in affirming that procreation
is good. But to call the couple's yearning "Catholic" is at
once too narrow and too broad. Fertility is a natural
human good. Natural reason can see that a childless
marriage lacks something; an appeal to revelation is not
necessary. Chasidim don't have to be Catholic to value
children.

Conversely, simply valuing children doesn't make
them Catholic. In fact, one of the things | found most
interesting about watching Ushpizin was the contrast
between Chasidic marriage and Christian marriage in
this respect. The wife tells her husband he must not
have prayed hard enough for a child, since God didn't
give them one. A Catholic wife couldn't say that. Nor
would she offer to leave so her husband could remarry

because she is barren. For a Catholic couple, the
inability to have children would be a sadness; for the
Chasidic couple (at least as depicted in this movie), it
constitutes the failure of the marriage as a Jewish
marriage. Leaping to call the movie "Catholic" blocks
the discovery of this difference, one of the movie's most
interesting revelations. The label tends to prevent the
viewer from learning anything from art but what he
brings to it.

| have perhaps not done justice here to the motives
of those who call movies like these Catholic. | suspect
in many cases they are converts or recently catechized
Catholics who are excited to discover the
reasonableness of some part of Church teaching or
practice, and to see it confirmed in art or popular
culture. The problem is that, although speaking this
way is intended to affirm the harmony of faith and
reason, by blurring the distinction between them it

tends to destroy both.

Art does what it does by being art, not by being
"Catholic" art. To treat it as an encoding system for
presenting truths of faith is to give up the particular
form of truthfulness -- and even infallibility -- that art
has as art. We don't improve on truths of nature by
mistaking them for truths of grace. To feel the need to
do so betrays an underlying mistrust of human reason
that is not, I'm tempted to say, very Catholic. As St.
Thomas Aquinas insisted, and as the teaching
Magisterium of the Church has repeatedly affirmed,
grace does not destroy nature but builds on it. If we
refuse to let nature be just nature, we'll find ourselves
without a foundation on which to build.

Anna Mathie is a Ph.D. candidate and lecturer in
philosophy at the Catholic University of America.
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Selling Obama as a Pro-Life Candidate

Deal W. Hudson | Column
10/2/08

ust when this presidential election could not get

any stranger, David Brody reports the launching of

a "Pro-Life Pro-Obama" Web site. When is the
"John McCain, Pacifist" Web site going to show up?

The effort to sell Obama as a pro-life candidate is
being spearheaded by a group called the Matthew 25
Network, a PAC created by former Democratic political
operative Mara Vanderslice. Vanderslice was director of
religious outreach for the Kerry campaign in 2004 but
was "silenced" when Bill Donohue, president of the
Catholic League, publicized her connection with various
far-left political groups.

Window readers might also remember the Matthew
25 organization from my story on the "non-partisan"
convention in Philadelphia rallying Catholics to political
involvement. The Matthew 25 booth featured a
prominent picture of Obama along with words from
Matthew 25:38, "I was hungry and you gave me
something to eat," made to look like they belonged to
Obama, not Jesus.

The "Pro-Life Pro-Obama" Web site confirms what |
wrote yesterday: Doug Kmiec has become the Catholic
outreach of the Obama campaign. The first thing you
notice when the site opens is a prominent "Welcome
from Doug Kmiec."

Kmiec's message is the one we have been hearing
from Obama's Catholics since the beginning of the
campaign -- that overturning Roe v. Wade is not an
effective way to reduce abortions:

But after 35 years, a new approach is needed. Too
many unborn lives are being lost as we wait for
judges to get it right. Barack Obama's strengthening
of support for prenatal care, health care, maternity
leave, and adoption will make the difference.
Studies confirm it.

Doug Johnson, legislative director of National Right to
Life, has already written a devastating critique of
Obama's abortion reduction promises. But even Kmiec's
claims about Obama's concern for prenatal care don't
comport with the facts. Steve Ertelt at LifeNews
reported two days ago that Obama voted against an
amendment extending a health care program to cover

prenatal care.

This vote came in the midst of a congressional
debate over the State Children's Health Insurance
Program (SCHIP). The defeat of SCHIP was taken up by
pro-Obama Catholic groups like Catholics United to
accuse various Republicans, including John McCain, of
not being pro-life.

Obama supported SCHIP but opposed adding an
amendment that would have, arguably, made it into an
explicitly pro-life legislation.

Now that Kmiec has become the poster-boy for
Obama's Catholic efforts, his claims on behalf of his
candidate grow ever larger. Apart from anchoring the
"Pro-Life Pro-Obama" Web site, Kmiec is quoted from
an interview with John Allen:

Conceding that Obama does not have "a perfect
Catholic position on abortion," Kmiec, nonetheless,

insisted that voting for the Democrat is "not

inconsistent with the teaching of the church."

No, Obama's position on abortion is not perfect; it's
exactly contrary to the teaching of the Catholic Church.
The candidate Kmiec is touting as pro-life is the most
extreme pro-abortion presidential nominee in the
history of American politics.

The "Pro-Life Pro-Obama" Web site represents not
only increasingly hyperbolic claims for the Democratic
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candidate, but also a joining together of Catholic and
Protestant efforts in support of the Obama campaign.

The collaboration of Protestant Vanderslice with
Catholic Kmiec reveals the intimate and active
cooperation of Obama surrogates with outside groups
such as the Matthew 25 PAC. Their determination to
sell Obama to pro-life voters is admirable, while being
completely ludicrous.

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).
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Scheduling Chaos

Danielle Bean | Column
10/3/08

ancy calendars and datebooks are all alike. Every

fall, at the fresh start of a new academic year,

they get to me. lIrresistibly coy in their cloth-
bound covers, they call to me from bookstore shelves.

"Buy meeee!" they whisper alluringly as | pretend to
be perusing the fitness section. "l have all the answers! |
alone can simplify your painfully complicated life!"

And so | do buy them -- all the overpriced
organizational volumes. They are so pretty. And their
promises are so sweetly convincing.

Like most love affairs, it all goes swimmingly at the
start. Tenderly, | fill the datebooks' pages. Chickadees
chirp cheerily from the margins as my felt-tipped pen
point presses clean and smooth against parchment

paper.
"Stephen, soccer practice, 4:00 P.M.," | write.

It feels so right, and yet something about this
relationship is truly very wrong.

What kind of person fills such pretty volumes with
the mundane details of everyday life -- dental
appointments and the dog's heartworm medication
schedule? Should | not be composing poetry on such
pristine pages as these?

And | haven't even mentioned the secrets yet. Yes, |
admit it: | do keep secrets from my comely calendars. |
am speaking, of course, of the running calendar | keep
only in my head.

"Tuesday at 3:30 would be just fine," | tell a friend
who wants to stop by with a book to lend me. But |
don't tell my calendar, and it happens to have
basketball practice planned for the same date and time.

My passion for pretty calendars has even

threatened my marriage on occasion.

"What do you mean | can't take the boys fishing this
weekend?" | once heard my husband roar. "There is
nothing on the calendar!"

And indeed there was nothing on the calendar.
That's because by "the calendar" my husband meant
that silly old thing | keep tacked to the inside of a
downstairs closet. | received it as a thank-you gift from
a charity | never donated to. It features painfully posed
puppies riding in bicycle baskets, kittens caught in all
manner of misbehavior, and an occasional car
appointment.

It meant nothing. Really. My datebook just
happened to be upstairs and the closet calendar was
the only one handy while | was on the phone with the
garage. | scrawled "car 3:00" in red marker there and
never looked back.

The worst was the time my oldest daughter found
an unidentified "appointment" scheduled on my closet
calendar.

"What's happening next Thursday at 4:00?" she
asked.

There was no name, no place, not even a phone
number. Only 4:00. In pencil.

The two of us stared stupidly at the mysterious
markings and wondered at their meaning. Were we
meant to show up somewhere? Was someone coming
to us? My darling datebooks held no answers. Only
time would tell.

It's at trying times like these that | recall what
motivates me to buy fancy datebooks and calendars in
the first place.

The fact is, | am forever attempting to simplify my
family's frantic schedule. Even on the best of days,
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though, family life with eight kids is only going to run so
smoothly. | am seeking simplicity where nature provides
only chaos, and that is always going to be a losing
battle.

It does my heart good to recognize, however, that
scheduled or not, most days of the year, the gang of us
ends up in the same place at the end of each wild and
wondrous day. The daytime might pull us in a dozen
different directions, but when darkness falls, more
often than not, we find ourselves at home again --
together.

Plates are filled, grace is said, and the dinner din
begins. | often find myself wondering, as we gather
around the dinner table, if some of those Norman
Rockwell family dinnertime scenes | have in my head
were ever as noisy as this real-life dinnertime is in my
real-life dining room.

"Cheers!" | think to myself as the milk is poured,
passed, spilled, wiped up, and then poured out again.

Here's to today -- another 24 hours of undeserved
grace. Thank you, God, for the gift of yet another day
with this kind of family, in this kind of life that calendar
pages could never contain.

Danielle Bean, a mother of eight, is senior editor of Faith
& Family magazine and author of My Cup of Tea:
Musings of a Catholic Mom (Pauline 2005) and Mom to
Mom, Day to Day: Advice and Support for Catholic
(Pauline  2007). Visit her blog at
www.daniellebean.com.
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Chesterton's Overrated Novella

Christopher J. Scalia | Review
9/27/08

his year marks the pseudo-centennial of G. K.

Chesterton's The Man Who Was Thursday. (First

published as a pilot edition in 1907, the work was
published in wider numbers the following year.)
Journals as divergent as The New Yorker and The
National Review have honored the anniversary with
positive assessments of the book, which -- like most of
Chesterton's work -- has long been a favorite in
conservative Catholic circles. In some regards, the
book's continued popularity is understandable, but |
can't help but think that Thursday deserves less praise
than it generally receives.

The nightmare -- as the author made a point of
calling it -- was Chesterton's reaction to the culture of
the 1890s, "when pessimism was dogmatic" and,
through the ideas of aesthetes, nihilists, and anarchists,
darkened the culture like "a thick London fog." Without
presenting Pollyannaish optimism as an alternative,
Chesterton hoped to show the shallowness of anarchy,
and to illustrate that those who thought themselves
outnumbered in the fight against disorder had more
allies than they suspected.

The work follows the poet-cum-detective Gabriel
Syme in his "holy war" against anarchists. At the book's
opening Syme is working undercover at a garden party,
where he engages in a debate about the nature of art --
and, implicitly, about politics and theology -- with
Lucian Gregory, a poet who also happens to be an
anarchist. Gregory's politics inform his poetics: "An
artist disregards all governments," he proclaims,
"abolishes all conventions. The poet delights in disorder
only. If it were not so, the most poetical thing in the
world would be the Underground Railway." Syme, on
the other hand, sees order as a truly remarkable
achievement:

The rare, strange thing is to hit the mark; the gross,
obvious thing is to miss it. We feel it is epical when
man with one wild arrow strikes a distant bird. Is it

not also epical when man with one wild engine
strikes a distant station? Chaos is dull . . ..

As an articulation of the difference between traditional
and modern theories of art, it's hard to beat these
remarks. (Though Orthodoxy, published the same year,
also has many good ones.)And, of course, it's funny.
Chesterton's humor always surprises me, because in
photographs he looks like a walrus whose clams have
been stolen.

Gregory, eager to impress Syme with the
seriousness of his devotion to the New World Disorder,
invites his rival to join him at a meeting of anarchists.
There, Gregory expects to be elected to the prestigious
General Anarchist Council, replacing a deceased
member (code-named Thursday). Gregory's hopes are
spoiled when, in an especially funny scene, Syme
delivers a speech so enthusiastically anarchic that he is
himself elected the new Thursday.

At his first meeting with the General Anarchist
Council, Syme meets an array of unpleasant-looking
men, each with a day of the week as a nom d'anarchie;
the most sinister and mysterious of these men is the
Council's president, Sunday. The meeting is productive:
They discuss plans to assassinate the tsar of Russia and
the president of France; and they discover and dismiss
another undercover agent. The presence of a fellow
spy shocks Syme, but in his ensuing attempts to foil the
assassination he learns that all the other Council
members were also in his detective unit. The
exception, of course, is Sunday, who they eventually
realize (long after the readers) is also the police chief
who had hired them. The final chapters see the
detectives chase and confront Sunday to determine his
identity and the purpose of his machinations.
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And now, to get myself in trouble with Chesterton's
many devoted readers. | agree that the story's premise
is clever, that many of its ideas about art, faith, and
politics are provocative and enduring, and that
Chesterton's language is often wonderful. Still, | can't
bring myself to proclaim the work the masterpiece that
many people believe it is.

For one thing -- and | know this goes against
everything that other readers say about the work -- it is
sometimes surprisingly monotonous, especially for such
a short book. Sixconsecutive chapters follow essentially
the same arc: a character (or characters) chases another
character; the character is caught; just before a
moment of conflict, the characters discover that they
are fighting for the same side, and none of them is an
anarchist. This movement is entertaining the first time;
it is less entertaining the second time; it is maddeningly
predictable the third time, despite moments of slapstick
humor. | suppose a literary-historical defense of this
repetition is that it recalls the standard dream-vision
trope in which the dreamer makes the same errors. But
such repetitions in works like Piers Plowman and The
Divine Comedy are more succinct and much less
predictable.

Adding to the monotony of these chases is that the
last one ends in an especially unconvincing way. In
France, a French colonel assists the detectives in their
flight from what they think is an anarchist mob. The
colonel knows the details of the intrigue and has joined
the detectives because, as he explains, "l have fought
for France, and it is hard if | can't fight for civilization."
Later, when he sees that a friend of his has apparently
joined the anarchists, he approaches the mob to talk
some sense into him. Instead, however, the colonel
joins the mob and pursues the detectives, who
reasonably conclude that he has been converted to the
forces of anarchy.

If the end of this chase isn't already predictable to
the reader, perhaps the colonel's betrayal adds to the
scene's suspense. But even then it makes no sense: The
colonel already knows that the detectives are not
anarchists; he also knows that they had previously
suspected each other of being anarchists, but that they

had proven their true identities to each other. In other
words, he knows both sides of the story, so once he
learned that the mob wasn't anarchic either, he would
have been able to explain the adversaries to each other
and end the chase.

| hope | don't sound like the sort of person who
complains that Star Wars is unrealistic. (Pushing up
glasses, lecturing, "It's highly unlikely that such a swamp
could sustain organic life forms of that particular
variety.") | realize that there is supposed to be quite a
bit of the fantastic in the nightmare. But the
shortcoming I'm identifying isn't the fantastic, it's the
inconsistent. Even fantasy has to abide by an internal
logic. The consequence is that this climactic revelation
falls flat, a disappointment that is reinforced when the
mob that had been chasing the detectives -- a mob
that for the past two chapters had "moved with a
dreadful and wicked woodenness, like a staring army

of automatons" and "like black treacle," with "an
organized hate" and "all the energy of Attila," -- finally

. . well, we never learn what happens to them. We
only know that they were finally good guys, but with

friends like them, who needs anarchists?

All of this is before the conclusion, which is what
usually gives people fits. The character of Sunday is a
particular problem, because the entire purpose of the
nightmare rests on his identity and significance.
Chesterton explained that, contrary to what the
character's name implies, Sunday represents not God
but "Nature as distinguished from God." And
elsewhere: "the ogre who appears brutal but is also
cryptically benevolent is not so much God . . . but
rather nature as it appears to the pantheist." (One of
the book's most famous devotees, Kingsley Amis,
rejected this explanation, and was convinced that
Sunday was God.)

Gary Wills and others have pointed out that the
book's mystifying conclusion can be understood in the
context of the Book of Job, in which God declares (in
Chesterton's words) "if there is one fine thing about
the world, as far as men are concerned, it is that it
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cannot be explained." The detectives do not understand
who Sunday is or why he has led them on the chase; the
closest thing to a definite answer is Syme's suggestion
that such suffering may be salvific. When the anarchist-
poet Gregory returns and, repeating Satan's challenge
to God at the beginning of Job, claims that those who
have faith do so because they do not suffer, Syme
suddenly realizes that he had endured the nightmare:

So that the real lie of Satan may be flung back in the
face of this blasphemer, so that by tears and torture we
may earn the right to say to this man, "You lie!" No
agonies can be too great to buy the right to say to this
accuser, "We also have suffered."

Their suffering, then, has made them Job-like, if not
Christ-like. But Job sheds only so much light on
Thursday. Because it was Satan who put Job through his
trials, the Job-inflected reading implies something not
only brutal but downright devilish about Sunday, an
interpretation that Chesterton himself rejected.

Readers looking for a clear meaning of Sunday,
then, will likely be disappointed by the nightmare. Is the
obscurity of Sunday's identity a major part of the book's
meaning, as it mimics the inscrutability of God's power
as presented in Job? That is possible, but the Book of
Job is comprehensible, even if God's power in it is not.
Thursday, on the other hand, seems to commit the

imitative fallacy by being mystifying itself to show the
mystery of God's ways.

| recognize that Thursday is an
contribution to Catholic letters, and | do not wish to

important

remove it from anyone's reading list. But it is not a
masterpiece, and Chesterton's reputation should not
obscure that fact.

Note: there are many editions of The Man Who Was
Thursday. The ones | found most helpful are both
published by Ignatius: The Annotated Thursday, edited
by Martin Gardner, and Volume VI of Chesterton's
Collected Works, edited by Denis J. Conlon. (The latter
also includes The Club of Queer Trades and The
Napoleon of Notting Hill.) Both have helpful notes as
well as long extracts by Chesterton that illuminate the
nightmare. Readers less obsessive-compulsive than |
will have no problem finding editions by Penguin or
Barnes & Noble.

Christopher J. Scalia is an assistant professor of English
at the University of Virginia's College at Wise. He is the
literary editor of InsideCatholic.com.
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The Difference between Observing and Exploring

Cortes DeRussy | Review
9/28/08

he Pulitzer Prize winning play August: Osage
Countytells the story of a family gathering at its
homestead in rural Oklahoma following the
sudden disappearance of the pater familias. The three
daughters of the dispersed Weston family gather about
their fully distracted and less than distraught (but
almost certifiable) mother to determine what, if
anything, might be done. The gathering quickly
descends into a battle of wills as each life story is

revealed.

The parallels with Eugene O'Neill's epic, A Long
Day's Journey into Night, have
acknowledged. Both plays focus on a gathering of

been widely
profoundly dysfunctional families, with the mother's
suffering from drug abuse and excessive alcohol use
evident among the rest of the girls. In addition, both
plays are quite long and each aspires to plumb the
depths of the characters involved and their struggles
with life's vicissitudes. However, where O'Neill succeeds
in forging a credible relationship between the audience
and his flawed but human characters, Tracy Letts, the
author of August: Osage County, misses the mark. The
audience fails to understand, care about, or identify
with the characters; while the play purports to explore
the depths of a dysfunctional family, all it really does is
describe one.

None of the characters -- despite his or her travails -
- is curious enough to inquire into the human condition,
with the sole exception of the father, who in the
opening scene cynically quotes T.S. Eliot opining that
"life is very long..." He promptly disappears to commit
suicide.

This failure to do more than profile the flawed
characters prompts one to inquire as to why the
playwright bothered to write this play at all. | suspect he
thought that he was being profound, that the simple
exposure of such dysfunction demonstrates wisdom
and grand insight into what has led the characters to
such sad and pitiable lives. For such an effort to
succeed, however, the audience must be made to care
about the characters and to either sympathize with
their seemingly hopeless lives or hope for their
redemption. These characters are cardboard cut-outs,
and one does not develop any sympathy for them at
all.

The characters display all the signs of
contemporary adolescent narcissism, forcing one to
wonder if the author suffers from the same thing?
Who cares to simply witness such behavior for so long
without ever wondering about the outcome on the

characters?

That August: Osage County was showered with
plaudits and awards speaks volumes about the current
state of theater. It also helps explain the strength of
the many revivals being visited upon us.

Cortes DeRussy writes from New York. He attended a
June 21 matinee performance at The Music Box
Theatre in Chicago.
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Musical Diary

Robert R. Reilly | Review
9/30/08

t the annual fundraising dinner of the Morley

Institute, the sponsor of InsideCatholic and the

late Crisis magazine, | have sometimes been
asked by polite guests if my work as a music critic is full-
time. | have smiled painfully and said, "No," usually
without revealing my day job as a warmonger at the
Defense Department.

Now that too has passed, and | actually am a full-
time writer. | have discovered this makes for great fun
at parties. When people ask me what | do and | answer,
"I am a writer," they naturally ask what it is | write
about. This gives me an almost unbounded opportunity
to talk about myself and the things in which | am
interested. As | have a book in the works, | can hold the
floor for a painful amount of time. No matter how
bored they are, my patient listeners tell me how
"fascinating" it sounds. But, alas, | write mostly on
subjects other than music. You must know that there
are probably no more than a half-dozen people in the
world who make their living writing about music, and
the number is declining.

Nevertheless, music dominates my life as it is my
love. | take every opportunity to listen to it and go to
concerts and operas as often as | can. Here is how it
works, in the form of a musical diary from my early
summer.

In June, the fun started in London where, over the
course of four evenings, | was able to attend two
concerts and an opera. Review tickets to the London
Symphony Orchestra and the Royal Opera House are
compensation for the meager wages of music writers.
Without them, musical evenings in London would soon
impoverish anyone whose principal holdings are in
dollars. The British pound has since faltered, but it was
still two dollars per pound when | was there, and an
opera seat can run up to £150. You and your guest thus

start the evening nearly $600 in the hole, and you have
not had dinner yet.

On my first evening in the city, | was able to
accompany the brilliant British critic Martin Anderson to
the world premiere of Matthew King's Odyssean
Variations. The venue was a converted church
(complete with a Crypt Café), St. Luke's on Old Street,
and the players were students and tutors from the
Hackney Centre for Young Musicians. | had never
heard of King, but his orchestral work describing the
adventures of Odysseus on his journey home to Ithaca
centered on a huge cello part, played by Natalie Clein.
It was intriguing in its highly descriptive, narrative way,
and the writing for cello was gorgeous.

Perhaps King had the superb artistry of Clein in
mind, whose playing effortlessly met the considerable
demands of her part. This accomplished piece was
obviously not written for children, but the children in
the orchestra, some of whom looked no older than
ten, played remarkably well. It is astonishing what
children can do when they are not condescended to.
After the concert, Anderson remarked, concerning the
Variations: "As advertised" meaning that they
achieved what they had set out to do. | agreed in the
sense that King effectively illustrated the story in the

way of high quality movie music.

At his haunt, the Cork and Bottle off Leicester
Square, Anderson disgorged the latest treasures from
his CD label, Toccata Classics. This man must have the
most catholic tastes in music of anyone | have met. His
label is based on the premise that, as his Web site
(www.toccataclassics.com) states, "The amount of
good music that doesn't get heard is staggering." If
Martin has his way, you will be able to listen to it. New
symphonies from the Baltics? Yes: Ester Magi's
wonderful work. A completion of Schubert's unfinished
Relique Piano Sonata, D 840, by Brian Newbould, in a
premiere recording? Of course. And, bless him, a
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release of the first volume of the complete songs of
Mieczystaw Weinberg, one of the under-recognized
geniuses of the 20th century. Toccata also offers a new
CD of the intriguing, quite delightful piano music of
another composer who, like Weinberg, fell under
Shostakovich's influence: Herman Galynin. Go to and
support this label.

The reason | became a music fanatic is Sibelius's Fifth
Symphony, heard almost by accident when | was
already close to 20 years old. | was sustained in my
fanaticism by conductor Colin Davis, who recorded the
seven symphonies with the Boston Symphony Orchestra
on Philips -- still, I think, the best traversal, and at
budget price.

| had never, though, had the privilege of hearing
Davis in concert. On the evening of Sunday, June 29, at
the Barbican, | was able to overcome that deprivation.
In an all-Sibelius program, Davis, a spry 81 years old,
proved every bit as good in person as on disc, with his
hometown London Symphony Orchestra. The LSO
began with a crystalline if somewhat cool Oceanides
that might have benefited from a greater sense of
mystery. However, every strand of this impressionistic
music stood out clearly in the bright acoustics of the
hall.

The sensation of the evening was the Violin Concerto,
played by Nikolaj Znaider. He is a very expressive player
-- perhaps too expressive, depending on one's
interpretive take on this concerto. Znaider played it in
the tradition of the great Romantic violin concertos, and
the overall impression was of fire on Nordic ice.
Regardless, his interpretation was consistent and his
bravura playing was gorgeous, with a breathtakingly
delicate diminuendo at the close. Davis and the LSO
gave stirring support.

The anti-Romantic antidote was administered in the
second half of the program with the Fourth Symphony,
a deeply ruminative, mysterious lament. With superb
string playing, Davis and the LSO caught the melancholic
heart of this brooding work. Each of the four

movements -- even the at-times rousing finale, allegro -
- ends enigmatically, softly, irresolution hanging in the
air. It was a magnificent Sibelian evening, encompassing
the great composer's range from the climactic to the
anti-climactic. | was thrilled.

My next outing was to the Royal Opera House for
Ariadne auf Naxos, by Richard Strauss. The singing was
uniformly superb -- as was most of the acting. This
opera thrives on the juxtaposition of the sublime and
the ridiculous, the sacred and the profane, the high and
the low, self-sacrificing Eros and banal erotica. The
humor comes from the forced contrasts, as a group of
vulgar entertainers are inflicted on the performance of
an opera seria depicting the subject of Strauss's title. It
is a classic play within a play.

| will not recount the plot here, but simply say that
the prologue, depicting the set-up of the opera seria
and the conflict between the serious composer and
the entertainers, was well-produced even in its time
transposition from the 18th century to an art deco era.
In the second part, the actual Ariadne opera, Strauss
ends up apotheosizing what he mocks in the
transcendent love scene of self-surrender at the end.
The sublime wins. There was a special moment when
Ariadne lowered the mirror at her dressing table
where once she looked only at herself to see Bacchus.
Conductor Mark Elder and the Orchestra ably
supported the proceedings and conveyed the sense of
sublime transfiguration.

My Sunday in London brought me to the Brompton
Oratory where it is transubstantiation that one
witnesses at the 11:00 A.M. Mass. Is there music for
that? In fact, there is. Here is a reliable refuge of
liturgical dignity and gravitas, the Novo Ordo Mass in
Latin each Sunday, accompanied by the music of the
likes of Victoria, Palestrina, Lassus, Bach, Mozart, and
Haydn, which is capable of conveying the sense of the
most sacred. The respect and veneration with which
the liturgy was conducted brought tears to my eyes. If |
were trying to convert someone, | would not say a
thing; | would bring him to this Mass and let him see
and listen. The homilist said, "Here men may find
beauty, the beauty they need, the beauty of truth."

insidecatholic.com

N
D


http://ionarts.blogspot.com/2005/10/pure-beauty-first-then-rage-and.html

Indeed, when men encounter this kind of beauty, they
grasp it. It is that simple.

This subject brings me back to the status of beauty,
about which | wrote in my column last month on "The
Supremacy of Classical Music," the chief worth of which
was to generate a response from Rev. George Rutler.
My article was purposely provocative, but | was
surprised by some of the livid responses from readers
based upon their absolute insistence that beauty is not
objective; it is relative. But relative to what, one
wonders? If my dyspeptic interlocutors are correct,
there is no "beauty of truth" of which to speak, and my
Brompton homilist should have been silent.

However, God is not only truth; He is beauty. Thus,
all beauty here is reflected beauty. The reflections are
not the thing reflected; they are relative to it. It is
precisely by knowing what it is relative to that enables
us to distinguish high art from low -- sort of like judging
the quality of mirrors. If the mirror is cloudy, so too will

be the reflection. The very peak of art is to make the
transcendent perceptible. For that, one needs a very
clear mirror. Classical music can do this; rock cannot. |
rest my case.

But not without giving the last word to the person
who has written most beautifully and profoundly on the
role of beauty in the church, Benedict XVI:

Next to the saints, the art which the church has
produced is the only real apologia for her history. The
church is to transform, improve, humanize the world,
but how can she do that if at the same time she turns
her back on beauty, which is so closely allied to love?
For together beauty and love form the true
consolation in this world, bringing it as near as possible
to the world of the resurrection.

Robert R. Reilly is the music critic for
InsideCatholic.com. Contact him at rrreilly@msn.com.
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'Big Tent' Catholicism

Joan Frawley Desmond | Review
10/2/08

Being Catholic Now: Prominent Americans Talk About Change in the Church and the Quest for Meaning

Kerry Kennedy, Crown Publishing, 288 pages, $24.95

hen a Kennedy scion publishes a book

about Catholicism in the final stretch of a

hotly contested presidential campaign,
skeptics might assume the well-publicized literary event
is just a political tactic. Read this motley collection of
personal testimonials, and the skepticism deepens.
Being Catholic Now includes men and women who
reject the existence of God, avoid Mass, and embrace
abortion and same-sex marriage. "Cafeteria Catholics"
are the rule here, not the exception.

Since the formation of the Reagan alliance,
Democratic leaders have struggled to reconnect with
Catholic voters. In the final months before the 2008
presidential election, this concern has emerged as a
central priority. Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi has
questioned the theological basis for Catholic teaching
on abortion. Democratic presidential candidate Sen.
Barack Obama chose Sen. Joseph Biden, a pro-choice
cradle Catholic, as his running mate.

The Kennedy family retains an iconic status for
Catholics in the Democratic Party. Pro-lifers argue that
John F. Kennedy Jr.'s pre-election vow to separate his
religious values from political decisions, and Edward
Kennedy's "personally opposed" position on abortion,
set the party on its present course.

Kerry Kennedy, the seventh child of Ethel Kennedy
and the late Sen. Robert Kennedy, embraces the central
themes of the family's political and cultural legacy.
Committed to social justice concerns, she is the founder
of the Robert F. Kennedy Center for Human Rights and
has led numerous delegations around the world. She
speaks movingly of the solace faith provided her family
during times of tragedy. Faith was "the one place that
could make sense of all this suffering," she recalls.

But the author also has inherited a conflicted
approach to Catholic moral teaching that defined past
generations of Kennedys. Steadfast in her support of
abortion rights, she shares her party's hope that
Catholics will put aside their commitment to the
unborn and return "to the fold" -- as she put it in a
recent New York Times interview.

Perhaps this book simply provides further evidence
of the tortured state of Catholicism in this country. But
with a Kennedy as the author, it feels like an awkward
attempt to neutralize inconvenient moral truths that
handicap Democratic presidential candidates.

Kennedy's book offers no objective standard for the
selection of contributors, or for the quality of their
submissions. Many pages are devoted to the often
unformed, idiosyncratic ruminations of popular actors
and other public figures. "lI've always been pro-choice.
To me it's like saying, 'should we surrender our
brains?' | feel very comfortable with it," announces
Pelosi, in one poorly edited selection that underscores
the book's limitations.

Dan Aykroyd presents some unusual views on
bestiality and the afterlife, while admitting that he still
sends the occasional donation to his parish priest. Bill
Maher, the
documentary Religulous skewers organized religion,

comedian whose newly released
and James Carroll, an author notorious for his vicious
attack on Pope Pius XlI's war-time record, also make an

appearance.

Throughout much of the book, Catholics of the
"progressive" mold recall happy childhood memories
of old-time Catholicism, and then catalogue adult

insidecatholic.com

N
(@)}


http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0307346846/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0307346846/insidecatcom-20
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9B00E7D7103EF937A2575AC0A96E9C8B63

grievances regarding the rigid, unfeeling nature of
Church
consumed with righteous anger, they forget that such

authorities and orthodox morality. Still
timeworn narratives have lost their power to shock --

and, perhaps, even to inspire.

"God minds when you're cruel, when you lie, when
you murder, and when you steal," explains actress and
political activist Susan Sarandon, whose faith-inspired
vision of social justice led to her starring role in the film
Dead Man Walking, a portrait of the celebrated
opponent of capital punishment Sr. Helen Prejean.

"But | don't think She really cares if you get married
or not or if you're gay," Sarandon continues. "A lot of
these concepts are just inventions to comfort people,
threaten people, and manipulate people."

Another contributor, columnist Peggy Noonan, has
an answer for Sarandon: Church doctrine has "always
been a struggle for all Catholics,” Noonan tartly
observes. "It's not for sissies."

A curious Mulligan's stew, Being Catholic Now also
provides a forum for well-known Catholics who actually
attend Mass and respect the Holy Father. Retired
Theodore Cardinal McCarrick of Washington, D.C., Fox
News's Bill O'Reilly, Domino's founder and Catholic
philanthropist extraordinaire Thomas Monahan, and
Catholic social thinker and academic Rev. J. Bryan Hehir
are all here.

Some ordinary believers make brief appearances,
too, though the reasons for their inclusion aren't always
clear. Most represent specific demographic groups,
such as adult converts and the new generation of young
Catholics and religious women. Surprisingly, only one
Hispanic Catholic -- a labor activist -- is included.

Depending on the subject, diversity of opinion can be a
winning approach for an anthology. Unfortunately, it
doesn't work here. No one is called to judge another's
soul, but Kennedy's "big tent" version of Catholicism
trivializes the faith and accomplishments of real
believers. The book resembles a "values clarification"

exercise from the 1970s, when progressive types sought
to shatter taboos by reducing all moral decisions to
guestions of personal taste: "Do you like chocolate or
vanilla?" "Do you favor euthanasia or oppose it?"

Still, there are a few memorable tidbits here.
Perhaps the most interesting -- and darkest -- passages
touch on the Church's sex-abuse scandal. Actor Gabriel
Byrne powerfully recalls his own victimization, the
struggle for forgiveness, and his ongoing alienation from
the Church.

"l don't believe we live in a world of order, |
believe we live in a world of chaos," writes Byrne.
Vowing not to raise his children to believe in God, he
remains "conflicted" about the Church and its inability
to address great evil within its ranks. Byrne's ordeal
provides cause enough for his departure. But a
Catholic reading his story will ponder the difficulty of
his chosen path: living the Golden Rule and passing it
onto his children, while rejecting the God who heals
the "hardness" of our hearts.

Then lllinois Supreme Court Judge Anne Burke --
the one-time interim chair of the USCCB's National
Review Board for the Protection of Children and Young
People that investigated the origins and the
consequences of the sex-abuse scandal -- takes her

turn.

Burke vents her frustration with episcopal
clericalism and denial, describing a series of dramatic
confrontations with Francis Cardinal George of Chicago
and Edward Cardinal Egan of New York. Subsequently,
Burke met with then-Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, now
Pope Benedict XVI, who, she writes, appeared more
receptive to the Review Board's concerns and

proposals for reform.

The mushrooming scandal brought the Church in
America to "rock bottom," Burke contends. Yet,
remarkably, her faith seems stronger than ever. "It has
been said that faith carries us further than our hearts
can see. Faith is an active virtue," she writes. "People
want to know the Lord. They want to know how you
have found him, where you have found him, and why
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you look for him. This is what is so exciting about being
a Catholic."

Joan Frawley Desmond has written for the Wall Street
Journal, First Things, and the National Catholic Register,
among other publications.
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