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ith Election 2008 in the history books, we 

asked a diverse group of faithful Catholics 

to respond to the following question: 

With the results of the 2008 election, it appears 

that old coalitions are breaking down while new 

ones are being created. This presents Catholic 

voters with a challenge and an opportunity: What 

should the new movement of faithful voters look 

like? Where will it differ from the strategies and 

politics of the past? And how can faithful Catholics 

best live their full faith in the political realm? 

We were not asking about approaches to specific 

legislation (e.g., no FOCA). Rather, we hoped for a 

broader, more bird's-eye-view of the direction, make-

up, and future of the Catholic vote. 

The responses follow. 

 

  

  

As Christians and Catholics, we are guided by the 

words of Jesus who teaches us "render to Caesar what 

is Caesar's and to God what is God's." But in doing so, 

we understand that Caesar does not stand apart from 

God but is also subject to God. Indeed, those who 

heard Jesus ask them, "Whose image is on the coin?" 

could not have not made the inference to the Book of 

Genesis and Creation: "God created man in his own 

image; in the divine image he created them." Jesus is 

saying that if God's image is in us, then "Give to God 

what is God's." 

The tendency to moral relativism in our culture is 

the greatest threat to authentic democracy today. As 

Pope John Paul II said at the UN in 1995: 

Detached from the truth about the human person, 

freedom deteriorates into license in the lives of 

individuals, and in political life it becomes the caprice 

of the most powerful and the arrogance of power. Far 

from being a limitation on freedom or a threat to it, 

reference to the truth about the human person -- a 

truth universally knowable through the moral law 

written on the hearts of all -- is, in fact, the guarantor 

of freedom's future. 

W 
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Today, confusion about the truth of the human 

person is at the heart of the crisis of human values -- a 

crisis that is being played out in politics as it is also 

being played out in the field of medicine. 

While we must not shrink from living our faith fully 

in the political realm, we must avoid the temptation of 

the liberation theologians in overestimating the 

possibilities of politics (after all, for 20 of the last 28 

years we have had "pro-life" presidents). They say that 

John Paul II, when he received bishops for the 

quinquennial ad limina visits, did not ask them what 

they were doing to change the politics in their 

countries, but rather what they were doing to change 

the culture. 

As we read in 1 Peter 3:15, we must be ready to 

"give reason for that hope that is in you." The 

articulation of this hope is prior to politics, for it is what 

makes faith a culture. We will not effect lasting political 

changes unless we can build a culture of life. This is the 

task and the challenge of the "new evangelization": to 

recover an anthropology that reflects the truth about 

man -- a truth that is not constructed but received and 

thus must reflect the reality of things. As a society we 

need to recover an anthropology that acknowledges 

that we are not self-creators but creatures, albeit 

creatures wonderfully made in the image and likeness 

of God. 

The Most Rev. Thomas Wenski is bishop of Orlando. 

 

  

Economic security and national security will always 

trump cultural issues at the ballot box, and that 

certainly happened in 2008. But this doesn't mean that 

moral issues don't matter -- it simply means that social 

conservatives must regroup. 

To be sure, there is some tension between neo-

conservatives and social conservatives. Unfortunately, 

there are some in both camps who seek to 

disenfranchise the other. Since the election, the former 

have been the most vocal about checking the influence 

of the latter. They must be turned back, and with vigor. 

The Catholic Church's teaching on public-policy 

matters is most specific with regard to moral issues; on 

economic and foreign-policy issues, there is more room 

for disagreement on what constitutes the appropriate 

means. What this suggests is that Catholics can never 

yield on the life issues. The recent statement on 

bioethics is one more reminder how central these 

matters are. 

The involvement of Mormons in the Proposition 8 

controversy, and the willingness of some Muslims to 

support traditional marriage, should be welcomed by 

traditional Catholics, evangelical Protestants, and 

Orthodox Jews. And let us not forget about the role 

played by Latinos and African Americans, especially the 

black clergy. There are a lot of opportunities here. 

What is needed is some kind of Social Congress 

wherein leaders from all these groups come together, 

pledging cooperation on specific issues. It could prove 

to be formidable, and it sure would send shivers down 

the spine of the secular left. 

Bill Donohue is the president of the Catholic League for 

Religious and Civil Rights. 

 

  

Right after the election I wrote an op-ed titled "What 

Next?" for the National Catholic Register, which 

argued that 

the "one-party" pro-life political strategy of the 

past 30 years that has identified the pro-life cause 

with the Republican Party and its pro-capital, pro-

war political ideology must be abandoned. What's 

needed is a new pro-life politics for the future that 

would explicitly open up a "second front" in the 

abortion battle within the Democratic Party. 

I based my argument on the success of Proposition 8 in 

California, which was made possible, ironically, by 

strong support from Latinos and African Americans -- 
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both traditionally Democratic, pro-Obama groups. 

Socially conservative constituencies in the Democratic 

Party, I said, have for years been ignored by party 

leaders, and represent an opportunity for Catholic pro-

life organizers. 

Conversely, Evangelical presidential candidate Mike 

Huckabee's unique blend of social conservatism and 

"social democratic" economic policies got a cold 

reception from the Republican establishment in that 

party's primaries. Yet he clearly had a strong following 

among religious Republicans. 

These examples show that there are constituencies 

in each party that would align with the Church on most 

issues. We don't have to endure the same dreary 

political sideshow every four years, with partisan 

Catholics in the Republican and Democratic parties 

haranguing each other over which is the best path: pro-

life and family vs. pro-social justice and peace.  

But to get the consistently Catholic candidates we 

want, we'll have to organize and commit to an explicitly 

Christian political program that would be promoted by 

political action groups and think tanks -- the more the 

better. These would work within both the Democratic 

and Republican parties to advocate for the common 

good in the true sense, based upon the four pillars of 

Christian social morality: life, family, social justice, and 

peace.  

These four pillars are not something I made up. Rev. 

James Tunstead Burtchaell has written in Philemon's 

Problem that they can be traced back to the early 

Christians, who fundamentally changed community life 

by protecting the unborn and infants (life), elevating 

women in marriage (family), recognizing the dignity of 

slaves (social justice), and reconciling with enemies 

(peace). 

The Church enforced this social morality -- however 

imperfectly -- throughout the centuries. Then, in 1891, 

in response to the crisis of industrial societies, Pope Leo 

XII issued the first social encyclical, Rerum Novarum. 

Since then, the popes have continued to develop the 

Church's social teaching, what has been called its "best-

kept secret." 

 

With the world in a global economic crisis, and the 

pope set to publish his new social encyclical, reportedly 

titled Caritas in Veritate (Charity in Truth), early next 

year, now is the opportune time to make this "secret" 

the basis for a new Catholic politics.  

In voting for Obama, Americans were voting for 

change. They're likely to be disappointed, if only 

because Obama's vision has little substance. The 

Church's social doctrine is the only political philosophy 

left in the world with the substance and the credibility 

to be the basis for real change -- an alternative to the 

failures of socialism and hedonistic capitalism. 

If the early reports on his encyclical are correct, 

Pope Benedict appears to agree with Obama that real 

change is needed to restore the social fabric of the 

world. In his message for the upcoming World Day of 

Peace on January 1, 2009, the pope quoted from John 

Paul II's social encyclical, Centesimus Annus, calling for 

"a change of lifestyles, of models of production and 

consumption, and of the established structures of 

power which today govern societies." 

Until we Catholics develop the courage to organize 

for this sort of radical change based on the Church's 

authentic teaching on social concerns, we will continue 

to be a weak presence in the public square. 

Angelo Matera is the editor of GodSpy. 

 

  

I am ecumenical by bloodline. My grandparents were 

Methodist, Quaker, Presbyterian, and Catholic, 

respectively. My mother was a convert to Catholicism, 

and my wife and I were not married in the Catholic 

Church. Our children married non-Catholics. My 

Catholic-convert wife and her born-and-raised-Catholic 

http://www.amazon.com/Philemons-Problem-James-Tunstead-Burtchaell/dp/0802845495/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1229655479&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Philemons-Problem-James-Tunstead-Burtchaell/dp/0802845495/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1229655479&sr=8-1
http://www.godspy.com/
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husband enjoy dinner table religious sparring as an 

accepted course in a four-course meal. 

I co-chaired Catholics for McCain and 

unapologetically supported the senator's support for 

life and traditional marriage. My Catholic convert co-

chair, Sen. Sam Brownback, was no less enthusiastic. 

We knew that Catholics would be critical of John's 

candidacy. We knew that we would lose if we didn't 

"win" the Catholic vote. We didn't win the Catholic 

vote, and we lost. 

So what do orthodox Catholics do about it? 

Acknowledge first that we are a secular nation that goes 

to church. That seems contradictory, but it's true. We 

go to Mass, do our Catholic thing, and leave everybody 

else alone. It avoids religious wars and other 

unpleasantries. 

But that doesn't mean we should be mute. If we 

think that life must be protected, we should shout it 

from the rooftops. If marriage is between a man and a 

woman, we should bellow it out. If we don't think that 

courts should order the taxing of religious schools or 

prohibit physicians in Catholic hospitals from 

performing abortions, we must make some noise about 

it. 

The squeaky wheel gets the grease. If Catholics 

don't bellow between Masses, we lose. And much of 

what we believe in will be jeopardized. It is a secular 

country, after all. If the political class doesn't hear us, 

our reward will be defeat. 

Frank Keating is the former governor of Oklahoma. 

 

  

Catholics who are intelligent about politics and serious 

about religion already try to bring faith to bear on 

politics. Those who are Democrats labor at the 

thankless task of turning their party around on social 

issues. Republicans work to keep the GOP pro-life. A 

handful with third-party dreams may even be 

contemplating that arguably self-defeating option. 

More Catholics in all three groups should accept the 

risks and pains of running for office or seeking party 

leadership. 

Trouble is, there aren't nearly enough politically 

intelligent, religiously serious Catholics to go around. As 

it stands, many Catholics, probably most, have 

consciences demonstrably malformed about politics 

and much else besides. 

The solution, of course, is conscience formation. 

Catholic voting last November highlighted the 

need. But it's also reflected in the letters I've learned 

to expect when I write about politics. They say things 

like this: I'm a good Catholic, and I voted for Obama, so 

it must be right. If the bishops were really pro-life, 

they'd talk less about abortion and more about global 

warming and AIDS. Where does the Church get off 

telling people how to vote when it won't ordain 

women/let gays marry each other? 

The people who spout this stuff need conscience 

formation -- lots of it. 

Ideally, the bishops would get together to provide 

it, using their national conference as a vehicle. But the 

hierarchy collectively is too divided on key aspects of 

conscience and politics to do more than crank out 

unsatisfactory consensus documents like this year's 

"Faithful Citizenship." Next election season we'll 

probably get again what we got in 2008 -- a flurry of 

individual bishops' statements presenting a scattered, 

conflicted response. 

If most bishops can't be counted on to help much, 

what then? The only approach with a ghost of a chance 

is for a well-heeled organization like the Knights of 

Columbus to fund a serious program on conscience 

formation involving professional research, planning, 

publications, and training. It should be situated on the 

campus of one of our few solid Catholic universities -- 

and I don't mean Boston College, either. 

Failing that, there's little to do except ponder the 

second epistle to Timothy (4:3-4): "The time is coming 

when people will not endure sound teaching, but 
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having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves 

teachers to suit their own likings, and will turn away 

from listening to the truth." That's American 

Catholicism today. 

Russell Shaw's 19th book is Nothing to Hide: Secrecy, 

Communication, and Communion in the Catholic Church 

(Ignatius Press, 2008). 

 

  

Culture runs deeper than politics.  

American Catholics should understand -- although 

most of them don't, or at best understand only dimly -- 

that for the past few decades their religion has been 

under serious cultural assault. And it is not just 

Catholicism. Non-"liberal" Christianity in general, 

whether Catholic or Protestant, is being undermined. 

Leading the assault are anti-Christian secularists who, 

for the most part, are either atheists or virtually 

atheistic agnostics; but aiding and abetting them are 

"liberal" or "progressive" Protestants and Catholics. 

Fundamentally at stake in this cultural civil war is 

this: Will American culture remain what it has been for 

most of its history -- a predominantly Christian thing -- 

or will it become predominantly atheistic? Of course, 

anti-Christians rarely or never say bluntly: "Let's de-

Christianize America." Instead, they say things like, 

"Let's recognize rights to abortion, same-sex marriage, 

doctor-assisted suicide," and so on -- the expansion of 

these "rights" being directly proportional to the 

contraction of Christianity. 

This war has spilled over into politics, where anti-

Christians have won a strong position in the Democratic 

Party, and traditional Christians have won almost (but 

not quite) as strong a position in the Republican Party. 

Am I saying that Catholics and other old-fashioned 

Christians are duty-bound become Republicans? No, but 

I do say that they must "punish" politicians of either 

party who aid the anti-Christian cause and "reward" 

politicians who do the opposite. 

At the same time, Catholics must beware of two 

dangers. They have to be careful not to be taken in by 

fraudulent politicians who pretend to be friends of 

Christian culture merely to get votes. They also have to 

be careful, while being political, not to rely too much on 

politics. The idea that we can save Christianity in 

America through politics alone, or through politics 

mainly, is a dangerous illusion. If Christianity is 

eventually saved, this will happen chiefly because 

Christians have lived and thought as Christians. 

But somebody might ask: "Why can't we and the 

secularists just live and let live? Why do we have to 

fight?" Because the secularist movement is not passive 

and tolerant. It is exceedingly aggressive in promoting 

a culture that will deprive Christianity of the oxygen it 

needs. If we don't want our children, grandchildren, 

and great-grandchildren to grow up in a world deeply 

hostile to Christian beliefs and values, we have no 

choice but to fight back -- and part of the fight has to 

be conducted on the field of politics. 

David R. Carlin is the author of Can a Catholic Be a 

Democrat? (Sophia Institute Press, 2006). 

 

  

When I consider the question of Catholics and 

politics, my mind turns not to political parties or even 

particular issues, but to other elements missing from 

contemporary political discourse and activism -- 

elements that Catholics should feel particularly 

responsible for bringing to the table.  

Those elements are skepticism, truthfulness, and 

subsidiarity. 

The first two go together. Contemporary American 

political discourse is marked by many characteristics, 

but adherence to reality and truth is not one of them. 

We are bombarded by sound bytes, by assertions 

about reality, about cause and effect. We are subject 

to continual manipulation and a sly, devious landscape 

of dual realities, in which plans and proposals are set 

forth for one avowed reason when they actually serve 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586172182/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586172182/insidecatcom-20
http://www.sophiainstitute.com/productdetails.cfm?PC=316
http://www.sophiainstitute.com/productdetails.cfm?PC=316
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other purposes, most often related to those proposing 

it and their allies retaining power and making a profit. 

We are, in a word, stuck, because no one -- not the 

press, not political opponents, not activists -- is willing 

to question received wisdom or stated assumptions 

about what is possible or beneficial for our society. 

It seems to me that Catholics, with our tradition of 

awareness of the limits of the City of Man, are 

particularly suited -- and have a special responsibility -- 

to question, push, and prod, rather than operating in a 

mode that accepts the received wisdom of either major 

party on every issue out there, whether that be 

education, health care, or the economy. 

Further -- whether we are voters, activists, or even 

bishops -- as we critique government programs and 

engage in the decisions about how they can best serve 

the needs of the poor, we cannot and should not seek 

to divorce ourselves from the concerns of politics and 

government. At the same time, it is perhaps worth 

considering whether Church leaders might look to their 

own houses regarding questions of economic justice 

and the extent to which Church institutions are really 

and truly dedicated to serving the poor in a sacrificial 

way before demanding more, and yet still more, from 

government institutions. 

Amy Welborn is a writer and speaker. Visit her blog at 

amywelborn.wordpress.com. 

 

  

The Italian communist Antonio Gramsci found a good 

rule for political engagement in Romain Rolland’s 

formula: “Pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the 

will.” This comes pretty close, I think, to the Christian 

practice of hope, which is more audacious and far more 

difficult than any presidential campaign can afford to 

admit. Put not your trust in platforms or in electoral 

coalitions. In our two-party system, these are, at best, 

temporarily useful to those whose main political 

concern is what it should be: justice. 

Freedom and security are also important, but when 

they become more important than justice, rot sets in to 

a democracy. If justice, rather than security, had been 

our first concern, we would not have confused 

preventive with preemptive war. We would not have 

tortured detainees at Abu Ghraib and Guantánamo Bay. 

If justice, rather than freedom, were our first concern, 

we wouldn’t tolerate the gross inequalities of our 

carious economy, as it madly searches for another 

bubble to keep it afloat. Health care would go to those 

who most need it -- that is, to the sick, whether rich or 

poor, employed or unemployed. If justice were our 

first concern, we wouldn’t be disposing of a million 

unborn human beings every year. 

For the sake of both our credibility and our 

intellectual integrity, prolife Catholics must get out 

from under the thumb of a political movement that 

combines a quasi-Christian cultural posture with an 

essentially libertarian contempt for the state. This 

unstable synthesis, concocted in the editorial offices of 

the National Review fifty years ago, has left many 

American Catholics unwilling to accept -- or unable to 

understand -- the Church’s social teachings. Those 

teachings may not furnish us with a ready-made policy 

program, but they do provide some necessary points 

of reference. Above all, they help us avoid certain 

noxious tendencies of thought, including the tendency 

to distrust all political authority and yield instead to 

the power of capital. 

Put not your trust in Wall Street or Ayn Rand. As 

Alan Greenspan could tell you, these are brittle idols. 

Matthew Boudway is an associate editor of 

Commonweal. 

 

  

Having cut its political teeth in immigrant slums, with 

an "alien" religion that the Protestant majority 

distrusted, the American Catholic community learned 

to view that American mainstream with suspicion, 

even hostility: Catholic bishops joined Jewish groups in 

the 1950s to oppose prayer in public schools -- since 

http://amywelborn.wordpress.com/
http://www.commonwealmagazine.org/
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the prayers were Protestant. While our leaders were 

right to support the Civil Rights movement, the Catholic 

liberalism that emerged from it offered blanket support 

to any group that called itself "oppressed": radicalized 

housewives, homosexuals, women seeking abortions, 

leftist revolutionaries, illegal migrants. This promiscuous 

sympathy for the underdog, even when he was wrong, 

wasn't the fruit of Christian charity, but of modern 

sentimental liberalism -- which feeds like a cancer on 

the Church. 

When the State is, by definition, secular, the more 

powerful and expensive government gets, the more 

secular everyone's life becomes. Your taxes go up -- and 

you can't afford Catholic school. Government aid, if it 

comes, brings the kind of controls now forcing British 

Catholic adoption agencies either to cater to gay 

couples or close. The only sphere for religious activity in 

America is the private one -- and it shrinks with every 

tax hike and new regulation. 

The temptation for the American hierarchy, which 

leans on new immigrants for parishioners and 

vocations, will be to repeat the old "Irish strategy," 

mobilizing the poor through the party of the underdog -

- the Democrats. Like most poor immigrants through 

history, these new Americans tend to vote for their 

pocketbooks and their perceived ethnic interest. The 

Republicans can never outbid them, or win them over 

using the social issues. Heck, the life issue barely 

registers with Catholic Anglos who aren't living near the 

poverty line. (Think: Rudy Giuliani.) 

Since Catholics who vote primarily on life and other 

"values" issues are a minority of a minority, we will 

need to go on relying on the activism of the Protestant 

Christian Right. Up to now, we've been suspicious of 

their apparent unconcern for the poor, their small-

government bias. We were wrong. We should join them 

in fighting for the smallest, most localized government 

possible, and build our institutions to survive without 

state aid, and in the face of state persecution -- which 

may be coming. FOCA could force our hospitals to 

perform abortions or close -- in which case we should 

not only close them, but dynamite them, 

simultaneously. Preferably on Guy Fawkes Day. 

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. 

 

  

What should the new movement of faithful voters look 

like? 

I dislike that whole notion, because the very term 

"movement" suggests something that crescendos and 

then ebbs away; we've done "movements" for the last 

40 years, and the world finally could use a little 

permanence. But if there is to be a "movement" of 

faithful voters, then I would hope it would look like the 

crowds of millions who attended the funeral mass of 

Pope John Paul II -- serious, prayerful, engaged, 

humble, diverse, alert, open, positive, inviting, and 

driven by joyous certainty instead of emotion. 

I would hope that our sometimes thin skins in the 

face of insult would change from red-faced anger to a 

sort of gentle, even humorous rebuke, demonstrating 

that if the world is hating us for His sake, then we're on 

the right track, and privileged to be so slandered. 

Catholics who get caught up in complaining about 

how the press or Hollywood treats us are wasting 

precious airtime and energy, and they sound like every 

other whining, hurt-feelings group on the planet -- 

crabbed and weak. The gospel message is not 

contained in any of that. Catholics need to remember 

that the challenges of our age, whether they be 

bioethical, political, or social, require "systemic 

solutions" -- via legislation and so forth -- but that the 

greatest "system" offering the most profound 

"solutions" is the human heart, upon which faulty 

vessel are mankind's best and worst adventures 

launched. Appeals to the human heart, via the gospel 

message of Christ and supported by a calm Catholic 

presence slow to identify "enemies," will go much 

further toward changing resolute-secularist minds and 

hearts than one more "Abortion Is Murder" sign. 

http://www.takimag.com/site/article/surrender_not_unto_caesar_resisting_catholic_liberalism/
http://www.takimag.com/site/article/surrender_not_unto_caesar_resisting_catholic_liberalism/
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/theological_cannon_fodder/
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/ron_paul_and_pius_ix/
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4825&Itemid=48
http://oldarchive.godspy.com/reviews/November-5-Guy-Fawkes-Day-Go-Out-with-a-Bang-by-John-Zmirak.cfm.html
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/JZmirak/
http://www.amazon.com/Grand-Inquisitor-Crossroad-Book/dp/0824524357/ref=sr_1_5?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1219633304&sr=1-5
http://www.thomasmorecollege.edu/
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So how should Catholics live their faith in the public 

square? Trust but verify. Or, in other words, assume the 

best of our opponents, but call for something from 

them that is a little more substantial than rhetoric. 

As we watch world economies plummet, as the 

elites tumble and we see how empty all of our 

prosperity has been, people may be open to a different 

message, and we must be prepared for that. We must 

be ready to challenge them to be their best selves -- 

what they can be when they're not knee-jerking against 

Catholic stances, simply because they are Catholic (and 

therefore the most establishment of establishments, 

against which the perpetual adolescents will always 

rebel). 

Public Catholics may find that they are most 

effectively received when they stop acting parental -- 

even though, in many ways, the society seems to force 

that -- and acknowledge just how difficult it can be 

sometimes to live a life that is answerable to others, 

and to God. They must be ready to say that living such 

an accountable life is valuable and freeing and great. 

And that it is all of those things because it is difficult.  

Elizabeth Scalia is a columnist and blogger at 

InsideCatholic.com and a regular contributor to Pajamas 

Media. She is also a freelance editor and the successful 

blogger known as The Anchoress. 

 

  

Benedict is well-named as pope. By taking his name, he 

deliberately wished to hearken back to the period of the 

Dark Ages in which faithful Christians had to gather in 

redoubts within a pagan sea surging around them. To 

preserve our faith, we may have to do the same. This is 

not a cowardly retreat; it is a means of defense, and a 

secure place from which to go back on the offensive. 

The first public duty is to speak the truth. This is 

going to become even harder as the truth threatens the 

rationalizations of the many who have chosen abortion, 

pornography and other moral disorders as the center of 

their lives. This is why public rhetoric has become so 

morally impoverished, and why anyone who speaks 

against the embrace of homosexuality is banned from 

office. We should forget about public office if that is the 

price. It is more important for us to insist that the 

debate be reopened on the fundamental moral issues 

of life and generation. We should take as our motto the 

lines from Ezekiel: "When you hear me say anything, 

you shall warn them for me. If I tell the wicked, 'O 

wicked one, you shall surely die,' and you do not speak 

out to dissuade the wicked from his way, the wicked 

shall die for his guilt, but I will hold you responsible for 

his death.' (Ezekiel 33, 7-8) Therefore, we must speak 

courageously -- not to win public office, but to save our 

souls. In saving our souls, we may help save our 

country. 

Robert R. Reilly was a special assistant to President 

Reagan and served as his liaison to the Catholic 

Church. He is a frequent contributor to 

InsideCatholic.com and Crisis magazine. 

 

 

The best, holiest, most practical, most biblical, and 

most orthodox thing Catholics could do in the coming 

years is remember the instruction of St. Paul: 

Do not be conformed to this world but be 

transformed by the renewal of your mind, that you 

may prove what is the will of God, what is good 

and acceptable and perfect (Rom 12:2). 

And: 

As therefore you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so 

live in him, rooted and built up in him and 

established in the faith, just as you were taught, 

abounding in thanksgiving. See to it that no one 

makes a prey of you by philosophy and empty 

deceit, according to human tradition, according to 

the elemental spirits of the universe, and not 

according to Christ (Col 2:6-8). 

The central problem of American Catholics on both the 

Left and the Right is that we don't take seriously 

http://www.insidecatholic.com/
http://www.pajamasmedia.com/
http://www.pajamasmedia.com/
http://www.theanchoressonline.com/
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Christ's kingship and are more or less constantly seeking 

to accommodate the teaching of the Church to the 

needs of political machines that regard us as digestible 

ingredients in a demographic bloc. The result is plain to 

see: On the Left, Catholics wink in servility at the 

abortionist zeal of Obama and company and whisper 

soothing things about how they will ride the tiger to a 

new era of social justice and peace. 

Result: Now that Obama has used them, there is a 

very good chance, judging from his cabinet picks, that 

he will discard them and enact extremely radical 

abortion legislation. 

On the Right, Catholics winked in servility at war 

crimes and embryonic stem cell research and whispered 

soothing things about how they would ride the tiger to 

a new era of democracy and prosperity, and (this time 

for sure!) the GOP will stop phoning it in each Roe v. 

Wade Day and raise American abortion jurisprudence to 

Carthaginian levels of respect for life. 

Result: looming depression, a disastrous and 

unnecessary war in Iraq, a disgraceful record of 

excusing war crimes, electoral catastrophe, and -- last 

but not least -- a GOP that is, following the nomination 

(and defeat) of a candidate who was not especially 

eager to touch Christians with a barge pole, somehow 

managing to convince itself that the smart thing to do is 

spit on believers. 

Moral: Those to whom much is given, much will be 

required. We Catholics, who have been given the gospel 

of Jesus Christ in its fullness, can no longer afford to 

trim it and thereby trade our birthright for a pot of 

message. We should hold fast to the fullness of the 

gospel and put it before our tribal allegiances to either 

Left or Right. Jesus said that, to those who do not have, 

even what they have will be taken from them. Our 

political exploiters have cheerfully shown us the 

practical political truth of this. Now is the time to 

remember our Lord's much more hopeful promise: Seek 

first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all else will 

be added as well. 

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor for 

www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for 

InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at 

www.markshea.blogspot.com. 

 

 

The Republican Party is never better than when it is 

out of power. It rediscovers its roots in a limited 

government philosophy. It fights against spending and 

taxes. It warns of the regulatory state. It is even 

skeptical of war and nation-building. Think back to 

those good old days of the 1990s when the 

Republicans railed against the socialist policies of 

Clinton. Then consider the dramatic change that 

occurred once Bush took power. Suddenly, the love of 

limited government went away. The administration 

racked up the worst spending record since FDR, all 

with the approval of the Republican Party. It was 

hypocrisy at its worst. 

So I for one am relieved to see the good old days 

return. The Republicans are already rediscovering their 

roots in old-time liberal philosophy. Even before 

Obama has taken office, they are blasting away at the 

idea of a bailout of the car industry, skeptical of 

interference with free markets, and calling for a 

restoration of American liberty. Give it a few years, 

and we will see them denouncing nation-building 

again. If Obama attempts any new wars, it is not at all 

clear he will be able to count on the Republicans to 

support him. 

On the one hand, this is an egregious propensity, 

an opportunistic shifting of the rhetorical cover 

necessary to keep the political base. On the other 

hand, someone has to provide a counterbalance to the 

tendency of government toward domestic and 

international empire. If we look back at the Clinton 

years, we can see that the Republicans were actually 

rather effective: The public payroll shrank, the deficit 

nearly disappeared, and overall spending slowed to a 

crawl. If we were to develop a political strategy based 

on this record, we might say that the best of all 

http://levin.senate.gov/newsroom/release.cfm?id=305735
http://levin.senate.gov/newsroom/release.cfm?id=305735
http://www.whatswrongwiththeworld.net/2008/10/the_amazing_disappearing_embry.html
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9B0DEFDF1F38F930A15752C0A961948260&n=Top/Reference/Times%20Topics/Subjects/A/Abortion
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9C0CE7DE1030F930A15752C0A966958260&sec=&spon=
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9406E2DA1E30F930A15752C0A9659C8B63&sec=&spon=&pagewanted=all
http://secularconservative.blogtownhall.com/
http://www.catholicexchange.com/
http://www.markshea.blogspot.com/


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

11 

 

possible worlds is to have Democrats in power with 

Republicans relentlessly biting their heels. 

Blessed gridlock! The more these people tie 

themselves in knots, the more the American people are 

free to proceed with living happy, prosperous lives and 

building a livable civilization. 

 

Jeffrey Tucker is the editor of Mises.org. Contact him at 

tucker@mises.org. 

 

 

I write from the perspective of having spent 25 years 

living in the United Kingdom. During that time, I saw the 

country move from being a nominally Christian country 

to becoming one of the most aggressively secular 

countries in Europe. It is often said that what happens 

in the United States takes five years to get to Britain. 

The truth is that the transatlantic cultural highway is a 

two-way street. The aggressive atheism of the British is 

already alive in the United States, and we can expect to 

see more of it. 

The future composition of the Catholic vote in the 

United States must be seen in the context of increasing 

secularism, and this trend affects the shifting attitudes 

within Catholicism and within the body of Christian 

believers. 

There is an underlying theological and philosophical 

conflict among Christians that will play out in every 

sphere of our corporate life, including politics. There is a 

winnowing going on, where the chaff and the wheat are 

being sorted out. What will emerge among Catholics 

(and other Christians) is a clear division between those 

who believe the Christian faith is the result of divinely 

revealed truths that must be obeyed, and those who 

believe that the Christian faith is a human construct 

that must (if it is to survive) adapt to the age in which it 

finds itself. 

If the British experience is cross-fertilizing our 

culture, then as our society moves rapidly toward a 

secular, atheistic mindset, Christians of the first sort will 

be seen to be irrelevant at best and subversive and 

countercultural at worst. Meanwhile, the second sort of 

Christians will increasingly cease to follow the Christian 

faith in any recognizable way. As this division increases, 

the likelihood of some sort of persecution of Christians 

of the first sort becomes more real. This may come 

through restrictions on tax-exempt status, state 

interference in the policies of religious schools and 

institutions, restrictions on broadcasting and publishing, 

and organized resistance to any attempt of Christian 

bodies to influence public policy. 

This suppression of religious freedom will be 

accomplished by the "need" to eradicate 

"homophobia," the desire to encourage 

multiculturalism, and support strict separation of 

Church and State. It is very possible that legislation 

that pretends to promote "choice" will actually be 

devised as an attempt to suppress "hate crimes," the 

definition of which will remain ambiguous. 

  

If this prognosis is correct, then Catholics who believe 

the Faith is divinely revealed and therefore unable to 

be compromised need to be prepared for the 

gathering storm. How can we build a powerful voice 

for the joyful truth of God for our country and our 

world?  

There are three steps: First of all, alliances need to 

be strengthened with Christians (and members of 

other faiths) who share our theological and 

philosophical foundations.  

Second, our Catholic schools, from elementary to 

postgraduate, must be renewed with a new surge of 

authentic, dynamic orthodoxy. Through our schools, 

we must raise up a new generation of well-educated, 

faithful, loving, joyful, and committed Catholics. This 

renewal will require faith, prayer, and new investment 

of time, money, and expertise. 

Finally, American Catholics need to take seriously 

our most underestimated secret weapon: Hispanic 

immigrants. So far, our attempts to encourage and 

http://www.mises.org/
mailto:tucker@mises.org
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enable our Catholic brothers and sisters from Central 

America have been limited. The Hispanic population is 

young, Catholic, and aspirational. It is in our long-term 

interests to encourage a positive and open immigration 

policy that enables them to become fully active 

members of our democratic system. 

In addition to this, we must vastly increase our 

efforts to make sure they remain Catholic. We must put 

social and educational programs in place to help them 

fit in, find work, and become citizens. We must enable 

their children to come to Catholic schools. We must 

catechize and empower those who come across our 

borders to be vibrant members of the American 

Catholic community. We must integrate them into the 

American Catholic Church and grant them access to all 

the privileges of being both Catholic and American. 

If we take these three steps, I believe Catholic 

America will have a positive and powerful future. 

Rev. Dwight Longenecker writes from Greenville, South 

Carolina where he is Chaplain to St Joseph's Catholic 

School. Read his website and daily blog at 

www.dwightlongenecker.com. 

 

  

I see two likely possibilities and one unlikely one. 

The first likely possibility is that the New 

Evangelicals, led by people like Gov. Mike Huckabee, 

will proceed to take power in the Republican Party. 

Seeing that they are losing the Hispanic and African 

American votes -- parts of our U.S. population that are 

growing more quickly than other racial groups -- a 

reassessment of their policies on poverty and the 

environment, and possibly immigration, will make 

sense. The question, of course, is whether voters who 

are still Republicans -- in other words, the most loyal 

Republicans -- would let such candidates get through 

the primary system. (This theory, of course, requires 

that the GOP doesn't follow the lead of Sean Hannity, 

Michael Reagan, and others who claim that the 

Republican Party lost because its leaders abandoned its 

conservative principles.) 

The second likely possibility is based on the growth 

of the Democratic Party's voter rolls. I presume, though 

I have no data, that there are more former Republicans 

in the Democratic Party now than ever before. As such, 

many Obama voters and new Democrats would 

probably still describe themselves as religious and pro-

life. Anti-abortion Democrats like Kathleen Dahlkemper 

(PA) have already made substantial gains in Congress. 

One could expect this trend to continue as 

Republicans-turned-Democrats vote for pro-life 

candidates in the Democratic primaries. The more pro-

life Democrats are elected, the more pro-life voters 

will feel at home there, which could become a self-

sustaining system for an entire generation. 

The third possibility is far less likely. If a legitimate 

superstar and millionaire such as Rev. Rick Warren 

were to start a new political party, this could be a 

magnet for disaffected Republicans and pro-life 

Democrats alike. The history of third-party politics in 

America is disappointing, but that doesn't make it 

impossible for one to succeed. With the right 

personality behind it, a competitive third party may 

become a home for religious voters in America -- it just 

hasn't happened yet. 

Whatever the future holds, our primary vocation 

will continue to be not politicking, but getting closer to 

God. What really counts is that God has already voted 

for us. We just need to vote for Him, too. 

Eric Pavlat is a board member of Democrats for Life of 

Maryland, Inc., and a columnist and blogger for 

InsideCatholic.com. 

 

  

What has the 2008 election changed for Catholics? 

One thing it has not changed: the primacy of the 

life issues -- the rights of the unborn, the aged, the 

http://www.dwightlongenecker.com/
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terminally ill. As Pope John Paul II said in Christifideles 

Laici: 

The common outcry, which is justly made on behalf 

of human rights -- for example, the right to health, 

to home, to work, to family, to culture -- is false and 

illusory if the right to life, the most basic and 

fundamental right and the condition for all other 

personal rights, is not defended with maximum 

determination. 

A society that withholds this basic right from its weakest 

and most vulnerable members renders meaningless the 

other rights mentioned in our noble Declaration of 

Independence -- to liberty and the pursuit of happiness. 

During the recent election campaign, Catholics who 

supported Senator Obama's positions on other social-

justice issues complained that an avowedly pro-life 

administration had done little to abolish abortion. That 

is unfair. President Bush did what he could. He 

prevented the use of tax money to fund abortion, here 

and abroad. He signed the prohibition of partial-birth 

abortion, vetoed by President Clinton. He appointed 

two strongly pro-life Supreme Court justices. Those 

achievements are not negligible. Going beyond them 

requires stronger popular support than presently exists. 

Developing that support means changing not laws, but 

hearts and minds. 

"For too long we've been asking politicians to do 

our work for us," a bishop who has been outspoken in 

the defense of life said to me recently. Of course the 

law should protect the weak and vulnerable: children in 

the womb; Grandma in a nursing home, whose care is 

costly and whose mind has gone ahead of her. But laws 

that lack broad popular support undermine respect for 

law in general. We went down that road with 

Prohibition in the 1920s, and it was a disaster. 

Changing hearts and minds in a pluralistic society 

requires arguments that appeal not to Church teaching 

but to the common good. The right to life is a civil-rights 

issue, not a religious one. A century and a half ago, the 

primary civil-rights issue was slavery. It was defended 

with tactics and arguments chillingly similar to those 

used by pro-choice people today. Abolitionists (few of 

them Catholics, for reasons that are historically 

understandable, though unfortunate) were considered 

kooks and screwballs by the upright pillars of pre-Civil 

War society. 

Catholics who fear opprobrium today need to heed 

the Lord's call: to be salt and light. The man on the cross 

never promised his followers a majority. 

John Jay Hughes is a priest of the St. Louis archdiocese 

and the author, most recently, of No Ordinary Fool: A 

Testimony to Grace (Tate Publishing).  

 

  

One thing Catholics in political life can do for America 

-- whether they're politicians or media growlers -- is 

renew our public rhetoric of sacrifice. 

Right now, the only kind of sacrifice to which 

politicians believe they can call us is military service. 

(We are sometimes able to talk about one other kind 

of suffering, the suffering of those who, unlike the 

voting classes, "deserve it"; but this punitive rhetoric 

usually becomes dehumanizing, leading to public 

acquiescence in and even enthusiasm for prisoner 

abuses at home and abroad.) A broader public rhetoric 

of sacrifice would apply to a whole host of issues, from 

abortion to proposed bailouts of flailing industries. 

You might object that rhetoric of sacrifice and 

suffering can be deployed in defense of terrible 

policies, or callous attitudes toward those who suffer. 

And you'd be right. I don't identify this as the major 

flaw of our political (and, more importantly, cultural) 

rhetoric because I think it will always lead people to 

the right policies. I'm pushing this issue because 

without it, our politics can only focus on safety, 

comfort, and happiness -- not freedom, virtue, 

responsibility, or mercy. And as science fiction author 

Walter Miller showed in his terrific Catholic novel A 

Canticle for Leibowitz, the statue of Comfort often 

stands outside the euthanasia house. Great crimes and 

http://www.amazon.com/No-Ordinary-Fool-Testimony-Grace/dp/1606041827/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1229469851&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/No-Ordinary-Fool-Testimony-Grace/dp/1606041827/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1229469851&sr=1-1
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little crimes are committed every day in the name of 

relief of suffering. 

Political rhetoric has been different in the past. 

From Abraham Lincoln's Second Inaugural speech to 

John F. Kennedy's "ask not" line, American politicians 

have been able to call us to something higher than self-

interest. 

There's a crucifix in every Catholic church. There 

should be a crucifix in every Catholic heart. And 

Catholics in the public square should not shy away from 

the rhetoric of sacrifice -- especially since our Church 

can guide us in discerning which sacrifices are 

necessary, which suffering can be relieved and which 

must be accepted. This is a task for which we're 

uniquely qualified; it's what we can do for our country. 

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

 

  

Catholics who are serious about having an impact in 

politics must realize that the bishops are not going to do 

the job for them. Too many Catholics assume that 

nothing can be accomplished without the bishops being 

in the lead -- this is neither practical or desirable. 

Political engagement is the province of the laity and 

should be embraced on the basis of a sound 

understanding of the Church's social teaching. 

It was the flawed "Faithful Citizenship" document, 

coupled with some unwise public remarks by Nancy 

Pelosi and Joe Biden, that brought the bishops into play 

during the 2008 election. These circumstances are very 

unlikely to be repeated anytime soon. Catholics will be 

making a mistake if they assume that the 80-plus 

Catholic bishops who spoke out to defend Church 

teaching this year will continue to do so in future 

elections. 

The niche efforts of pro-life Catholics in the 2008 

election was overwhelmed by the "Faithful Citizenship" 

program that spread rapidly through chanceries and 

parishes during the six months prior to the November 

election. Not all the seminars and discussion groups 

seized on the loopholes in the document, but the 

evidence shows that many did. 

In preparation for the 2012 election an alternative 

program -- one that corrects the loopholes -- should be 

established at the grassroots level. It must help 

Catholics understand the issue priorities of Church 

teaching, especially the basic distinction between which 

issues are prudential in nature and which are not, and 

just what that distinction means for their political 

judgments. 

The only Catholic effort that will make a difference 

in the long run is one that arises from the grassroots, 

infuses the parishes and chanceries, and makes its 

mark without expecting the bishops to get the job 

done. 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com. 

 

  

Catholics are often told they must accommodate their 

beliefs to our political parties. In a pluralistic 

democracy such as ours, the argument goes, Catholics 

cannot exert too much pull and therefore must water 

down the fullness of Catholic social teaching. But 

surely accommodation is part of the problem in 

Catholic America, not the solution. 

For four decades, Catholics have knuckled under to 

political leaders; with little say so from the faithful, the 

Democratic Party moved left on cultural issues, while 

the Republican Party moved right on economics. This 

remains the case today. Few Catholic conservatives 

challenge the GOP to do more to help the poor and 

vulnerable here at home; few Catholic liberals or 

progressives challenge the Democratic Party to extend 

legal protections to unborn infants. 

So then how has accommodationism benefited 

Catholics or Americans? It certainly hasn’t made 

American life more Catholic, if our me-first public 

philosophy is any guide. And it has left Catholics more 

http://www.eve-tushnet.blogspot.com/
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divided, a fact which Pope Benedict XVI lamented in his 

visit this past spring. 

Catholics would be better served with a reformist 

approach: The faithful ought to reform both political 

parties to make them better vessels of Catholic social 

thought. If this were to happen, at a minimum the 

Democratic Party would be more culturally 

conservative, while the Republican Party would be more 

economically populist or liberal. 

Making this happen among Democrats won’t be 

easy, but it can be done. In my book Why the 

Democrats Are Blue, I call for democratizing the party’s 

presidential nominating system, a reform that would 

likely reduce the influence of upper-class cultural 

liberals and empower middle- and working-class 

cultural moderates and conservatives. (For example, the 

party should eliminate the gender quotas for delegates 

and caucus elections and let independents vote in all 

party primaries). In Grand New Party, Catholic co-

author Ross Duouthat argues that the Republican Party 

should re-orient its concerns toward working-class 

Americans, especially those under the grip of family 

breakdown and economic instability. 

Likewise, Archbishop Charles Chaput calls not for 

accommodating Catholics to the Republican Party, but 

rather for Catholics to reform both parties. "The sooner 

Catholics feel at home in any political party, the sooner 

that party begins to take them for granted and then to 

ignore their concerns," he writes in Render Unto Caesar. 

"Party loyalty is a dead end. It’s a lethal form of 

laziness." This is not a new revelation on his part. For 

the past several years, he has hosted the annual Bob 

Casey Lecture, which I was honored to deliver in 

September. If the Archbishop was a Republican, he 

surely would have named it, say, the Henry Hyde 

Lecture, in honor of the late pro-life GOP leader, rather 

than a deceased Democratic politician. 

The lecture is well named. A reformer, Casey was a 

Catholic who happened to a member of a particular 

political party. Unfortunately as pluralists, most of us 

seem to prefer being Republicans or Democrats who 

happen to be Catholics. 

Mark Stricherz is the author of Why the Democrats Are 

Blue: Secular Liberalism and the Decline of the 

People's Party (Encounter Books). He is also a 

contributor to InsideCatholic.com and America 

Magazine, and maintains a personal blog at 

www.newcatholicpolitics.com. 

http://www.amazon.com/Why-Democrats-are-Blue-Liberalism/dp/159403205X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1229660108&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Why-Democrats-are-Blue-Liberalism/dp/159403205X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1229660108&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Grand-New-Party-Republicans-American/dp/0385519435/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1229660146&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Render-Unto-Caesar-Catholic-Political/dp/0385522282/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1229660187&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/159403205X/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/159403205X/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/159403205X/insidecatcom-20
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla
http://www.newcatholicpolitics.com/
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Change Is Coming to the Nation's Abortion Laws 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

12/15/08

o to Change.gov, the Web site of President-

elect Barack Obama, and you'll find a 

document titled "Advancing Reproductive 

Rights and Health in a New Administration." Signed by 

dozens of pro-abortion groups, including Catholics for 

Choice, this 55-page document provides an overview of 

the marching orders for the Obama administration in 

removing all present restrictions on abortions while 

dramatically increasing abortion funding. 

Anyone who has bought into the myth that Obama 

is "moderating" his positions should notice that the first 

section is titled "Steps for the First Hundred Days." The 

groups that have spent millions supporting pro-abortion 

members of Congress, including Obama and Vice-

President elect Joe Biden, aren't in the mood to wait. 

Many of the recommendations are about who gets 

government support. The pro-abortion groups not only 

want more money -- nearly $3 billion -- but they also 

want the government to stop funding groups who do 

not share their ideology.  

For example, notice the following four 

recommendations out of the many contained in the 

document: 

¶ Provide $1 Billion for International Family 

Planning Programs 

¶ Restore Funding to the United Nations 

Population Fund (UNFPA) 

¶ Increase Funding for Title X Family Planning 

Program to $700 million 

¶ De-fund Abstinence-Only Programs 

Taken together, the proposed policies would 

accomplish three things: 1) treat abortion as a health 

care right, 2) provide funding for abortions by insurance 

carriers or the government, and 3) put judges and 

political appointees in place who will protect abortion 

and government funding from future challenges.  

Included in the document is a complete list of 

vacancies in the Federal Circuit Courts and a two-page 

list of federal appointees who should be vetted closely 

on their support for the abortion right. The bulk of 

these positions are found in the Department of Health 

and Human Services, the Justice Department, the State 

Department, and the U.S. Agency for International 

Development.  

The billions being demanded for abortion funding 

will eventually flow unimpeded through these 

channels.  

Assuming the new administration will do as 

bidden, Obama's first term will see the end of the 

Mexico City Policy, the Hyde Amendment, the Kemp-

Kasten amendment, the Weldon Amendment, 

restrictions on emergency contraception (Plan B), the 

termination of all abstinence-only programs, and 

reverse the recent HHS regulation protecting pro-life 

physicians and institutions. Any present obstacle to the 

abortion right not covered by removing these 

restrictions, such as state laws requiring parental 

notification, would be covered by the passage of the 

Freedom of Choice Act. 

The document rarely uses the word "abortion," 

relying primarily on phrases like the "health care needs 

of women" and "reproductive health services." 

Previous policies and legislation restricting abortion 

and its funding are referred as the product of 

"ideology" or a "political agenda." Nowhere is there 

any of the pre-election rhetoric about "dialogue" or 

"lowering" the number of abortions.  

The attitude expressed in "Advancing Reproductive 

Rights and Health in a New Administration" is anything 

but moderate -- it is imperial, determined, and 

G 

http://otrans.3cdn.net/3b21d35e246c18a427_d7m6bw2o1.pdf
http://www.catholicsforchoice.org/
http://www.catholicsforchoice.org/
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5053&Itemid=48
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mexico_City_Policy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hyde_Amendment
http://www.pop.org/main.cfm?id=207&r1=0&r2=0&r3=0&r4=0&level=0&eid=457
http://www.pop.org/main.cfm?id=207&r1=0&r2=0&r3=0&r4=0&level=0&eid=457
http://www.fas.org/irp/congress/1996_cr/h960522g.htm
http://erlc.com/article/new-hhs-rule-would-protect-pro-life-docs
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5053&Itemid=48
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uncompromising. The fact that it is posted on the 

official Web site of the Obama-Biden transition is an 

unambiguous endorsement of its policy 

recommendations.  

I would be surprised if the USCCB were not 

preparing some sort of statement urging the president-

elect to reconsider acting upon the recommendations 

from the pro-abortion lobby.  

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in 

the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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Patrick Peyton 
Rev. George W. Rutler| Column 

12/15/08

t was astonishing to see thousands thronging the 

Jai Alai arena in West Palm Beach a few years before 

the death of Rev. Patrick Peyton (1909-1992) when I 

helped him with a Rosary Crusade, but I should have 

known that by his standard it was an unexceptional 

number, even smallish. No priest, unless he happened 

to be a modern pope, has ever addressed such crowds: 

2 million in San Paolo, another 2 million in Manila, 1.5 

million in Rio de Janeiro, and half a million in San 

Francisco, not to mention the hundreds of other 

congresses not much smaller. While he rode the crest of 

a mini-religious revival after World War II, he slogged on 

through the chaos after Vatican II when some benighted 

priests were telling the faithful to toss out their 

rosaries. 

He began as one of nine children in a cottage in the 

Mayo village of Carracastle; January 9, 2009, will be the 

centenary of his birth. Their pious father consecrated 

him and his brother Tim to the Sacred Heart before they 

emigrated to Scranton, Pennsylvania, in 1928. Travel for 

the poor was a thing rare in itself and rarely repeated, 

so bon voyage meant farewell, and Patrick remembered 

the last sight of his mother waving a handkerchief as his 

train pulled out of the station. He worked as a sexton in 

the Scranton cathedral, while his brother worked in a 

coal mine. Both entered seminary, and a year before 

ordination in the Congregation of the Holy Cross, Patrick 

fell to what was diagnosed as incurable tuberculosis and 

was miraculously cured, in his estimation, by the 

intercession of Our Lady of the Rosary. The ordination 

took place at Notre Dame University just as Germany 

was about to invade the Soviet Union. A year later, his 

superiors gave him permission to launch a project in 

Albany, New York, for promoting rosary devotion and 

family life. 

With audacity born of guilelessness, he cajoled 

celebrities to help. In 1945, as soon as the Mutual 

Broadcasting Company promised him a half hour of 

radio time on May 13, he telephoned Bing Crosby, who 

returned the call after shooting a scene for The Bells of 

St. Mary's. After Crosby volunteered, he signed up the 

parents of the five Sullivan brothers who had drowned 

together when their ship was torpedoed. Add all that to 

the fact that Truman declared May 13 a day of 

thanksgiving for the German surrender, and Father 

Peyton was off and running. 

With the advent of television, he easily made the 

transition with Family Theatre Productions, giving the 

impression of Kermit the Frog on The Muppet Show, 

arranging guest stars in productions that, refracted 

later through a more cynical lens, were not always 

absent of unction or kitsch. It became obligatory in 

those halcyon Eisenhower years of civic religiosity for 

Catholics and their friends to do their duty in cameo 

roles: Grace Kelly, Loretta Young, Frank Sinatra, Irene 

Dunne, James Cagney, Margaret O'Brien, Helen Hayes, 

Maureen O'Hara. And they reached beyond parochial 

borders: Lucille Ball, Henry Fonda, Jimmy Stewart, Jack 

Benny, Shirley Temple, and Ronald Reagan. George 

Lucas got his first film credit as an assistant 

cameraman for a feature with William Shatner, and 

James Dean made his first credited film appearance. 

All in all, there were 800 radio programs and 83 

television specials through 1969. 

Father Peyton was Hollywood's ultimate un-

Hollywood personality, but the sophistication of 

holiness can outwit the worldly -- an alembic to 

disordered culture. When we preached on the same 

platform, I quickly learned that his art was in his 

artlessness. I dozed a little during his rambling hour-

long discourse, punctuated with those signature 

phrases, "The family that prays together stays 

together," and "A world at prayer is a world at peace." 

He began with a sentimental word portrait of his 

father saying the rosary by the fireside in Mayo, and 60 

minutes later we were back in the same Mayo cottage. 
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Had he been a prodigy of rhetoric, what he did would 

be only his, but there was another inspiration at work, 

and soon his impressive frame seemed hidden behind 

his rosary. In an age of celebrity preachers with their 

own cults, he really meant "cupio dossolvi." The 

requirement of his broadcasting contract that there be 

no doctrinal apologetic might have resulted in anodyne 

moralism, were it not for his transparency to higher 

things. 

In the 19th century, Archbishop Ullathorne, who 

resembled Father Peyton in his rough elegance, said of 

the rosary: "Many a proud spirit has been brought down 

by it -- many a faddy spirit has been made patient by it   

. . . . 'The weak things of this world hath God chosen to 

confound the strong.'" 

 

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

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

Unserious Reflections on Trivial Connections, is 

available from Crossroads Publishing. 

http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824524403/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824524403/insidecatcom-20
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Envy: I See You in Hell 

John Zmirak | Column 

12/16/08

his week I'm wrapping up my sympathetic look 

at the Seven Deadly Sins, from the viewpoint of 

fallen man who's not really eager to climb back 

up. If zealous Christians can aptly be termed by 

theologians "Weebles" -- "These souls wobble but they 

don't fall down!" -- the much more numerous people 

for whom I speak might easily pass for Marsh-Wiggles. 

Lovers of C. S. Lewis's Narnia books will remember 

these glumly fatalistic frog-men from The Silver Chair, 

and the figure of Puddleglum. This deeply dysthymic 

swamp-dweller does yeoman's work in the story, 

helping rescue the captive Prince Rilian and restore 

good government to the coup-ridden realm of Narnia. 

Puddleglum manages all this without betraying his 

native pessimism or even breaking a smile.  

I don't know if Lewis was trying to offer a hero for 

spiritually sluggish modern Americans, or simply a figure 

to inspire children of the melancholic temperament. But 

at most of the parishes I've attended throughout my 

life, the pews have been groaning with Marsh-Wiggles, 

who rise for the Gospel reluctantly, sometimes sighing, 

and wince as they drop their weekly $1 into the basket. 

The only prayer that they answer with any enthusiasm 

is, "The Mass is ended, go in peace," to which they 

practically bellow, "Thanks be to GOD!" and head for 

the doors. Of course, my sample is far from scientific. 

I'm sure that there are parishes full of tambourine-

rattling, glad-handing singers of ditties like "On Eagle's 

Wings." I wouldn't know. I've always avoided the 

Charismatics, secure in my own identity as a deeply 

Phlegmatic Catholic -- the kind that seeks a mystical 

union between his buttocks and the pew.  

As Puddleglum might point out, we end this series 

on a low point -- with the one sin St. Thomas considered 

entirely devoid of anything good, namely Envy. While 

other vices amount to exaggerations or distortions of 

wholesome appetites -- for sexual fulfillment, glory, or 

justice -- Envy seems at first to crave evil for its own 

sake. We're not just talking jealousy here; in the sinful 

sense, jealousy means that we see what other people 

have, and wish we had the same, or a little bit better. I 

might see Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie together on 

television, and somehow convince myself that I 

deserved a wife that voluptuous, with lips that were 

even puffier. I might think of the goofiest things Pitt 

has said over the years, and imagine how much more 

entertaining I would prove by the poolside -- if only I 

could somehow get to the side of their pool, past all 

that security . . . My feelings would add up to jealousy 

and covetousness, marking me as a creepy, potential 

stalker. But it need not entail any Envy.  

For that to enter the picture, I'd have to follow the 

details of their marriage, and take delight in the 

troubles they encountered -- to gloat over gossip 

columns describing their public quarrels, to chuckle 

when Brad lost a coveted role or Angelina put on some 

weight. Likewise if I consoled myself for the glamour 

and luxury they enjoy by chronicling in my mind what I 

saw as their spiritual deficits, in the manner of certain 

pious scolds I've known. Yeah, enjoy those 

Mediterranean beach vacations, Brad. Come Judgment 

Day, you're probably headed for someplace a whole lot 

hotter.  

Now, you needn't be a solitary bachelor crank to 

enjoy such consolations. Envy is less like chemotherapy 

than aspirin -- an all-purpose pain reliever. I've known 

of married, orthodox Catholics with large families who 

compensate for the fact that they drive a battered, 

crap-brown minivan filled up with squabbling toddlers 

by speculating about the contraceptive habits -- and 

spiritual state -- of richer folks with fewer kids. That 

Volvo should read "I Ǆ the Culture of Death." 

I've known working-class Catholics to visit a parish 

in a posh neighborhood, then spend the Mass pricing 

T 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3FdXX0FNLps&feature=related
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the jewelry the women are wearing. Surely, Lord, this 

could have been sold and given to the poor. 

I don't know any personally -- I steer clear of people 

like this -- but the Internet is full of "social justice" 

activists who resent the hard-won, quite recent 

prosperity of the First World in general and our country 

in particular. They lobby for massive foreign aid and 

open borders, to rectify an "injustice" they can neither 

define nor delimit. They just know that it's massive, that 

the claims of the global poor must always be answered, 

and the "selfishness" of the wealthy sternly rebuked. 

The financially or racially "privileged" have essentially 

no rights, and the only Christian thing for them to do 

would be turn over their ill-gotten gains and go live in 

some favela. That would serve them right . . . 

How about Traditionalist Catholics who have been 

relegated by their bishops to tiny parishes in the 

boondocks, to mental hospital chapels or funeral crypts 

-- who mutter with grim satisfaction at the news that 

the diocese got slammed with another abuse suit and 

will have to close a "modernist" parish in the suburbs? I 

personally have taken pungent delight in reading how 

apostate religious orders are now devoid of vocations, 

and chuckled at the thought of elderly heretics frying up 

cat food.  

  

There really is nobody out there whose life doesn't look 

a bit brighter when his neighbors are viewed through 

jaundice-colored glasses. Millionaires are free to envy 

billionaires, and billionaires . . . I really can't say. Maybe 

billionaires envy vampires, since the latter never have 

to die -- unless, of course, some envious mortal sneaks 

up behind them with a stake . . . 

Even people who focus exclusively on the spiritual 

life can benefit from Envy. We've all read in stories of 

the saints how their principal persecutors were 

frequently their superiors, or the fellow monks or nuns 

who lived in their convents. We read about John of the 

Cross, or Bernadette of Lourdes . . . and we always side 

with the saint. But let's turn things around for once. Just 

imagine what it would be like to spend your life in a 

scratchy habit, having taken on the "evangelical 

counsels" of Poverty, Chastity, and Obedience -- 

renouncing the three consolations that pretty much 

make fleshly life worth living in the first place. You've 

done all that: check, check, check. You're spending your 

life behind bars, and you've done this on purpose.  

Now who toddles in but some bizarre, prophetic 

figure whom God visits personally, or to whom He sends 

His mom. The whole world is begging this person for her 

prayers, or waiting for his next book. He may even be 

trying to reform your religious order, this busybody 

buddinsky. (In John of the Cross's case, he was 

depriving Carmelites of their shoes.) What's left for 

you to do but to wonder if his inspirations are really 

authentic? The Devil comes garbed as an angel of light, 

you know. Best to test his sincerity from time to time, 

see how humble she really is. Sure, you'll be inflicting 

some suffering in the process -- but isn't that spiritually 

edifying, for a saint? You're helping him get to Heaven. 

Heh heh heh.  

In convent or cubicle, comparing your own 

achievements and enjoyments with other people's is 

perfectly natural -- in the same sense that death is 

natural, and for the same historical reasons. And it 

serves a purpose. Envy keeps the economy moving, 

keeps us piling on the debt that cannot be seen to fund 

the purchases we flaunt. Envy is patriotic, since it helps 

us expand our government. It helps move wealth from 

selfish private hands into the coffers of the 

commonwealth, where honest citizens can stake their 

equal claims to a share of the stash. Envy comforts the 

lonely, consoles the slacker, fills the prodigal and the 

shiftless with good things, while the rich it sends 

empty away. 

It's a damned shame that Envy's a deadly sin -- the 

deadliest of the seven, according to St. Thomas, who 

described it as the passion that goaded Lucifer, who 

envied the Glory of God. What in Hell would we do 

without it?  
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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. 

 

 

http://www.takimag.com/blogs/JZmirak/
http://www.amazon.com/Grand-Inquisitor-Crossroad-Book/dp/0824524357/ref=sr_1_5?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1219633304&sr=1-5
http://www.thomasmorecollege.edu/
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What a Useful Word 'Taboo' Is! 

Mark P. Shea | Column 

12/17/08 

he Catholic faith has always taught that sexual 

relations between two consenting married 

heterosexual adult human beings not already 

related by blood are not just good but sacramental. 

We got rid of the Catholic faith and assumed that 

would continue as the norm. Then racism got into it, 

and nutty racists developed a nutty theory about 

"miscegenation" that was completely alien to the 

Christian revelation. In the Tradition, you find concern 

about only one thing: religious intermarriage. And even 

that, while discouraged, is not forbidden. Indeed, Paul 

tells the Corinthians that a believing wife can sanctify 

her spouse and vice versa. He doesn't tell the believer 

to dump the unbeliever. And he has no theory at all that 

believers of different ethnicities (a commonplace in the 

ancient Mediterranean world) must not swap 

chromosomes lest they sully some pure breed. It took 

the 19th century to come up with the claptrap of 

"scientific racism." 

Out of that came some screwy laws against 

interracial marriage that owe everything to racism and 

nothing to Christian revelation. (Though, of course, 

enterprising Southern Baptists and others were able to 

comb through the Old Testament to find verses that 

appeared to justify American chattel slavery. That's the 

great thing about the Bible apart from the Magisterium: 

You can use to support any crazy idea you like!) 

Those laws were rightly struck down, but not on the 

basis of revelation. Instead, they were struck down on 

the notion that consent between individuals is the sole 

criterion of what is good, which is a wildly dangerous 

idea. What this idea presumed was that societal norms 

would always be more or less Christian, except in this 

one little matter. We assumed that mood would do as 

well as creed in preserving basic human truths. And so 

we arrived at the point roughly 40 years ago where the 

prevailing mood was that sexual relations should be 

between two consenting married heterosexual adult 

human beings not related already by blood -- and we 

assumed that custom would simply continue. 

Then the mood changed. The first thing to be 

attacked was the notion that marriage was needed to 

have sex. That's a mere "taboo," we were told. Sex 

between two heterosexual adult human beings who 

are not related already by blood was always good and 

beautiful -- because their consent and their consent 

alone makes it so.  

Now we are being assured that another taboo 

needs to fall. It turns out sex is always just as good and 

beautiful when it is between two consenting 

homosexual adult human beings who are not related 

already by blood.  

Curiously, having dismissed marriage as a mere 

taboo in the last generation, the sexual liberationists of 

today want to institute gay "marriage." The reason for 

this is not because marriage is no longer a primitive 

taboo. It's because marriage is a useful tool for gaining 

gay unions the protection of the state and, if all goes 

well, the power to persecute those who regard 

homosexual acts as sinful. In other words, it's about 

power, not love. Once you gain the cultural victory, 

you make sure that you consolidate the victory. 

Tolerance is not enough. All. Must. Approve. 

Christianity is rather a sticky wicket on that 

score,with its dogged insistence that consent alone 

does not exhaust our understanding of what 

constitutes the Good. So the argument in our culture 

increasingly turns on treating the old Christian view of 

marriage in its entirety as "irrational religious taboo" 

that is exercising control over the laws of our great 

secular nation and breaching the great constitutional 

wall of separation (you know, the one the Constitution 

never mentions). So it follows, and the enemies of the 

Christian conception of marriage (which also considers 

the Common Good) demolish their target and replace 

T 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2%20Corinthians%206:14
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Corinthians%207:13,14,16;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Corinthians%207:13,14,16;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%209:25-27
http://media.www.vanderbiltorbis.com/media/storage/paper983/news/2002/02/27/UndefinedSection/Sex-Before.Marriage.Sex.Taboo.Outdated-2471323.shtml
http://www.google.com/search?sourceid=navclient&ie=UTF-8&rls=GGLG,GGLG:2006-16,GGLG:en&q=taboo+%22homosexuality%22
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it with the notion that consent is the sole criterion for 

determining the Good. 

 

If we grant that premise, then the next "taboo" to fall 

after gay "marriage" will probably concern the qualifier 

"two." So long as everybody is consenting, then why not 

celebrate polygamy as well? That's Big Love, whereas 

narrow, crabbed Christianity is all about small love. 

After this, comes the whole "not related by blood" 

thing. That's just a "taboo," too. If a brother and sister 

truly love each other, what business does cold-hearted 

society have interfering in a matter of consent between 

two or more individuals who feel strongly? In the words 

of one enlightened Briton: "Good on them! This story 

highlights the absurd and arbitrary moralising taboos 

that our society likes to construct around sexual 

relations." 

But wait! We're not done! Since consent is the sole 

criterion for the Good and there is no reference made 

at all to the Common Good, it follows that other 

"taboos" must go, too. Who says that sex between 

consenting adult human beings is all that's good and 

beautiful? What about sex between consenting human 

beings whose souls are tragically separated by the 

accident of mere age differences? NAMBLA makes all 

the same arguments about consent that these other 

people are making. And a culture that already grants 

the premise that consent between two people who love 

each other is all that matters is in no position at all to 

make an argument that NAMBLA is wrong. All it can do 

is say, "Eww!" as it once said to anal sex among gays 

before such homophobic feelings became a badge of 

shame.  

At the end of the day, "Eww!" is not an argument. 

It's an aesthetic judgment. And aesthetic judgments are 

no basis for a nation's laws, as our media advocates of 

gay "marriage" remind us every day. So, if we are going 

to accept the premise that consent alone is all that 

matters, we will someday have to make room for star-

crossed lovers like Mary Kay LaTourneau and Vili 

Fualaau, who are just two of the victims of lingering 

religious taboos that continue to impede our progress 

to complete sexual liberation. All that matters is that 

they loved one another, because consent alone is the 

sole criterion of the Good! 

And yet, even if this barrier of religious taboo is 

overcome, we still will not have achieved complete 

liberation. Since consent is all that matters, it must be 

asked -- and indeed is being asked, in that light, Euro-

comic way that says "No Big Deal" -- why our narrow 

Christianity-ridden culture is still so hagridden with 

anthopocentrism that it is not able to open itself to the 

splendor of more earth-affirming pagan cultures, 

which once celebrated sexual union not merely with 

members of our own species, but with others as well! 

If we are going to throw out all that repressive Levitical 

stuff about homosexual intercourse, why on earth are 

we allowing it a say in what a man and his dog enjoy 

during their tender moments together?  

 

This all sounds laughable -- now. Just as laughable as 

gay "marriage" sounded when Some Like It Hot was 

funny, because the idea was preposterous. (Now, of 

course, this scene could be construed by some highly 

paid professor of Film Studies and Queer Theory at a 

major university as veiled hate speech because it 

suggests, after all, that marrying somebody of your 

own sex is crazy and absurd.) 

The normal response by advocates of gay 

"marriage" to an essay like this is, "That will never 

happen." The same arguments were made by abortion 

supporters about euthanasia back in the 1970s. But in 

reality, the only argument our present culture has 

against any of these developments is, "Eww!" because 

we have no conception of what constitutes the Good 

beyond "consent." Make it the sole criterion for the 

Good, and every one of these arguments is perfectly 

sound. 

But the best part of getting rid of the Judeo-

Christian tradition to make room for a secular culture 

free from all that old mystical religious junk? Surprise! 

It turns out that the notion of "consent" as the sole 

http://www.hbo.com/biglove/
http://women.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/women/families/article4332635.ece
http://women.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/women/families/article4374518.ece
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/NAMBLA
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/13064459/
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/13064459/
http://www.comingsoon.cz/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eLW5jzHsW7c&eurl=http://www.markshea.blogspot.com/
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criterion of the Good rests squarely on the purely 

mystical Judeo-Christian idea that human beings have 

intrinsic dignity, so that their free choice is sacred. 

Eventually, of course, that mystical idea will, like all 

the others, collide with the culture of death, and some 

bright philosopher somewhere could ask, "What's so 

sacrosanct about consent? We need to rid ourselves of 

this taboo about 'losing our freedom' if we are to create 

a society where we can survive!"  

Think that'll never happen? The termites are 

already at work on the foundation. Here, for instance, is 

useful idiot Steven Pinker, hard at work reminding us 

that the notion of human dignity is stupid since it is as 

much a mystical conception as marriage or the Real 

Presence in the Eucharist.  

Court Prophets for the Culture of Death don't see 

anything particularly dignified about trailer trash who 

spend their wasted lives watching Jerry Springer. "So," 

these prophets shall surely ask, "why care if human 

debris is free? This religious dogma that all people are 

'created' equal needs to go. We have no Creator. In the 

words of the famous evolutionist, George Gaylord 

Simpson, 'Man is the result of a purposeless and natural 

process that did not have him in mind.' And if Man 

wants to survive, then he has to be fit to do it! 

Therefore, the state, in a time of economic crisis that is 

burdening our infrastructure, has every right to keep 

the reckless and diseased elements of the population 

from swarming and spawning. I think, like the great 

visionary Margaret Sanger, that human coupling should 

be subject to government regulation by the issuance of 

breeding licenses for the fit and the denial of same for 

the unfit."  

When push comes to shove and the stakes are 

national survival vs. freedom, history points to the truth 

that human beings will sell their liberty to the first 

tyrant that offers them bread. And there are always 

Great Thinkers around to collect a fat paycheck from 

some corporate/state complex when press releases 

need to be written explaining why bulldozing a mound 

of corpses into a grave is just fine. 

Thus does the post-Christian culture of death 

consume itself. 

 

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor for 

www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for 

InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at 

www.markshea.blogspot.com. 

http://www.tnr.com/story_print.html?id=d8731cf4-e87b-4d88-b7e7-f5059cd0bfbd
http://www.ewtn.com/library/PROLIFE/PPRACISM.TXT
http://liberalforum.org/liberalforum/index.php?s=488e03ce7e893f2d03b31b7d115ddbf8&showtopic=25685&st=0&p=518405&#entry518405
http://www.wsws.org/articles/2000/apr2000/heid-a03.shtml
http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/002/791vwuaz.asp
http://www.catholicexchange.com/
http://www.markshea.blogspot.com/
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Christmas in Britain 

Joanna Bogle | Column 

12/17/08

ecently my eye was caught by a news item 

announcing that teenagers are to be handed 

"morning after" abortive pills over the Christmas 

season as they attend clubs and parties. Meanwhile, a 

firing of muskets in a Christmas tree ceremony in a 

country town has been banned because people might 

be frightened by the noise. 

Near where we live, a vast new cathedral dedicated 

to shopping is arising, its huge tower visible from the 

room where I sit and type. The nearby bus stop used to 

be called the "Duke of Cambridge." The old "Duke" pub, 

which was nothing special, was nevertheless a cheery 

place where local residents would meet and where my 

father and I sometimes dropped in for a meal and a 

pint. It was local, and local things happened there. Now 

it's a Krispy Kreme Donut place, and despite vast neon 

signs to that effect -- as well as the detritus on the 

nearby pavements as people deposit half-eaten cakes 

and large quantities of packaging -- it doesn't feel as if it 

has any connection with the locality at all. 

Somehow, this seems like an icon of modern Britain 

-- ugly, lacking roots, bland, tasteless, an artificial 

culture. 

At Christmas, we like to feel we are in touch with 

things that are lasting, traditional, and inspiring. But it is 

getting harder to find this sentiment echoed publicly, 

even though it seems to be widely shared. On a radio 

station dedicated to classical music, advertising clips 

have lately featured various media figures describing 

what Christmas means to them. They speak in warm, 

media-friendly, chatty, homespun, family-values sort of 

tones. But the messages all say things like, "For me, it's 

all about food -- everyone getting together over this 

absolutely fabulous meal." Harmless enough, but it's 

Christmas without God, without deeper meaning. And 

it's about as good as it gets, because most other 

Christmas sound-effects are much, much worse. 

Christmas brings out the worst in political 

correctness. While no Muslims have yet actually made 

any serious complaints about the annual celebration of 

Christ's birth, officialdom delights in ensuring that no 

Christian images or symbols should appear at this time. 

So a major charity bans Christmas nativity scenes from 

its public displays, and local authorities try to avoid 

using the "C word" in announcements of seasonal 

activities. 

  

What to do? We probably need to be more 

courageous. Certainly, from the Catholic point of view, 

that is in our heritage. People trekked long distances to 

attend Mass secretly in the years when it was banned. 

Priests risked martyrdom -- a viciously cruel 

martyrdom involving torture -- to bring the Sacraments 

to the faithful. The Faith in England was retained and 

passed on at an incalculable price. 

And there are other examples of sacrifice, too. This 

November, the last surviving Tommies from the Great 

War came to the Cenotaph in London to lay poppy 

wreaths on the 90th anniversary of the Armistice. A 

great silent crowd gathered, people spilling out of 

offices along Whitehall or, like me, just happening to 

be in the area and drawn by the activity. We were 

welcomed by a formal clergy voice over a microphone, 

and a band played, and we said the Lord's Prayer (at 

least, some of us did -- it's noticeable that in a crowd 

now, most younger people don't seem to know the 

words, or, at least, are too embarrassed to say them). 

Then the Last Post, and a silence so acute that you 

could hear only the rustle of leaves in the wind, and 

young people in uniform wheeling forward these old, 

old men who sat erect and bore the blood-red poppy 

wreaths on their laps. One tried to rise to pay his 

respects as the wreath was laid. 
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We are not the same nation that sacrificed so much 

in war twice in the last century, and we know it. I am 

glad and grateful that no such ghastly slaughter as that 

of the Somme has touched my generation or the one 

that has come after it. War is horrible and vicious, and 

its avoidance is something for thankfulness. 

But in the still-remembered past there was a 

recognition that there were large and deep things in 

life, things beyond food and sex and accepting current 

attitudes and going with whatever is most comfortable. 

And in honoring the war dead, we have our sole annual 

possibility of thinking about the larger things. 

And we need more than this: We need Christmas 

and Easter, an honoring of the heritage of a common 

Christian faith, a sense of belonging to something that 

has meaning and value, a recognition of duties that bind 

us to past achievements and current obligations. We 

need faith, generosity, courtesy, kindliness, respect for 

our past. and a real -- not a clichéd -- belief that we can 

do good and worthwhile things as a community and 

civilization tomorrow. 

It is slightly scary that, as I feel more and more 

detached from the Britain and the London where I live 

and work and earn money, my ability to write and 

express this sense of alienation grows apace. Is it a bit 

like those Russian dissidents we all used to admire so 

much, whose sardonic, witty, poignant essays spoke of 

a sort of "internal emigration." 

But writing has its own value, as those dissidents 

found. And they had real courage -- they faced 

imprisonment, the KGB, the Gulag. The message for me 

is to stop whinging, keep the Faith, and do good things. 

There are people in the world who are genuinely 

suffering and whose problems I can, in a modest way, 

help to alleviate, if only via a charitable donation. There 

are useful things to do for others in my own locality 

and through the groups and organizations of which I 

am a part; there are spiritual and moral obligations; 

there are things to write and create and share; there is 

Advent and Christmas. 

Spe Salvi: There is hope. 

 

Joanna Bogle is an author and broadcaster living in 

London. 
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Why Conception? 
Michael Baruzzini | Column 

12/18/08

n response to Vice-President elect Joe Biden's 

erroneous public comments on the Catholic Church's 

teachings on abortion, USCCB Chairman Justin 

Cardinal Rigali released a statement asking: 

When does a new human life begin? When is there 

a new living organism of the human species, distinct 

from mother and father and ready to develop and 

mature if given a nurturing environment? 

The answer, the cardinal concludes, is conception -- and 

he goes on to make it clear that this answer is clearly 

derived from science and reason, not from religious 

doctrine:  

The Catholic Church does not teach this as a matter 

of faith; it acknowledges it as a matter of objective 

fact. 

In order to preserve their defense of legal abortion, 

many Catholic abortion advocates have recently made 

the argument that the Church's position that human life 

begins at conception is merely a religious doctrine, held 

purely by revelation, which cannot be binding on others 

in a pluralistic society. Cardinal Rigali's statement points 

out that this position is false. The sacredness of human 

life is the Church's teaching; the beginning of life is a 

matter of objective observation. The last sentence in 

the cardinal's quote above is crucial: The Church does 

not teach that conception is the beginning of life, he 

pointedly states, it simply acknowledges it as fact.  

It can be difficult to see why that's so. The events of 

conception and early embryonic development are 

microscopic and buried deep within the human body. 

They are certainly not easily observable, and even if 

they were, the structures and events that we observe 

during conception and development are not familiar to 

the untrained eye. The level of detail involved can be a 

bit bewildering. Despite the complexity, though, the 

events of conception and development are 

understandable with a little study. 

To that end, the Westchester Institute for Ethics 

and the Human Person has recently released a paper, 

authored by University of Utah School of Medicine 

physiologist Maureen Condic, that examines the steps 

of conception and development and asks the title 

question, "When Does Human Life Begin?" 

Now, life has a peculiar property that separates it 

from other matter in the universe: It grows and 

develops, according to an innate plan and potency. 

Living things change -- specifically, they change 

themselves -- over time. Life is, in fact, organic rather 

than mechanical. It grows and changes without losing 

its identity; it is not constructed from the outside, like 

a car on an assembly line.  

This fact is crucial to answering the question of when 

an individual human life begins. When identifying life, 

we must look for an internal unity and capacity, rather 

than the simple possession of accidental features. 

Archbishop Rigali recognizes this when he asks for two 

criteria: distinction from the parents, and the ability to 

grow and develop under the right conditions. In her 

paper, Dr. Condic puts it more technically:  

In considering the question of when the life of a 

new human being commences, we must first 

address the more fundamental question of when a 

new cell, distinct from sperm and egg, comes into 

existence: when during the interactions of sperm 

and egg do we observe the formation of a new cell 

with both a material composition and a 

developmental pathway (i.e., a pattern of cell 

behavior) that are distinct from the cells giving rise 

to it? These two criteria (unique composition and 

behavior) are used throughout the scientific 

I 

http://www.westchesterinstitute.net/
http://www.westchesterinstitute.net/
http://www.westchesterinstitute.net/images/wi_whitepaper_life_print.pdf
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enterprise to distinguish one cell type from another 

. . . . 

These criteria -- distinction from the parents and the 

intrinsic ability to develop along human lines -- are 

based in reason, not the tenets of any religious faith. To 

reject them for any other criteria -- such as the 

possession of some specific human faculty or feature -- 

is, as Condic puts it, "logically akin to linking the 

beginning of 'personhood' to the eruption of teeth in an 

infant or to the onset of menses in an adolescent -- they 

are arbitrary, variable, and not indicative of any 

fundamental change in the entity under consideration." 

  

So, taking this internal orderedness as our criterion, 

why do we say that conception is clearly the beginning 

of human life? How can a scientific layman understand 

and make the arguments necessary to defend this 

position? Conception is the point at which the male 

gamete, the sperm, fuses with the female gamete, the 

ovum or egg, and introduces its half of the genetic 

information to the half already present in the ovum. 

Adult humans have two complete sets of the genome: 

23 pairs of chromosomes, for a total of 46. Each gamete 

has only one set, so it is genetically only half of what is 

necessary for a human to live. Of course, an organism is 

no more reducible to its genetics than a computer is to 

its programming, so it is also important to note that, in 

addition to this genetic completeness, the zygote at this 

point also has all of the additional structures and 

compounds necessary to proceed along the human 

developmental pathway. 

Conception is the point when the new organism 

begins to exist because it is the first moment at which a 

single organism capable of developing as a member of 

its species -- in this case, the human species -- comes 

into being. Before conception, neither a sperm nor an 

ovum can develop into anything at all on their own. 

After conception, there is no point that could be 

identified as the beginning of a new organism, because 

every significant stage after conception is only the 

transition from one physiological stage to another. 

None of those steps could be considered the 

"beginning" of development, anymore than we consider 

puberty -- a major developmental stage -- to be a stage 

that defines human life (however much we may joke 

about it). It's crucial to distinguish mere developmental 

changes from ontological changes. If development had 

not already begun -- that is, if the organism which is 

developing didn't already exist -- we wouldn't see the 

subsequent stages.  

The fact that the potential for human growth is 

intrinsic to the organism is also crucial: The human 

identity derives from the person's own nature, not 

from the environmental conditions in which it is 

placed. The developing embryo's need for nutrients 

and a protective environment within its mother are 

sometimes raised as an objection to the embryo's 

personhood. But the need for a favorable environment 

and the need for food are conditions that no organism 

can evade, no matter what its stage of development. 

We need food and shelter appropriate for our age 

when we are in the womb, as newborns, as 

adolescents, and as octogenarians. This mere need for 

food and shelter cannot be a condition for humanity, 

because it is a need we never escape. Nor does the 

method of obtaining nutrition -- the placental and 

umbilical complex -- have a bearing on this issue. 

Feeding tubes in hospital patients don't negate their 

humanity; why should a natural feeding tube in the 

womb?  

The point where a life begins is the point where we 

can say, by reasonable and not arbitrary criteria, that a 

new organism has begun to exist. We identify it not by 

looking for the point where the organism can survive 

on its own, or the point where it no longer needs 

protection and nutrients. We don't even look for the 

point where we find unique genetic codes, although 

that may be a clue. Rather, we identify it by looking for 

the point where an independent being exists that is 

innately structured and ordered toward development 

as a member of the species. We find that point 

precisely at the fertilization of the ovum by the sperm -

- not before, because the gametes are incomplete on 

their own; and not after, because by those points 

development of the organism has already begun and 
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the organism must already exist. Conception is the only 

point.  

The Church, in her deference to science and 

philosophy's proper spheres, does not define but rather 

recognizes this truth. Dr. Condic's paper is a powerful 

tool in educating ourselves and our society about these 

objective, observable facts. 

 

Michael Baruzzini writes from Colorado Springs, where 

he lives with his wife and daughter. His blog on the 

Catholic faith and science can be found at 

www.deepsoftime.wordpress.com. 

http://www.deepsoftime.wordpress.com/


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

31 

 

Is Capitalism Ruining Christmas? 
Jeffrey Tucker| Column 

12/18/08

atholics are seriously annoyed at the way the 

holiday season is changing. If you are among 

them, you are probably already annoyed at this 

article, because I didn't say Christmas season. It is 

Christmas, for goodness sake, so why can't we just say 

that? I received an e-mail the other day from 

Amazon.com headlined, "The 12 Days of Holiday," and 

the official greeting we get from store clerks is "Happy 

Holidays." In fact, there are cases in which corporate 

higher-ups have ordered employees not to say "Merry 

Christmas." 

All of this represents a shift in the culture, no 

question about it. But who or what is at fault? From 

time to time, you hear dark warnings about how this is 

due to the influence of "the Jews" or the infiltration of 

American life by "radical Islam." But more generally, 

another enemy has emerged: commercial society. As 

usual, capitalism -- easy enough to blame for all things 

we don't like -- is coming in for a beating.  

For Catholics, Christmas begins at midnight on 

December 25. Before that, the season is Advent, which 

lasts for four full weeks. It is a time of penance and 

expectation, and our liturgy directs our thoughts to St. 

John the Baptist and his prophecies of the coming 

Messiah, of Mary and her special role, of the imagery of 

dew drops from heaven coming. There is a great build-

up to Christmas.  

We refrain from putting carols on our CD players, 

from dressing the tree (or even purchasing one), from 

decorating too much -- and we certainly face the annual 

conundrum over Christmas parties. Do we indulge or 

not? 

But none of the social problems compares with the 

assault of commercial promotions that begin not after 

Thanksgiving, but following Halloween. It shocks our 

sensibilities, and we feel a strong desire to denounce 

the commercial sector for its greed.  

Think again. What we need to realize is that 

capitalism is responsive -- to an extent greater than any 

other institution -- to the values of the public. 

Americans loves Christmas in every way. We love giving 

and receiving gifts. We love the music. We love the 

sense of contentment and happiness and the family 

time that comes with it. We love the office parties, the 

elves, Santa, the reindeer, and all the holy images of 

Mary and Joseph and the babe in the manger. It is a 

common wish on film and in popular culture that 

Christmas should last all year long.  

This is precisely what the commercial marketplace 

is fulfilling. This isn't an imposition, a desire to loot 

people as much as possible for as long as possible. On 

the contrary, all this hysteria reflects the effort to give 

people what they want -- and that happens to be a 

long-lasting Christmas.  

  

Of course, there is a sectarian issue here, too. The 

Protestant tradition of the English Reformation -- and 

the Puritans in New England -- was vehemently against 

Christmas. As famed 19th-century Protestant English 

preacher Charles Spurgeon wrote in 1874:  

We have no superstitious regard for times and 

seasons. Certainly we do not believe in the present 

ecclesiastical arrangement called Christmas. First, 

because we do not believe in the mass at all, but 

abhor it, whether it be sung in Latin or in English; 

and secondly, because we find no Scriptural 

warrant whatever for observing any day as the 

birthday of the Savior; and consequently, its 

observance is a superstition, because not of divine 

authority. 

Well, times have changed. Protestants have gone crazy 

for Christmas, though they have never really 

understood its liturgical dimension. Because Christmas 
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was never part of their liturgical history, they've never 

comprehended its subtleties. It is a day for them -- a 

season that ends after midnight, December 25. While 

Advent has made a comeback in many Protestant 

circles, it too has been absorbed into the overall 

Christmas milieu.  

All of this is to say that the problem of a 

"commercial Christmas" isn't with capitalism as such, 

but with the values of the consuming public. And those 

values are decidedly with the dominant Evangelical 

culture. There is no sense in blaming "the Jews," 

"Islam," or capitalism. The problem -- if there really is 

one -- rests with the deracination of our Evangelical 

friends. Bless them, for they are doing their best.  

  

Now to the equally substantial issue of the loss of 

"Merry Christmas" as a seasonal greeting. For starters, 

let's be clear that the phrase has not, in fact, been lost 

to commercial society. A quick Amazon search for 

"Christmas" turns up many thousands of items -- hardly 

a surprise, since Amazon is out to do business in this 

niche market. And get this: A Google shopping search 

turns up more than 4 million hits! This is hardly a loss of 

the word.  

But what about the use of "Happy Holidays" in 

greetings and salutations from marketing e-mails and 

the like? Firms try to cast the broadest net possible. Not 

everyone is a Christian, and some people aren't drawn 

to the idea of Christmas at all, so it makes sense that 

Christmas be commercially subsumed under the 

broader rubric of the "holy days" generally.  

This isn't a conspiracy, but just good customer 

relations. True, it makes some people angry, but you 

have to appreciate the difficulty that this conundrum 

presents for business. They want to contribute to the 

spirit of the season, if only to make a buck. But no 

matter what they do, there is trouble waiting. I promise 

you this: The instant it turns up that they are losing 

more revenue by saying "Happy Holidays" than by 

saying "Merry Christmas," the policy will change.  

But don't expect that to happen anytime soon. Our 

society is ever more religiously diverse, and it is the 

genius of a free economy that it can absorb many 

traditions and still retain the peace among them all.  

Still, if you aren't satisfied with this argument on 

capitalism's behalf, there is something you can do. 

There are many vendors that specialize in Christmas. 

They sell cards, trees, ornaments, icons, books, and a 

million other items that are Christo-centric. There is 

nothing wrong with favoring them over the mass 

market. Capitalism has provided room for them, too, 

so you can do your part by buying from them.  

A final word: Christmas is the worst time of the 

year to enter a holy war. Make your peace with 

religious diversity. Come to understand the driving 

forces behind a free economy and thank God for it. 

Christ was born into a world that did not yet celebrate 

Christmas, and the kings from the East had to lie to the 

magistrate about the recipient of their gifts. Christmas 

can survive and thrive even if it is not culturally 

dominant. To be free to practice our faith should be 

our prayer.  

 

Jeffrey Tucker is the editor of Mises.org and a frequent 

contributor to InsideCatholic.com. 
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A Simple Little Christmas 
Danielle Bean | Column 

12/19/08

ears ago, we belonged to a parish where the 

pastor was an elderly "retired" French-Canadian 

priest. Monsignor Leo was a little rough around 

the edges and sometimes a bit deaf in the confessional, 

but we loved him just the same. 

We especially loved him at Christmastime. Every 

year, at the end of the first Christmas Mass, he would 

stand before the congregation and sing "O Holy Night." 

Without musical accompaniment and without a 

microphone, he would sing. With a clear, strong voice 

that defied his age, that tiny priest filled the church with 

a glorious proclamation of Our Savior's birth. 

Old ladies dabbed at their eyes with handkerchiefs 

while their husbands stood solemnly alongside. 

Children, in velvet dresses and corduroy Christmas suits, 

stood in reverent awe. When Monsignor Leo sang the 

final note, the entire church exploded with applause 

while he stood before us wearing a modest smile. 

Year after year, what I found most magical about 

that moment and so captivating about that small man's 

song was its earnestness. Here was one man's simple 

expression of a great love he felt in his heart. Here was 

one man giving all of himself to God. God made him to 

sing, and so he sang. For God alone. With all that he 

had. 

At Christmas, many of us feel pressured to do "great 

things." We can't send out just any card; we can't give 

just any gifts; we can't have just any celebration. We are 

commemorating, after all, the single greatest event in 

human history. This is Christmas, and what we do to 

recognize it must be great. Inevitably, though, we will 

fall short of the kind of greatness we have in mind. 

Thankfully, the kind of greatness God asks of us is 

not as complicated as we sometimes make it ourselves. 

The kind of greatness God demands has nothing to do 

with ribbons or wrapping, packages or presents. The 

kind of greatness Christ seeks comes from small, 

ordinary things done with great love. 

"We can do no great things," Mother Teresa of 

Calcutta once reminded us. "Only small things with 

great love." 

Not too long ago, I happened upon some old video 

Dan and I took of ourselves about a dozen Christmases 

ago when we recorded the process of bringing a 

freshly cut Blue Spruce fir tree into our living room.  

With a baby slung over one arm, I smilingly guided 

Dan's maneuvering of the tree around corners and 

cooed at our "helpful" toddler. Dan groused a bit 

about the weight of the twelve-foot tree and the 

prickliness of its needles, but still he flashed a toothy 

grin as he passed the camera. 

Oh my goodness, we were cute. The schmaltzy 

Christmas music, the drooling baby, the robust young 

dad, the fresh-faced, young mom wearing . . . what 

were those? Size 0 jeans? It was sickening. 

We hammed it up for the camera, smooching the 

babies' faces and telling made-up stories about the 

perils we faced when cutting down the tree. Then we 

hung lights, strung cranberries with popcorn, and 

shared an eggnog. 

It wasn't our wrinkle-free complexions that made 

me want to pinch the cheeks of our former selves. It 

wasn't even those size 0 jeans that made us seem so 

attractive. 

It was our simplicity. It was our earnestness. It was 

our simple, singular focus on giving all that we had to 

this thing -- this family life -- to which God had called 

us. 
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What I saw in that young couple was honesty, 

earnestness, and love. The same stuff I once heard in 

Monsignor Leo's a capella rendition of "O Holy Night."  

There's nothing wrong with the trappings of 

Christmas. As my own family has grown and my 

marriage matured, our own celebrations have become 

progressively more complicated with each passing year. 

We buy more presents, we prepare more food, we 

make more plans. Even a "simple" Christmas times eight 

kids is a complicated thing indeed. 

As I go about my shopping, wrapping, baking, 

preparing, cleaning, and decorating this year, though, I 

am keeping in mind Monsignor Leo's song as well as the 

smaller, simpler family we once were. 

If I recorded this year's Christmas preparations and 

played then back ten years from now, what would I see 

in our family's days? 

I pray that God will help me see the small things. 

And do them with great love. 

 

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

& Family magazine and author of My Cup of Tea: 

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

Mom, Day to Day: Advice and Support for Catholic 

Living (Pauline 2007). Visit her blog at 

www.daniellebean.com. 

http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.daniellebean.com/
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The Voice of Twentieth-Century Catholicism 
Christopher J. Scalia| Review 

12/13/08

ince the death of J. F. Powers in 1999, admiring 

reviewers (all of his reviewers have been 

admiring) have mourned not only his death, but 

the general obscurity of his novels and stories. Although 

his first novel, Morte D'Urban, won the 1963 National 

Book Award -- over the more familiar names of John 

Updike, Katherine Anne Porter, and Vladimir Nabokov -- 

and his work was praised by such major figures as 

Evelyn Waugh and Flannery O'Connor (more on her 

later), he is not very well known, even among Catholics 

whose Church and priests he wrote about with such 

skill, insight, heart, and humor. 

Joseph Bottum attributes this oversight to the fact 

that the Catholicism of Powers's stories was so distinctly 

of the 20th century. "He really was the finest American 

Catholic writer of the twentieth century," Bottum 

declares, before adding an epitaph: "And that century is 

over." Perhaps. But I hope the strength of Powers's 

writing helps his stories transcend a single period of the 

Catholic Church in America.  

Rather than describe and recommend all of his 

stories and both of his novels, I'd like to consider three 

short stories that are particularly moving and 

fascinating: "Prince of Darkness," "Death of a Favorite," 

and "Defection of a Favorite." All of these concern 

Father Ernest Burner, a frustrated and spiritually lazy 

diocesan priest in Minnesota. While he is a difficult 

character to like, the stories present very different 

visions of the priest, culminating in a surprisingly 

hopeful, though ambiguous, ending. Meanwhile, the 

purity of Powers's prose, his wonderful turns of phrase 

and observations, make the stories a joy to read. 

"Prince of Darkness," the title story of Powers's 

1947 collection of short fiction, follows the corpulent 

cleric over the course of a single day, during which he is 

tempted by a usurious insurance salesman (many of 

Powers's stories and novels explore the peculiar 

problems of Church-related finances); preens before 

younger priests; scandalizes a waitress with his 

prodigious lunch; visits a sick friend, whom he later 

denies knowing; and constantly worries about his 

career, his strengths, and (especially) his shortcomings 

as a priest.  

Through all of this, Burner comes across not as an 

evil person, but as a slothful and lax priest, a spiritually 

unserious and generally disagreeable man who 

"operate[s] on the principle of discord at any cost." He 

likes to imagine himself dying as a martyr, but his 

fondness for material possessions and comfort make it 

difficult to imagine that he's capable of such an 

immense sacrifice.  

His superficial priorities resonate in his simplest 

actions: "[H]e glanced at his watch, but neglected to 

notice the time. The new gold strap got his eye. The 

watch itself, a priceless pyx, held the hour (time is 

money) sacred, like a host. He had chosen it for an 

ordination gift rather than the usual chalice. It took the 

kind of courage he had to go against the grain there." 

This very funny passage captures the subtlety that 

distinguishes Powers's stories. He resists explicitly 

stating what Burner's decision means for his vocation, 

trusting both the well-chosen detail to illustrate the 

character's flaws, and the reader to understand as 

much. 

Powers's insights into his character are fascinating 

and quite close, sometimes dipping into stream of 

consciousness. One particularly powerful meditation 

digresses from the main narrative for four pages, but is 

never dull or distracting because of writing like this: 

Now he began to brood upon his failure as a priest. 

. . . He wanted to know one thing: when would he 

get a parish? When would he make the great 

metamorphosis from assistant to pastor, from 

mouse to rat, as the saying went? He was forty-

three, four times transferred, seventeen years an 

S 

http://www.firstthings.com/onthesquare/?p=461
http://www.firstthings.com/onthesquare/?p=461
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ordained priest, a curate yet and only. He was the 

only one of his class without a parish. 

This priestly ambition is at the heart of Burner's trilogy. 

Frustrated with his station, the character yearns for a 

more important role, even if he underachieves in his 

lesser job. This particular story culminates in more 

professional disappointment for Burner when the 

archbishop gives him yet another assignment as an 

assistant; and though it's clear that the priest doesn't 

deserve much more, it's difficult not pity him. 

  

While the third-person subjective point of view in 

"Prince of Darkness" brings the reader very close to 

Burner's consciousness, "Death of a Favorite" and 

"Defection of a Favorite" (both from the 1956 collection 

The Presence of Grace) take a different approach: Their 

narrator is a cat named Fritz. This did not impress 

O'Connor, who in an otherwise favorable review 

announced her hope "that this animal will prove to have 

only one life left and that some Minneapolis motorist, 

wishing to serve literature, will dispatch him as soon as 

possible." (She liked this line so much that she used a 

version in a letter to Powers himself: "I would like you 

to know that I admire your stories better than any 

others I know of even in spite of the cat who, if my 

prayers have been attended to, has already been run 

down.") 

Obviously, Fritz is not nearly as interesting a 

character as Burner, but the rivalry between the cat and 

the priest plays nicely into Burner's sense of himself as a 

mouse, quoted above. "Death of a Favorite" depicts the 

absurdity of parish power grabs; as Fritz observes, "It is 

naked power that counts in most any rectory." Burner is 

now an assistant to Father Malt, a frail and nearly deaf 

old priest who devotes more attention to Fritz than he 

does to maintaining the parish. Jealous of the cat (how's 

that for emotional maturity?), Burner develops a very 

funny, though probably sacrilegious, plan to convince 

Malt that the cat is possessed. Once again, though, 

Burner's hopes are frustrated, this time by Fritz's feline 

powers of resurrection. All this absurdity is conveyed in 

(and elevated by) Powers's characteristically pristine 

prose. 

Fritz and Burner both return in "Defection of a 

Favorite," but the tone here is much more serious. With 

Father Malt in the hospital for an extended stay, Burner 

finally realizes his ambition of running a parish. Fritz, 

meanwhile, understands that he must treat the new 

man in charge with respect. But the cat gradually comes 

to see that Burner's new power does not corrupt him; in 

fact, "he was beginning to act and talk like a real 

pastor." He improves the parish's facilities, visits the 

sick more often, and even thinks seriously about his 

sermons: 

In the past, he'd boasted that he thought of 

whatever he was going to say on Sunday in the 

time it took him to walk from the altar to the 

pulpit. He was [now] not afraid to speak on the 

parishioners' duty to contribute generously to the 

support of the church, a subject neglected by 

Father Malt, who'd been satisfied with what the 

people wanted to give -- very little. Father Burner 

tried to get them interested in the church. He said 

it was a matter of pride -- pride in the good sense 

of the word.  

The relationship between priest and pet changes as 

well, and they trade moments of selfless charity 

toward each other. And although Burner's hopes are 

once again dashed at the end, he handles the bad 

news well the third time around. His mature response 

is itself a great mark of his development, and chances 

are readers will agree when Fritz declares, "I was 

happy for him." 

Because he appears in three stories that vary so 

widely in tone and point of view, Burner is among the 

most exciting and complex of Powers's characters, and 

certainly my favorite of those outside of his novels. 

Indeed, he develops, and endears himself to the 

reader, more than most characters in anyone's short 

fiction. 

Powers's short stories and novels are available in 

recent editions published by the New York Review of 
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Books. Buyer beware: Though these editions are nice-

looking, they are fragile! 

 

 

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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Of Certainty and Doubt 
Joan Frawley Desmond | Review 

12/16/08 

he implosion of Catholic religious orders in the 

1970s shook the foundations of the Catholic 

Church in America, threatening both the financial 

viability of parish schools and the transmission of faith 

and morals to subsequent generations. Decades later, 

the clergy sex-abuse crisis produced another 

earthquake from which the Church has yet to recover.  

Most Catholics view these two developments as 

entirely separate. But John Patrick Shanley, the 

screenwriter and director of the newly released Doubt -

- the film adaptation of his award-winning, off-

Broadway play of 2004 -- draws out the clear and subtle 

connections between the exodus of nuns and the 

unchecked abuses of clerical predators.  

Unfortunately, the film doesn't succeed half as well 

as the play. The spare plot works better on stage, and 

Meryl Streep's interpretation of the central character 

occasionally drifts into caricature. Still, Shanley's 

meditation on the seismic shift in Catholic culture that 

converged with the Second Vatican Council helps us 

understand why an era that began with so much 

promise ended in such darkness and confusion. 

Like the play, the action in the film occurs almost 

entirely within the confines of St. Nicholas School in the 

Bronx. The time is the mid-1960s, and the pervading 

mood is somber, brooding. Elsewhere in this prosperous 

nation, young America's desire for increased 

spontaneity and creativity fuels the steadily growing 

pressure for social change.  

Sister Aloysius (Meryl Streep), the school principal, 

is unimpressed by such youthful naiveté. Evil exists; 

original sin is not to be casually dismissed. Her sense of 

threat remains unshaken, and thus she repels the 

introduction of ballpoint pens and secular Christmas 

songs with continued vigor.  

She wears her uneasy, suspicious nature like an 

uncomfortable hair shirt, barking out reprimands to the 

students and revealing little concern for their emotional 

life. The declining standards for student penmanship 

and the Christmas pageants deeply trouble her. Yet they 

are mere precursors for something or someone more 

dangerous -- a coming, but still undefined force that 

will undermine the ordered existence of her school.  

When Father Flynn (Philip Seymour Hoffman) 

arrives in the parish and begins spouting newfangled 

ideas about a more compassionate Church, the 

principal smells trouble. Before long, Sister James 

(Amy Adams), the credulous young eighth-grade 

teacher, reports that Father Flynn requested a private 

meeting with an eighth-grade boy, who subsequently 

returned to class with alcohol on his breath.  

Sister Aloysius rushes to the barricades. But what 

can she actually do, lacking both hard evidence or 

ultimate authority? Technically, Father Flynn is her 

superior in the parish; the pastor is unlikely to move 

against a fellow priest without solid proof.  

The principal's sole weapon remains her 

"certainty." She confronts Father Flynn with her 

suspicions. He denies any wrongdoing, but offers a 

curiously muted explanation of his actions. Then, the 

priest turns the tables on the principal, putting her 

judgmental attitude on trial.  

Father Flynn dismisses Sister Aloysius as a 

"dragon." He is eager to discard the mantle of clerical 

authority in order to establish closer bonds with the 

students. The generational fissures surface slowly, and 

the future promises to inflict more damage on Sister 

Aloysius brittle psyche than on the easy-going 

disposition of her opponent. But is he a wolf in sheep's 

clothing, or simply a creature of his time? 

T 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4524&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4524&Itemid=48
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The principal's next step is to call in the boy's 

mother (Viola Davis). Shockingly, mom doesn't want 

"trouble," and begs Sister Aloysius to protect her son 

from any gossip or disciplinary actions that might force 

his departure from the school. "What kind of mother 

are you?" Sister Aloysius asks, as she grapples with 

something disturbing and novel -- a parent who rejects 

her moral authority.  

  

Consumed by a driving sense of responsibility for 

protecting her domain, the nun resorts to morally 

questionable tactics that appall Sister James. Yet, as 

Sister Aloysius tracks her prey with ferocious energy, 

the audience is left to speculate about the absence of 

such determination within diocesan chanceries that 

received complaints about abusive priests. Clericalism 

has been identified as one reason for the foot-dragging; 

the clubby world of priests is crudely evoked in the film.  

Trendy, progressive ideas about guilt and 

responsibility also shaped episcopal decisions to 

schedule therapy sessions for sexual predators, rather 

than impose punitive measures that isolated them from 

children. Sister Aloysius, Shanley suggests, would never 

be seduced by faddish methods that contradicted the 

fundamentals of Christian realism. 

Shanley touches on an additional explanation for 

the unchecked abuse of minors: a lack of courage on 

the part of Church authorities who feared confronting 

evildoers. Sister Aloysius's own struggles underscore an 

unpleasant truth: Opposing evil is both morally and 

spiritually dangerous. This kind of combat is not for 

sissies, and it can poison the soul of the prosecutor.  

Shanley shows considerable respect for Sister 

Aloysius. Her guile, passion, charity, and courage are on 

display here. At one point in the story, another nun who 

is going blind meets with an accident. If her disability is 

discovered, she could lose her place at the school. Sister 

Aloysius comes to her friend's rescue, telling Father 

Flynn that most nuns trip on their robes and regularly 

fall like "dominoes."  

The incident reveals Sister Aloysius's own brand of 

Christian compassion. But it also hints at the coming 

exodus of women religious. Despite her considerable 

moral authority and worldly experience, Sister Aloysius 

holds little real power to protect her students. Father 

Flynn possesses a bit more power, but not much 

wisdom. Could Sister Aloysius, that tower of certitude, 

become one of the "dominoes"?  

Shanley leaves that question for his audience to 

decide. But Doubt evokes a haunted time before "the 

deluge." Sharp-eyed parochial school principals sensed 

danger, but could do only so much to protect their 

charges.  

 

Joan Frawley Desmond has written for the Wall Street 

Journal, First Things, and the National Catholic 

Register, among other publications.
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