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Obama Refuses to Buckle under Pressure from Gay Activists

Deal W. Hudson | Column
12/22/08

ony Perkins, president of the Family Research

Council, called it "magnanimous." | must admit, |

certainly didn't expect it. The gesture from
president-elect Obama of tapping Evangelical pastor,
Rick Warren, to deliver the inaugural prayer deserves
recognition and congratulations from those, like myself,
who have criticized his positions on abortion and other
social issues.

Obama may have thought he was making the "safe"
choice of a moderate Evangelical who had invited him
to speak at his influential Southern California church in
December 2006. But the wounds are still open over the
recent passage of Proposition 8 in California, amending
the definition of marriage in the state constitution to a
union between a man and a woman.

Warren publicly supported Proposition 8 and took
heat from "progressive" Evangelicals as a result. Now
Obama is taking a tremendous amount of criticism from
prominent and powerful members of his base. From the
Human Rights Campaign, the leading edge of the gay
lobby, to
disappointment of Obama supporters is loud and clear.

Hollywood  political  activists, the

Joe Solmonese, president of the Human Rights
Campaign (HRC), said the invitation to Warren was as
much of an insult to gays as inviting an anti-Semite
would be to Jewish Americans. The invitation from the
Obama campaign to a LBGT (lesbian, bi-sexual, gay,
transgender) group to march in the inaugural parade for
the first time does not "heal this wound." ("Hey, we're
also bringing a gay marching band. You know how the
gays love a parade," Solmonese said.)

The HRC president is clear about what it will take to
make up for the insult; Obama needs "to put some
meat on the bone" by appointing someone from the
LBGT community to his administration. Evidently gay
activists have been feeling left out of the appointments
already announced. Other groups who supported

Obama have their appointees, "Yet, we're the ones left
waiting for some real evidence of inclusion."

In Hollywood, where opposition to Proposition 8
generated as much energy as the campaign, the Warren
invitation was a "betrayal." One prominent Democrat
consultant, Chad Griffin, cleverly turned his guns on
Warren, asking him to step aside. "Rick Warren needs
to realize that he is further dividing us at a time when
the country needs to come together," he said.

He dismissed the invitation as an "innocent
mistake of the transition team," evidently not taking
the president-elect at his word that he deliberately
chose Warren as a gesture to the social conservatives
who did not support him. At his December 18 press
conference, he affirmed his support for gay and lesbian
equality, adding, "What I've also said is that it is
important for America to come together, even though
we may have disagreements on certain social issues."

In defending his choice of Warren, Obama went
further than arguing for inclusion: He argued for
civility. "We can disagree without being disagreeable,
and then focus on those things that we hold in
common as Americans."

Who can argue with that? Too bad it is only the
political right that gets tagged by the media for bad
manners. The president-elect may have to rap some
liberal knuckles to convince them he really wants a
better public tone from everyone.

Many have called Obama's choice of Warren
"shrewd." That may be, or perhaps Obama means
what he says. We will see. In the meantime, |
congratulate the president-elect for inviting Warren
and | admire his refusal to back down under pressure
from the extreme wing of his political base.

insidecatholic.com

N


http://www.cbn.com/CBNnews/504596.aspx
http://www.sbcbaptistpress.org/bpnews.asp?ID=24509
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Proposition_8_%282008%29
http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=7o4QqGbQmU0
http://blog.beliefnet.com/progressiverevival/2008/10/rick-warren-proposition-8.html
http://blog.beliefnet.com/progressiverevival/2008/10/rick-warren-proposition-8.html
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/inauguration-watch/2008/12/human_rights_campaign_prez_oba.html
http://www.latimes.com/news/politics/la-et-cause20-2008dec20,0,5410722.story
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/12/18/AR2008121802788.html?hpid=opinionsbox1
http://www.latimes.com/news/politics/la-et-cause20-2008dec20,0,5410722.story
http://blogs.suntimes.com/sweet/2008/12/presidentelect_obama_defends_i.html
http://www.usatoday.com/news/politics/2008-12-18-warren_N.htm

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com
and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The
Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in
the United States (Simon and Schuster).
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Dreaming of Trains

Scott P. Richert | Column
12/22/08

here it is again. Every day since late November,

when the cold settled in over Northern lllinois,

I've heard the same sound on my morning walk
to work. At just about a quarter past eight, a train
whistle blows -- a long, low, faraway sound, full of both
loss and expectation. It stops me in my tracks each
time, then accompanies me, with blasts of varying
lengths, as | trudge my way through the snow to the
office.

I'm not sure why | first noticed the train whistle in
late November. | doubt that the train first started
running then. The answer is probably something
scientific, antiseptic -- the cold air conducts sound
better, farther. But the sense of longing that it stirs
within my soul is anything but clinical.

When | was a child, a train ran through our small
village in Western Michigan. We lived only about five or
six big blocks from the tracks, which ran parallel to the
main street of the village, but on the other side from us.
Every night, | could hear the train, but | only saw it once
or twice each year. On those occasions, when we
approached the tracks and saw the flashing lights and
heard the bell, my father would sigh in annoyance. But
for my sisters and me, the moment was magic. We
craned our necks to look down the track, hoping to be
the first to see the train coming, wondering whether it
would be a long cargo train or a short one transporting
two or three empty cars back to a nearby rail yard.

About the time that | started high school, the train
quit running. The tracks were turned into a bike path,
and the nights were quiet, unbroken by the sound of
the whistle. It seemed silly to miss it, but | did.

In The Heart, the great theologian and philosopher
Dietrich von Hildebrand notes that such "affective
responses" -- what we commonly call "emotions" or
"feelings" -- are inseparable from their object. My
desire to see the train increased as the train came

nearer -- but it also increased as the time since | last
saw the train drew on. "Absence makes the heart grow
fonder" -- but it does so because of the expectation
that, one day, the absence will turn into a presence.

When | was a young child, chasing after trains, | did
not understand intellectually what seasons such as
Advent and Lent were about. But three or more
decades later, | can still recall the sense of expectation
as my mother baked Christmas cookies and made
candy (and packed it all away) for what seemed like
months on end, but must only -- only! -- have been
weeks. The excitement when we finally went to cut the
tree. The sense of wonder as we put up the Nativity
scene, and the overwhelming feeling that something
was missing, because we didn't place the Baby Jesus
into His créche until we had returned from Mass on
Christmas Eve.

| lost all of that sometime after the train made its
final run. | don't know why. It would be easy to blame
it on the commercialization of Christmas, or the
increasing attempt by certain forces to push Christmas
out of the public square, but | think it had more to do
with growing up and becoming distracted and self-
centered and independent and able to satisfy my own
desires whenever | wished, without having to wait.
When you can see a train whenever you want, the day
will soon come when you no longer want to.

| went away to college, and in my first term at
Michigan State, | fell away from the Church. That
sounds much more melodramatic than it would have
seemed to an outside observer, because my entire
time away was four weeks. But they were four weeks
spent in the depths of despair, knowing that
something was missing in my life, knowing that |
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desperately longed for something, but not knowing
what it was.

Until, on the last Saturday in November 1986, |
found myself walking, eyes to the ground, through the
snow and slush down Michigan Avenue, toward the
state capitol building. Tired, wet, and cold, | saw a light
on the sidewalk in front of me and looked up to see that
it was coming from the Church of the Resurrection. On
impulse, | walked up the steps and pulled on the door,
not expecting it to be open.

It was, and from the entranceway, | could see that
the sanctuary was lit up, too. | went in, and there was
no one there. And yet, as |, out of years of habit, turned
toward the tabernacle and genuflected, | suddenly
realized that there was Someone, and that my month of
longing had an object. The sense of peace and joy
recalled those Christmas Eves of my childhood, as we
placed the Christ Child in the Nativity scene, and | would
sneak out of my bedroom late at night to spend some
time alone in front of the object of my expectations.

Every Advent over the past 22 years, I've found my
thoughts turn more and more to that night. And I've
come to realize that what | had lost, and found again on
the eve of that first Sunday of Advent, was a proper
sense of expectation. The immediate satisfaction of our
desires might seem to bring us happiness, but what it
too often means is that the object of our desire is

quickly used up and discarded -- and we go searching
for another.

Advent is about waiting. It is about longing. It is
about dying to self, in the expectation of living life more
fully. It is perhaps the one time of the year in which we
can truly come to understand that the final object of all
of our desires is He who humbled Himself to take on our
humanity. It is a precious gift of the Church that we,
busy with our Christmas shopping and our final push to
wrap up the year's work, too often squander or observe
perfunctorily.

And then, when Christmas comes, we have a
nagging sense that something is missing. And we're
right, because our expectations cannot be fulfilled if
they are not first cultivated. And they will never be
cultivated unless we turn toward Bethlehem, toward
the true object of our hearts' desire.

Anything else is just dreaming of trains.

Scott P. Richert is the executive editor of Chronicles: A
Magazine of American Culture and the Catholicism
guide for About.com.
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Christmas at the Veterinary Hospital

John Zmirak | Column
12/23/08

t was meant to be a slightly glamorous Christmas.

Festive in the right sense, of gold vestments and

Gregorian chant, rich dinners with friends too long
unseen, a little bit of glitz to contrast with humming and
drumming of the hard work done all year. I'd planned
some slightly hectic travel, interspersed with a couple of
dinners where I'd spend a little too much and tip too
lavishly -- to compensate the folks working hard
through the holy days. Best of all, a reunion with the
woman | love, whom health issues and circumstance
have kept from me for more months than | care to
count.

| had it all planned out: My teaching work done for
the semester, my columns mostly written, my editing
work closely scheduled so it wouldn't ruin the fun -- and
a cozy berth for my zany beagles Susie and Franz Josef
with a nice homeschooling family in town, "dog people"
whom | could trust. | got these critters years ago on the
advice of a spiritual director (read that story here), who
said that a dog's unconditional love was the closest
earthly model we have of agape, the love God offers us
-- and seeks in return.

| would drop off these theological beagles, then
take a train to New York City for a party at the home of
a friendly millionaire -- a conservative philanthropist
who supports some good works in which I'm involved.
Cocktails served on a silver tray, then a subway back to
Queens to crash with my closest friend since second
grade. In the morning, we'd go out for brunch at one of
Flushing's best Dim Sum spots, then I'd take the Long
Island Railroad to my sister's house for an early
Christmas dinner. In the morning, I'd race back into the
City for Mass at the Church of Our Saviour -- the once-
battered midtown parish that Rev. George Rutler has
restored to rich reverence, complete with iconic
Byzantine murals, exquisite chant, and a liturgy worthy
of the London Oratory.

I'd have brunch with a group of brilliant new
Catholic friends I've made through literary circles -- led
by the multi-talented Matthew Alderman, artist and
architect, and an editor of the Shrine of the Holy
Whapping. Then I'd head down to Dallas, to visit my
beloved and gad about Highland Park -- heading out for
an elegant dinner on my birthday, the Feast of St.
John. We'd spend New Year's together, and then she'd
head back with me to visit New Hampshire, reclaim the
beagles, and spend some cozy evenings over clam
chowder at local inns. As a break between two very
busy semesters, it seemed like a lovely plan, just what |
needed to spice up my diurnal drudgery with coriander
and cinnamon, with gold and frankincense.

So how did | end up with just the myrrh? It all
started mid-week, when the power failed. The
"thundersnow" that plowed through New England
felling trees and electric lines left perhaps a quarter
million of us to freeze in the dark -- including all the
students, and most of the faculty, of my school. With
no heat or light for four consecutive evenings, | lived
by flashlight and huddled for warmth with the hounds.
Sure, it got down to 45 degrees in the bedroom, but
dogs give off a surprising amount of heat -- as I'd
learned from Jack London stories. A couple-hundred
dollars' worth of food was rotting in the fridge, so |
gave the hamburger meat to the dogs and resolved to
leave town early. | found a working Internet café,
charged up my cell phone, and arranged to drop off
the beagles with the sitters -- whose lights had never
gone out.

I almost escaped. In another twelve hours, | would
have been ensconced in the Acela quiet car, reading
Dostoevsky's The Devils for next semester, en route to
my reunions. Then disaster unstruck. As | bedded
down for one last night of canine survival training, the
lights blinked on like a newly christened tree. Those
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road crews I'd silently blessed as | searched the town
for batteries had proven my undoing. | would stay in
Nashua three more nights. Or so | thought.

As | packed my stuff and tied up loose ends, |
encountered a minor beagle issue: After just two meals
of raw organic meat from Trader Joe's, Susie had gotten
spoiled. Now dry food wasn't good enough for the little
princess, and she refused to eat it. | got upset, raised
my voice, may have even called her a "bitch." | broke
down and served her expensive canned food, worrying
that if | let her get used to the stuff, she'd never eat dry
food again -- which would triple the cost of keeping her.
But there wasn't time to engage in the fine art of dog
politics; | could hardly leave some nice homeschooling
household with a hound on a hunger strike. Franzi
stayed true to his Franziscan simplicity, and snortled his
way through bowls of kibble without complaint, but for
Susie I'd have to drive through the snow and find some
more cans of Pet Promise -- a brand | buy because of
Catholic social teaching. (No joke: Their food is all made
up from critters humanely raised on small family farms,
so, in the spirit of Chesterton, | buy it. "Think
eschatologically, shop locally.")

Time was running short, and the roads were getting
hard to negotiate, as a new blizzard threatened to roll
into town. My 1990 Chevy was fishtailing on the snowy
streets, the wipers were frozen solid, and the door
handle, crammed with ice, broke off on the driver's
side. This meant | now needed to open the passenger
side and crawl across the seat . . . The glamour was
rapidly fading.

Then Susie's misbehavior began to escalate. She
started urinating in the house -- which is very bad form,
and quite unlike her. | chalked this up to the fact that
she was in heat. (While Franzi came to me "fixed," I'd
never mustered the will to have Susie spayed, reluctant
to put her needlessly under general anesthesia, and
always thinking on some level how much | would like to
have nine more little beagles around the house.) The
third time | stepped in a puddle on the bathroom floor |
began to feel anxiety. This was really out of character.
Did she sense | was leaving her for two full weeks? Was
this a rebellion of the bladder? Franzi seemed to be

joining in: Every time | tried to pick him up, he bayed
with distress -- the first time he'd acted this way.

So the morning | meant to leave, | made a last-
minute trip to the vet. | expected to hear that Susie
needed some antibiotics, and Franzi some baby aspirin.
| checked the time on my phone and called my beloved
in Dallas to assure her that | was on schedule. Then the
doctor returned with the news: Franzi had a minor neck
complaint, which called for restricted movement and
pain medication. Unfortunate, but manageable. And
Susie . . . had pyometra, an infection of the uterus.
Indeed, hers was filled with pus, and needed to be
removed immediately. | couldn't believe it. The little
hound was rushing back and forth, the picture of
health, throwing back her head and howling -- just as
she did when we chased skateboarders through the
street of New York City. And she was close to dying?

Thanks be to God, the operation went smoothly, and
Susie's underlying health brought her through with
flying colors -- and an ugly scar that's fastened with
metal staples, so her poor shaven belly now has a
zipper. She and Franzi are both on pain medication,
and I'm trapped here in the house intermittently by
blizzards. | missed the party in New York, missed family
and friends, and will spend this Christmas and my 44th
birthday not with my girlfriend but with two
convalescent hounds. | barely made it to Confession
and the Vigil Mass this past weekend, between two
snowstorms -- with more to come. At least I've stocked
up on beer.

Has God played Grinch with my Christmas? Is there
some sub-codicil of the natural law that specifies |
don't get to leave New England? Such thoughts have
run through my head. | was whining along these lines
to the homeschooling mom who was meant to watch
over the dogs, concluding: "Of course I'm so relieved
about Susie. A lucky thing | took her to the vet."

She answered. "Was it luck? | was praying about
this. For some reason, | was moved to pray: 'Please
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God, don't let one of John's dogs die on my watch."
And it pleased God that they didn't.

So | look down at Susie, still tender but brimming
with health, and Franzi, free of pain, and | can't help but
smile. I'll spend this Christmas with the beasts, the
innocent creatures free of original sin, whose every
action pleases their Creator. Their brown eyes, on the
vigil of the feast, will recall for me the cattle that gazed
on the tiny baby who willed their very existence. If the

power goes out, we'll huddle for warmth, as Our Lady
did with Our Lord.

A blessed, beastly Christmas to one and all.

John Zmirak is author, most recently, of the graphic
novel The Grand Inquisitor and is Writer-in-Residence at
Thomas More College in New Hampshire. He writes
weekly for InsideCatholic.com.
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Ex Aegypto

Tom Howard | Column
12/23/08

x Aegypto vocavi fillum meum'Out of Egypt

have | called my son." We all know this quote

from having heard, year after year, the Gospel
readings in connection with Christmas and the events
that follow it. The Holy Family had to flee to Egypt from
Herod, who was about to mount the Slaughter of the
Innocents to forestall any plot to supplant him on his
throne with an upstart boy. St. Matthew remarks that
this all came to pass as a fulfilled prophecy, referring to
Hosea's word that God had "called my son out of

Egypt."

Not long ago, a Carmelite nun friend of mine in
Philadelphia sent me a poem by her grandfather Clifford
J. Laube with that Latin text for its title (the collection of
his poems is titled Broken Crusts and may be obtained
from Arx Publications).

There are not, so far as | know, many poems in the
annals of Christian meditation addressed to Egypt. This

one is an "apostrophe," that is, a line of thought
addressed to something non-human: one's native
country, a field of daffodils, a Grecian urn, or Egypt, in

this case.

Egypt, from your silted dream the river-lily nods.

Dust is in your tabernacles. Death is on your gods.

Night is on lkhnaton, but his spirit in your fanes
[temples]

Was a witness to the truth, and the truth remains.

Isis, Phthah, Anubis, and the rest of those gods have
vanished from Egypt, and all is quiet in her hollow
temples. Ikhnaton -- the pharaoh who knew that there
had to be One God above all gods who must be
worshipped -- is dead too, having failed to persuade
Egypt to abandon her throng of deities.

Egypt, by your sunken plinths the ibis wades.
Broken lies the obelisk, the hieroglyph fades.
Wilderness of ruin! But a live-forever blooms:

Starry hope deep-hidden in your death-denying
tombs.

The ibis wading near ruined columns, the fallen obelisk -
- one is reminded of Shelley's Ozymandias, with his
stone visage down in the sand. But, strangely, there is
hope flowering among the tombs and pyramids and

sarcophagi, with all of their unguents and spices, so

earnestly brought in to fend off death and decay.

Egypt, on your templed towns a ten-fold justice
fell,

Chastening your tyrant kings, avenging Israel,

But gratitude remembers how you gave a fronded
path

To Three in holy hiding from the fang of Herod's
wrath.

The God whom lkhnaton sought so sedulously visited a
much later pharaoh, Rameses, with ten plagues when
that king refused to release Israel, who belonged to
that God. But blessings on you, Egypt, for having
offered a refuge under your palms, much later still in
time, to a man and woman and their endangered son.
(Very odd -- how the eye of the just sees a destiny
undeflected by the indifference or inattention of
earthly powers.)

Egypt of Osiris, let your phantoms sleep.

Egypt of Rameses, may your dreams be deep.

To Cleopatra's Egypt a long oblivion;

But starlight on the Egypt that shielded Mary's
Son!

What we have here is a case in point of true -- and, to
my mind, striking -- Catholic piety. For one thing, such
piety sees the folly of schemes mounted to outwit
God. "God is working His purpose out, as vyear
succeeds to year" -- this is plain Catholic belief.
Rameses knew nothing of the God who could sink his
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chariots. Herod was mad to suppose that he could
circumvent what the prophets had foretold. And Egypt,
with her pantheon of gods, had no idea at all that she
was protecting the One -- the infant God come to be the
Savior of the world.

What about that -- the role that indifferent or
hostile forces play in God's plan of salvation for the
world? From Abraham onward -- or, shall we say, from
Adam, Abel, Enoch, and Noah onward -- what has been
asked of the just is that they lay their expectations
wholly (and solely) in God, in spite of all. The Church
finds herself in that lineage. And she is clear about the
one final and undoubted thing: The God who made us
will save us, calling Israel and then sending the Savior;
and all of history moves toward its fruition in Him.

In all of her efforts to "reach out" and "dialogue"
with other religions and philosophies, the Church has
never put forward the notion that all roads lead to
heaven, so to speak, with all religious founders and
prophets equally testifying to the saving truth for us

men. She has only one gospel: "But God commendeth
his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners,
Christ died for us" (Rom 5:8). That is the one gospel
with which the Church is charged. Neither Rameses nor
Herod -- nor any other prince, dictator, or power -- can
frustrate this divine plan.

The poem "Ex Aegypto" testifies to this. It sees
Ikhnaton as "a witness to the truth"; and Rameses
himself became, ironically, a figure testifying to the
grace of God. Catholic imagination, when it is suffused
with the generosity that comes from the God who sent
us the Savior, can, with true piety, say: Blessings on

you, Egypt.

Tom Howard is retired from 40 years of teaching
English in private schools, college, and seminary in
England and America.
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The Christmas Classic that Almost Wasn't

Ronald J. Rychlak | Column
12/24/08

he other night, along with many other

Americans, | watched the Frank Capra classic It's

a Wonderful Life. Starring Jimmy Stewart and
Donna Reed, the movie has become a Christmas staple -
- but it was not always that way, and how it attained its
holiday status has as much to do with the intricacies of
intellectual property law as it does with the storyline
and the production values.

When it was released in 1946, It's a Wonderful Life
was only a moderate success. The story was unusual for
Christmas -- built around an attempted suicide by
banker George Bailey (Stewart) and the rescue by his
guardian angel, Clarence (played by Harry Travers). The
movie was nominated for five Oscars, but it didn't win
any, nor did not meet its financial break-even point. By
the 1970s, the film was so largely forgotten that its
owner (apparently inadvertently) let the copyright
protection lapse.

All forms of intellectual property -- including films,
writings, photographs, and recordings -- are protected
by law for a certain period of time after they are
created. If a radio station wants to play a recording, or a
network wants to broadcast a film, the holder of the
copyright is entitled to receive a royalty. After an
extended period of time -- which varies depending upon
the medium, but which certainly spans several decades
-- intellectual property can lose its protection. When a
song or movie remains popular and profitable, the
copyright holder can extend the copyright, but many
movies and songs are permitted to fall into the public
domain.

That's what happened to /t's a Wonderful Life. The
movie had not yet become a Christmas classic when, in
1974, its copyright protection was allowed to expire.
That meant that television stations could air it over and
over without paying full royalties. (There were still some
smaller, derivative royalties due on the storyline, but it
is not clear that they were always paid.) For a period of

time from the mid-1970s into the 1990s, It's a
Wonderful Life seemed to be on several stations,
several times each week during the Christmas season. In
fact, one episode of the old television series Cheers
even dealt with the movie's frequent airings.

These repeated showings, made possible by the
termination of copyright protection, turned It's a
Wonderful Life into the Christmas tradition that it is
today. That, in turn, sent people searching for ways to
capitalize on the film.

Videotapes of It's a Wonderful Life were produced
by several different manufacturers. Since they did not
have to pay full royalties or even get permission to use
the images, any VHS producer could bring the popular
movie to market, and numerous ones did.

The lack of copyright protection also made /t's A
Wonderful Life one of the most notorious subjects of
colorization. It was originally produced in black and
white, but by the 1980s, computer graphics could add
color. The new colorized film could then be
copyrighted. It's a Wonderful Life was released in three
different colorized versions. Of course, colorization
was an abomination to true movie buffs. | still
remember reading the short blurbs in the Chicago
Tribune TV section, back when Gene Siskel was the
paper's main critic: Blurbs for the black-and-white
version called it a heart-warming Christmas classic;
those for the talked
despondency and attempted suicide.

colorized version about

You may have noticed that, in recent years, /t's a
Wonderful Life comes on only once or twice per
Christmas season, and only on a major network (NBC).
The original copyright holders managed to reassert
their rights, something that is virtually unheard of. But
the rights associated with the background music, as
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well as the copyright protection stemming from the
short story on which the movie was based, had not yet
expired. That gave Republic Pictures the hook in needed
to reassert its control of the film. (Apparently, there was
some attempt by other groups to avoid paying royalties
by running the film without music, but it was disallowed
by the courts.)

As a result, one of the great Christmas films of all
time is once again protected by the law -- ironic,
considering that it became a classic in significant part

because it was legally unprotected. But God works in
mysterious ways -- and sometimes the law does, too.

From Mississippi, best wishes for a blessed and
merry Christmas.

Ronald J. Rychlak is the associate dean and MDLA
Professor of Law at the University of Mississippi School
of Law. He is the author of Hitler, the War, and the Pope
(2000) and Righteous Gentiles (2005).
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Grace Is Dark Matter

Mark P. Shea| Column
12/24/08

t is customary this time of year for the Human
Toothache Brigade to break out the ol' secular-
humanist signs and try to dampen Christmas spirit,
while oversensitive culture warriors overreact with
"War on Christmas!!" hyperventilation. It's all good fun,
but | find myself less and less moved by either side of it.

If uptight, anal-retentive secularists want to get
their sphincters in a knot with terrors about the Holiday
that Dare Not Speak its Name, | will, as a cheerful
countercultural Catholic, enjoy all the more saying
"MERRY CHRISTMAS!" out loud and not give a fig about
offending anybody, because, well, I'm just happy it's
Christmas. | love Christmas! And, in point of fact, | have
never encountered anybody who is offended at the
mention of Christmas. I've only met jittery shopkeepers
and the occasional coworker who have been cowed by
the panicky miasma of offensitivity in Seattle culture
and who are afraid of giving offense, but who would
never take offense. Such people go all melty once you
break the ice and they realize it's okay to say
"Christmas."

If that's the norm here in Seattle, the very heart of
the Soviet of Washington, you can bet it's the norm
most places. So whatever the case, | refuse to let
panicky offensitivity derail my joy in the Feast of the
Incarnation with fear, just as | refuse to let Culture
Warriors derail the joy with encoded talk-radio anger
where "Merry Christmas" really means, "Take that, you
liberal peacenik, granola-eating, non-cigar smoking,
blue stater who doesn't watch FOX News, celebrate the
wisdom of the war in Iraq, or uphold Christian values
like torture!"

Half the fun of being Catholic in these United States
is belonging to a bizarre and exotic sect that freely
indulges in uncouth and mysterious rites and uses
arcane language that half-terrifies and half-fascinates
my countrymen. Saying "Merry Christmas" is among
these prerogatives, and | have no intention of changing

that to suit either the fearful or the angry. When | say,
"Merry Christmas!" | mean just that: | hope the person |
am talking to has a Merry Christmas. I'm wishing Merry
Christmas because it's the Feast of the Incarnation and
I'm happy that God became man -- because, if he
hadn't, everybody on both sides of the culture war
would be equally doomed to eternal damnation, which
is not a big boast for all us good Christians.

Of course, that's not to say there's no War on
Christmas. There's been a War on Christ ever since the
anti-Christmas Human Toothache slaughtered the
babes of Bethlehem, and other enemies played whack-
a-mole with Jesus until they succeeded in running Him
through a kangaroo court to a brutal state-sponsored
murder that Pilate, Herod Antipas, and Caiaphas could
all happily agree on. As St. Paul says, we wrestle not
with flesh and blood,
principalities. The thing is, Jesus told us to expect just

but with powers and

this, and in the early centuries of the Church, there
was no "War on Christmas" handwringing because the
Church did not imagine they were living in a culture
that was anything but a mortal enemy of the gospel.
Today, we live in the illusion that the world is now the
friend of the gospel, and so live in perpetual surprise
when it is not.

With the Culture War approach to Christmas there
comes (on both sides) the recurring notion that God
must perform some act of worldly power to show
himself as God by winning the Culture War and,
concomitantly, the fear (and gloat) that if he does not
manifest himself in this way, then the whole Christian
picture of things is endangered. So, for instance, we
see many Christians panicking about the loss of the
elections and wondering why God didn't help His Party
to win. Or you have Carl Sagan demanding that God
give chemical formulae for Martian soil composition to
Moses centuries ahead of time in order to prove his
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existence. Similarly, you have people like Richard
Dawkins sponsoring the Blasphemy Challenge on the
theory that any God worth his salt would smite the
high-school sophomores who YouTube themselves
saying something smutty about the Holy Spirit and
showing off their atheist chops to their peer group of
fellow high-school sophomores.

God does nothing like this, so we are to conclude
... what?

Personally, | conclude that a lot of people need to
familiarize themselves with the Temptation Narratives
in the Gospel. Because one of the major points of that
narrative is that Jesus refuses to do magic tricks,
publicity stunts, and appeals to earthly power. He
specifically tells us elsewhere in the Gospel that the
Kingdom does not come in such a way that people say,
"Lo! Here! Lo! There!" So the whole "Do something
flashy so people will believe!” thing is pretty firmly
denied by our Lord.

So how, then, does the Kingdom come? 1 Kings
19:11-13 tells us of the encounter the despondent Elijah
had when God said:

"Go forth, and stand upon the mount before the
LORD." And behold, the LORD passed by, and a
great and strong wind rent the mountains, and
broke in pieces the rocks before the LORD, but the
LORD was not in the wind; and after the wind an
earthquake, but the LORD was not in the
earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the
LORD was not in the fire; and after the fire a still
small voice. And when Elijah heard it, he wrapped
his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the
entrance of the cave.

Physicists these days are telling us that most of the
matter in the universe is not the big flashy stuff that
makes up the visible stars and galaxies. Most of it is
dark matter you can't see, and it is this dark matter that
does most of the gravitational heavy-lifting keeping the
cosmos together. | think this is an apt metaphor for
most of God's dealings with us. The world has few

parting seas or miracles of the sun (which unbelievers,
in any case, laugh off even when there are 70,000
eyewitnesses). But it is chockablock with small
moments of grace that, to the recipient, stick in the
heart with an accumulating power that can change us
forever, yet be utterly invisible to the people charged
with giving us the evening news and telling us what "the
real world" is like.

Penn Gillette was recently a recipient of one such
bit of dark matter. And | would bet that all of us, if we
are honest, can name similar moments in our lives that
were utterly invisible to those around us, yet which left
us with the distinct awareness that God had called us
by name.

For example, back in my days as a college pagan
hedonist, | returned to my dorm from Thanksgiving
dinner with my parents with a ruinous case of
Weaponized Martian Death Stomach Flu that had no
doubt been introduced by communist agents of evil
into our homemade sauerkraut. Stomach flu is horrific
enough. But stomach flu with sauerkraut . . . There are
no words.

| stumbled into my room and pitched forward onto
my bed, there to lie motionless in a gathering pool of
drool while the hours ticked by. At length, the phone
rang and it turned out to be somebody calling from the
second floor of Lander Hall, the dorm building next to
mine. | was a bit wary of the folks on this floor because
it was The Christian Floor, full of Born Again types and
Jesus Praisers, while | was, well, not one of these

types.

| mumbled something about Martian flu and my
fervent wish for the sweet release that only death can
bring, and then politely bowed out of whatever social
event | was being invited to by my friend who lived on
that floor. Then | hung up and lay my head back in the
drool pool.

About ten minutes later there was a knock at my
door. Shirtless and with the imprint of the creases in
my pillow pressed firmly into my face, | heaved my
bulk to the door, only to be surprised by the presence
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of Sandy MacKinnon, a woman | did not know from Eve,
standing there with a kind smile on her face.

"I heard you were sick! | brought you this," she said
cheerily, and brandished a bottle of Pepto-Bismol that
she had run out and bought for me.

| was moved by that act of kindness from a total
stranger. | still am, to this very day. No, | was not
converted to her faith in Christ on the spot. But it was
one of the moments in which the millions of rounds of
God's mercy pierced the defensive armor, and | started
to think about Christians as something besides people
whose eyes were set just a little too close together.
Pepto-Bismol remains for me a sacramental of the love
of God. There would be many other dark matter
moments, as there are for all of us. But that one sticks
out in my memory as a turning point in my life that
would eventually lead me to faith in Christ.

The Incarnation of God in Christ is the ultimate Dark
Matter Moment, a paradigm of the hidden way in which
God has always worked in the world. When Mary visits
Elizabeth, there are no signs in the sun, moon, and
stars. Just a little flutter below the diaphragm, and
Elizabeth's whole world is changed forever as she
realizes just who is standing before her. When our Lord
is born, it happens not in DC or LA or NYC, but in
something like the broom closet of the Stop 'n Sleep
Motel in Snohomish, Washington, because His parents
were down to their last dime and the snow was piling
up on their stalled 1978 Ford Pinto when Mary went
into labor. The sole attendees of the birth are some
parking lot attendants who explain to Mary and Joseph

that they were sitting around saying, "Dude! If God is
everywhere, then does that mean he's in my toe right
now? Whoa!" when all of a sudden the garage lit up and
these angel dudes told them to go to the broom closet
of the Stop n' Sleep Motel on Sixth Street and
everything would be explained.

That's not a story that would ever get coverage on
the evening news. But it's fairly representative of the
hidden way in which God is, even at this hour, revealing
himself to the hearts of men. Indeed, at this moment,
somewhere on earth, Jesus Christ is hidden in plain
view before the faces of mortal men and women as a
priest again holds up a perfectly dull-looking bit of
bread and a cup of seemingly ordinary wine and says,
"This is Jesus. This is He who takes away the sin of the
world. Happy are we who are called to His Supper."

By that hidden miracle of His Real Presence -- and
not by flash, earthly power, or magic tricks -- does the
dark matter of grace conquer the hearts of even his
bitterest enemies, not with servile terrors imposed by
partisans of some worldly system of fear, but with love
and the freedom of the Holy Spirit.

Merry Christmas!

Mark P. Shea is a
www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for
InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at
www.markshea.blogspot.com.

senior  editor for
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Christmas Morning: The Rules

Deal W. Hudson | Column
12/25/08

he hallway on Christmas morning: We children

stood, youngest in front of oldest, not allowed

past an invisible line on the floor separating the
hall from the living room. We were close enough to see
the lighted tree, the fireplace, and the wrapped
presents -- but not close enough to see the unwrapped
presents left by Santa. No matter how hard | peered
into the dark room, lit only by the Christmas tree and
fire, | couldn't see if Santa had remembered.

The old black-and-white photos with scalloped
edges attest to the excitement of a young boy, being
held back like a pony ready to break out of his stall; the
pajamas and robe, brought out of the drawer once a
year, falling almost to his fingertips (my mother always
bought clothes | could "grow into"). But the robe would
soon be off, and the pajama sleeves rolled up to
facilitate unwrapping.

| was about to say "tearing into packages," but then
| remembered we weren't allowed to do that. My father
-- ex-military, ex-Texas A&M cadet -- had "rules" for
Christmas morning, for "doing the tree," and those rules
started in the hallway. Some years my father's mother
would visit, seemingly for no other reason than to help
enforce those rules. Having raised three boys alone,
after the death of my grandfather as a young man, she
knew something about commanding discipline.

My grandmother would always slow things down.
We were required to pass every present from hand to
hand for inspection before going on to the next
package. Nana, as we called her, took her time, a
cigarette always in one hand, turning the gift over in the
other, before nodding with approval -- the signal | could
hand out the next present.

The photos show a modest home with small rooms
appointed with a few 1950s-style chairs and a couch, all
plain and functional. A television is nowhere to be seen,
and the walls are mostly bare because we didn't stay in

houses very long. My father was transferred by the FAA
(Federal Aviation Agency) from Kansas City to
Minneapolis to Massapequa, New York, to Alexandria,
Virginia, and, finally, to Fort Worth, where | started
seventh grade.

Dad was slender, handsome, and, it looks to me,
slightly sad. His experience fighting over Europe as
captain of a B-24, the Liberator, was still fresh in his
mind then. Only half of the men who fought those air
battles came home.

My mother was a beauty from a small town in east
Texas: long dark hair, better dressed than my father,
often photographed in a t-shirt. She looked like an
elegant young woman who belonged in more upscale
surroundings than her husband had yet provided. She
attended Duke, pledging Zeta Tau Alpha; he went to
A&M because he wanted to be a rancher. That about
says it all. The war interrupted his plans of raising
horses and cattle -- but it taught him how to fly, which
became his career, a distinguished one.

The two children in the photos -- my older sister Ruth
and | -- look happy enough, especially when showing
off our favorite Christmas presents for the camera.
(My younger sister, Elizabeth, would come years later -
- a "mistake," as children were sometimes called then.)
| had a bad track record with "favorite" Christmas
presents. One year, the train | had dreamed about for
weeks before Christmas, actually arrived, unwrapped
and unassembled in a box in front of the fire. The day
was spent with my mother's father, Hoody, putting it
all together. But the one thing | was not supposed to
do -- leave the transformer on all night -- | did, and the
train was no more. The small electrical fire that woke
my father up in the middle of the night did not help
the Christmas spirit.
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Then there was the beautiful leather football that
ended up on the roof of Mount Vernon Elementary
School the first day of class after the holidays, which the
janitor never returned. | missed that ball for a long time;
it had just the right feel in my hand, just the right spiral
as | letit go.

The "rules" for the Hudson family also required
champagne and black-eyed peas -- "for luck," my
mother always said. One vyear | actually ate one,
repressing my gag reflex; my sip of champagne never
tasted very good, and | wondered why. Much later |
realized my dad always bought the green bottle at a
local convenience store.

My mother always made up for the black-eyed peas
with a great turkey, lots of mashed potatoes and
dressing, served with all the cranberry sauce | wanted.
For me, every bite of the Christmas meal had to include
some cranberry on the fork -- to this day, | still do that
on Thanksgiving and Christmas.

The Hudson Family Rules in this generation, like
rules in general, bear only a pale resemblance to those
handed down by my father and his often-fierce, always-
smoking mother, my grandmother. | can, at least, keep
my children out of the living room until the appointed
time, but my attempts at recreating the line-up failed
long ago. | regret we no longer pause at the invisible
line and let the mystery grow for a few moments. The
feast of gifts, wrapped and unwrapped, seemed even
sweeter then because we followed the rules. (Except, of
course, for the black-eyed peas.)

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com
and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The
Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals
in the United States (Simon and Schuster).
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A Fine Thing

Marjorie Campbell | Column
12/26/08

hit the first-floor landing just as my son's shoe

toppled the crystal angel given me last Christmas by

my mother-in-law. I'd heard the "boy noise" escalate
from laughter to hysteria to full-on combat. It happens
this way with teenage boys; often, it's a matter of
seconds before rough-housing turns into a WWF smack
down, complete with flying chairs, leaps off the sofa,
and, of course, cursing. If a mother can intervene just
then, she can save a fine thing.

But | did not get there in time. The Nike missile
missed my other son's head and took out the angel. |
watched the severed head tumble away from her body
and thump onto the dining room floor, like a large
marble out for a roll. | righted the decapitated
remainder, and one wing fell off. Thunk.

| retrieved the head -- it was a clean break -- and
wiped away a tear. "If | break off the other wing, we
could tell everyone this is John the Baptist," | grunted at
my suddenly silent sons.

It's hard to lose a fine thing. Often, they are given
with great thought and expense. Typically, you don't
have many fine things -- at least, not enough to let
heads roll away without a whimper. Once broken, they
can rarely be restored, and they are seldom again what
they once were.

But it's a fact of life: Fine things break easily, which
is part of what makes them fine. For our 13th wedding
anniversary, my husband went all out. "It's lace this
year," he sweetly crooned, "a strong and beautiful type
of weave, like our marriage." | was moved to tears by
the sentiment. Before the evening was out, | cried for a
different reason.

He first laid before me three fragile, colored glass
ornaments, each encased in an intricate, handmade
lace overlay. The light played off the shimmering
surfaces, peeking out as the design of the lace allowed.

Bill held aloft one orb, a glow of green haloing his hand,
and gently said, "This is a fine thing."

And it was -- until it popped, imploded and
disappeared into Bill's suddenly emptied grip, raining
small glass shards upon the table. "Oops," he smiled
weakly. "l guess | squeezed too hard."

| quickly scooped up the two remaining gifts and
said reassuringly, "I'll just put these up in the china
cabinet, dear." | declined his offer to help.

Later that night, | donned a beautiful lace-trimmed
robe he had also surprised me with. It was a creamy
buff, floor length, soft silk -- a fine thing. He wrapped a
loving arm around me as | walked out of the closet --
but misjudged the trim along the back neckline. His
finger hooked the edge, and | heard the lace tear away
from the robe under his grip. Blessedly, he did not see
my tears.

Fine things require a care that does not always
come easily, and is easily forgotten. Their fragility and
preciousness make them fine -- like an aged wine that,
neglected, can go to vinegar. But it is pieces of lovely
wine glasses I've more often bemoaned, shattered
beyond repair.

My dear, always-helpful friend Matt broke a Riedel
one night when he dashed to the kitchen to wash
dishes after a dinner party. | saw him, sponge in hand,
reach for the glass, the last drops of a fine cabernet
sauvignon clinging to the bottom.

"That's okay, Matt," | began, "l am happy to wash .
. ." but it was too late. The glass blew apart, as if a
small firecracker exploded from the inside.

"Oops, how did that happen?" Matt puzzled,
picking pieces from the soapy water.
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| used to mourn the loss of fine things until | realized
how much | learn each time. My beheaded angel,
crushed glasses, and torn robe all remind me the care
required of a fine thing. Each loss offers a lesson in
renewal. The finest things, after all, promise treasure far
greater than crystal, glass, or lace.

Performed by Liam Nesson, a burly, brave Rob Roy
gently touches the light, wispy strands of his wife's hair
and whispers in a thick brogue, "Do ya know how fine
ya are to me, Mary MacGregor?" Fine, indeed -- and he
nearly trembles for fear of damaging this most fine of all
things.

| have felt this same tremble -- as | watch my
husband about his business, tackling the demands of his
job, determined to provide for his family, loudly
clapping a friend on the back, blowing clouds of cigar
smoke over a pool table, kneeling in prayer and
gratitude before his loving God. Sometimes it is just the
cut of his jaw line that catches my eye -- like light tossed
off a perfectly pink, lace-wrapped ornament. In such
moments, | think, "My goodness, he is fine."

He is, after all, the Creator's gift to me -- a fine thing
from the Divine; the finest of things | am given to care
for. "A capable wife who can find? She is far more
precious than jewels. The heart of her husband trusts in
her, and he will have no lack of gain. She does him
good, and not harm, all the days of her life" (Prv 31: 10-
12).

My broken angel, crushed glass, and lace destroyed
all call me to diligence, patience, and awareness in the
caring of this man -- the finest gift | have been given.

Marjorie Campbell is an attorney and speaker on social
issues from a Catholic perspective. She lives in San
Francisco  with  her family and blogs at

www.dealwhudson.typepad.com.
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Twelve Myths Every Catholic Should Be Able to Answer

InsideCatholic Staff | Classic
12/20/08

reedom of speech is a great thing. Unfortunately,

it comes at a price: When citizens are free to say

what they want, they'll sometimes use that
freedom to say some pretty silly things.

And that's the case with the 12 claims we're about
to cover. Some of them are made over and over, others
are rare (though worth addressing). Either way, while
the proponents of these errors are free to promote
them, we as Catholics have a duty to respond.
Hopefully, this will help you do just that.

1. "There's no such thing as absolute truth. What's
true for you may not be true for me."

People use this argument a lot when they disagree with
a statement and have no other way to support their
idea. After all, if there is nothing true for everyone, then
they can believe whatever they want and there's
nothing you can say to make them change their minds.

But look at that statement again: "There's no such
thing as absolute truth." Isn't that itself a statement
that's being made absolutely? In other words, it applies
some rule or standard to everyone across the board --
exactly what the relativists say is impossible. They have
undone their own argument simply by stating their
case.

The other problem with this statement is that no
relativist actually believes it. If someone said to you,
"There is no absolute truth," and you punched him in
the stomach, he'd probably get upset. But by his own
creed, he'd have to accept that, while punching
someone in the stomach may be wrong for him, it might
not be wrong for you.

This is when they'll come back with an amendment
to the original statement by saying, "As long as you're

not hurting others, you're free to do and believe what
you like." But this is an arbitrary distinction (as well as
another absolute statement). Who says | can't hurt
others? What constitutes "hurt"? Where does this rule

come from?

If this statement is made based on personal
preference, it means nothing for anyone else. "Do no
harm" is in itself an appeal to something greater -- a
sort of universal dignity for the human person. But
again, the question is where does this dignity come
from?

As you can see, the further you delve into these
questions, the closer you come to understanding that
our concepts of right and truth are not arbitrary but
are based in some greater, universal truth outside
ourselves -- one written in the very nature of our
being. We may not know it in its entirety, but it can't
be denied that this truth exists.

2. "Christianity is no better than any other faith. All
religions lead to God."

If you haven't heard this one a dozen times, you don't
get out much. Sadly enough, the person making this
claim is often himself a Christian (at least in name).

The problems with this view are pretty
straightforward. Christianity makes a series of claims
about God and man: that Jesus of Nazareth was God
Himself, and that He died and was resurrected -- all so
that we might be free from our sins. Every other
religion in the world denies these points. So, if
Christianity is correct, then it speaks a vital truth to the

world -- a truth that all other religions reject.

This alone makes Christianity unique.
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But it doesn't end there. Recall Jesus' statement in
John's Gospel: "l am the way, and the truth, and the life;
no one comes to the Father, but by me." In Christianity,
we have God's full revelation to humanity. It's true that
all religions contain some measure of truth -- the
amount varying with the religion. Nevertheless, if we
earnestly want to follow and worship God, shouldn't we
do it in the way He prescribed?

If Jesus is indeed God, then only Christianity
contains the fullness of this truth.

3. "The Old and New Testaments contradict one
another in numerous places. If an omnipotent God
inspired the Bible, He would never have allowed these
errors."

This is a common claim, one found all over the internet
(especially on atheist and free-thought Web sites). An
article on the American Atheists site notes, "What is
incredible about the Bible is not its divine authorship;
it's that such a concoction of contradictory nonsense
could be believed by anyone to have been written by an
omniscient God."

Such a statement is generally followed by a list of
Biblical
contradictions make a few simple errors. For example,

"contradictions."  However, claims of
critics fail to read the various books of the Bible in line
with the genre in which they were written. The Bible is,
after all, a collection of several kinds of writing: history,
theology, poetry, apocalyptic material, etc. If we try to
read these books in the same wooden way in which we
approach a modern newspaper, we're going to be

awfully confused.

And the list of Bible "contradictions" bears this out.
Take, for example, the first item on the American
Atheist's list:

Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy (Ex
20:8).

Versus:

One man esteemeth one day above another:
another esteemeth every day alike. Let every man
be fully persuaded in his own mind (Rom 14:5).

There! the atheist cries, a clear contradiction. But what
the critic fails to mention is something every Christian
knows: When Christ instituted the New Covenant, the
ceremonial requirements of the Old Covenant were
fulfilled (and passed away). And so it makes perfect
sense that Old Testament ceremonial rules would no
longer stand for the people of the New Covenant.

If the critic had understood this simple tenet of
Christianity, he wouldn't have fallen into so basic an
error.

The next item on the American Atheist list is
similarly flawed:

[Tlhe earth abideth for ever (Eccl 1:4).
Versus...

[T] elements shall melt with fervent heat, the earth
also and the works that are therein shall be burned
up (2 Pet 3:10).

So, the Old Testament claims that the earth will last
forever, while the New says it will eventually be
destroyed. How do we harmonize these? Actually, it's
pretty easy, and it again comes from understanding
the genre in which these two books were written.

Ecclesiastes, for example, contrasts secular and
religious worldviews -- and most of it is written from a
secular viewpoint. That's why we find lines like, "Bread
is made for laughter, and wine gladdens life, and
money answers everything" (Eccl 10:19).

However, at the end of the book, the writer throws
us a twist, dispensing with all the "wisdom" he'd
offered and telling us to "Fear God, and keep his
commandments; for this is the whole duty of man"
(12:13).

If a reader stops before the end, he'll be as
confused as the American Atheists. However, since the
viewpoint that gave birth to the notion of an eternal
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earth is rejected in the last lines of the book, there's
obviously no contradiction with what was later revealed
in the New Testament. (And this is just one way to
answer this alleged discrepancy.)

The other "contradictions" between the Old and
New Testaments can be answered similarly. Almost to
an item, the critics who use them confuse context,
ignore genre, and refuse to allow room for reasonable
interpretation.

No thinking Christian should be disturbed by these
lists.

4. "l don't need to go to Church. As long as I'm a good
person, that's all that really matters."

This argument is used often and is pretty disingenuous.
When someone says he's a "good person," what he
really means is that he's "not a bad person" -- bad
people being those who murder, rape, and steal. Most
people don't have to extend a lot of effort to avoid
these sins, and that's the idea: We want to do the least
amount of work necessary just to get us by. Not very
Christ-like, is it?

But that mentality aside, there's a much more
important reason why Catholics go to Church other than
just as an exercise in going the extra mile. Mass is the
cornerstone of our faith life because of what lies at its
heart: the Eucharist. It's the source of all life for
Catholics, who believe that bread and wine become the
real body and blood of Christ. It's not just a symbol of
God, but God made physically present to us in a way we
don't experience through prayer alone.

Jesus said, "Truly, truly, | say to you, unless you eat
the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you
have no life in you; he who eats my flesh and drinks my
blood has eternal life, and | will raise him up at the last
day" (Jn 6:53-54). We're honoring Jesus' command and
trusting in that promise every time we go to Mass.

What's more, the Eucharist -- along with all the
other Sacraments -- is only available to those in the

Church. As members of the Church, Christ's visible body
here on earth, our lives are intimately tied up with the
lives of others in that Church. Our personal relationship
with God is vital, but we also have a responsibility to
live as faithful members of Christ's body. Just being a
"good person" isn't enough.

5. "You don't need to confess your sins to a priest. You
can go straight to God."

It's perfectly understandable that Protestants would
have an objection here -- they have a different
understanding of priesthood. But for a Catholic to say
something like this . . . it's disappointing. Human
nature being what it is, people just don't like telling
other people their sins, and so they come up with

justifications for not doing so.

The Sacrament of Confession has been with us
from the beginning, coming from the words of Christ
Himself:

Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. As
the Father has sent me, even so | send you.' And
when he had said this, he breathed on them, and
said to them, 'Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive
the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the
sins of any, they are retained" (Jn 20:21-23).

Notice that Jesus gives His apostles the power to
forgive sins. Of course, they wouldn't know which sins
to forgive if they weren't told what sins were involved.

The practice of confession is also evident in the
Letter of James:

Is any among you sick? Let him call for the elders
of the church, and let them pray over him,
anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord; and
the prayer of faith will save the sick man, and the
Lord will raise him up; and if he has committed
sins, he will be forgiven. Therefore confess your
sins to one another, and pray for one another, that
you may be healed (Jas 5:14-16).
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It's interesting that nowhere does James (or Jesus) tell
us to confess our sins to God alone. Rather, they seem
to think that forgiveness comes through some means of
public confession.

And it's not difficult to understand why. When we
sin, we rupture our relationship not just with God, but
with His Body, the Church (since all Catholics are
interconnected as children of a common Father). So
when we apologize, we need to do so to all parties
involved -- God and the Church.

Imagine you walk into a store and steal some of
their merchandise. Later, you feel remorse and regret
the sinful act. Now, you can pray to God to forgive you
for breaking His commandment. But there's still another
party involved; you'll need to return the merchandise
and make restitution for your action.

It's the same way with the Church. In the
confessional, the priest represents God and the Church,
since we've sinned against both. And when he
pronounces the words of absolution, our forgiveness is
complete.

6. "If the Church truly followed Jesus, they'd sell their
lavish art, property, and architecture, and give the
money to the poor."

When some people think of Vatican City, what they
immediately picture is something like a wealthy
kingdom, complete with palatial living accommodations
for the pope and chests of gold tucked away in every
corner, not to mention the fabulous collection of
priceless art and artifacts. Looking at it that way, it's
easy to see how some people would become indignant
at what they think is an ostentatious and wasteful show
of wealth.

But the truth is something quite different. While the
main buildings are called the "Vatican Palace," it wasn't
built to be the lavish living quarters of the pope. In fact,
the residential part of the Vatican is relatively small. The
greater portion of the Vatican is given over to purposes
of art and science, administration of the Church's

official business, and management of the palace in
general. Quite a number of Church and administrative
officials live in the Vatican with the pope, making it
more like the Church's main headquarters.

As for the impressive art collection -- truly one of
the finest in the world -- the Vatican views it as "an
irreplaceable treasure," but not in monetary terms. The
pope doesn't own these works of art and couldn't sell
them if he wanted to; they're merely in the care of the
Holy See. The art doesn't even provide the Church with
wealth; actually, it's just the opposite. The Holy See
invests quite a bit of its resources into the upkeep of
the collection.

The truth of the matter is that the See has a fairly
tight financial budget. So why keep the art? It goes
back to a belief in the Church's role as a civilizing force
in the world. Just like the medieval monks who
carefully transcribed ancient texts so they would be
available to future generations -- texts that otherwise
would have been lost forever -- the Church continues
to care for the arts so they will not be forgotten over
time. In today's culture of death where the term
"civilization" can only be used loosely, the Church's
civilizing mission is as important today as it ever was.

7. "Dissent is actually a positive thing, since we
should all keep our minds open to new ideas."

You might hear this argument a lot today, especially in
the wake of the abuse scandal in the Church. Everyone
wants to find solutions to our problems, but in doing
so, some are advocating ideas that are outside the pale
of our Catholic faith. Furthermore, a lot of people
blame the Church for being too rigid in its beliefs and
not wanting to try anything new.

The truth is, most of the ideas for reform that are
floating around today aren't new. They've been here
for a while, and the Church has already considered
them. In fact, the Church has spent its entire life
carefully examining ideas and determining which ones
are in line with God's law and which aren't. It has
discarded heresy after heresy while carefully building
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up the tenets of the Faith. It should come as no surprise
that there are thousands of other Christian churches in
existence today -- all of them had "new ideas" at one
point that the Church had decided were outside the
deposit of faith.

The Church has an important responsibility in
protecting the integrity of our Faith. It never rejects
ideas out of hand, as some dissenters would claim, but
has two thousand years of prayer and study behind the
beliefs it holds to be true.

This doesn't mean that we can never disagree on
anything. There's always room to discuss how best to
deepen our understanding of the truth -- for example,
how we can improve our seminaries or clergy/lay
interactions -- all within the guidelines of our Faith.

8. "Properly interpreted, the Bible does not condemn
homosexuality. Rather, it weighs against promiscuity--
whether homosexual or heterosexual. Therefore, we
have no reason to oppose loving homosexual
relationships."

As homosexual activity gains greater acceptance in our
culture, there will be more pressure among Christians
to explain away the Bible's clear prohibition against it.
It's now the standard liberal party line to claim that the
Bible -- when understood correctly -- doesn't disallow
homosexual activity.

But this claim flies in the face of clear passages in
both the Old and New Testaments. The first, of course,
is the famous story of Sodom and Gomorrah. If you
recall, two angels were sent by God to Sodom to visit
Lot:

But before [the angels] lay down, the men of the
city, the men of Sodom, both young and old, all the
people to the last man, surrounded the house; and
they called to Lot, "Where are the men who came
to you tonight? Bring them out to us, that we may
know them." Lot went out of the door to the men,
shut the door after him, and said, "I beg you, my
brothers, do not act so wickedly. Behold, | have two

daughters who have not known man; let me bring
them out to you, and do to them as you please; only
do nothing to these men, for they have come under
the shelter of my roof." But they said, "Stand back!"
And they said, "This fellow came to sojourn, and he
would play the judge! Now we will deal worse with
you than with them." Then they pressed hard
against the man Lot, and drew near to break the
door. But the men put forth their hands and
brought Lot into the house to them, and shut the
door (Gen 19:4-10).

The message of this passage is pretty clear. The men of
Sodom were homosexuals who wanted to have
relations with the men inside the house. Lot offered
them his daughters, but they weren't interested.
Shortly thereafter, Sodom was destroyed by God in
payment for the sins of its people -- namely, their
homosexual acts. This fact is confirmed in the New
Testament:

Just as Sodom and Gomor'rah and the surrounding
cities, which likewise acted immorally and indulged
in unnatural lust, serve as an example by
undergoing a punishment of eternal fire . . . (Jude
7).

But these certainly aren't the only passages in the
Bible that condemn gay activity. The Old Testament
contains another unambiguous condemnation: "You
shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an
abomination" (Lev 18:22).

And these statements aren't reserved to the Old
Testament alone.

For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable

passions. Their women exchanged natural
relations for unnatural, and the men likewise gave
up natural relations with women and were
consumed with passion for one another, men
committing shameless acts with men and receiving
in their own persons the due penalty for their

error (Rom 1:26-27).

It's awfully hard for a liberal Christian to explain this
away. There's simply no mention here merely of gay
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promiscuity or rape; rather, Paul is weighing against any
(which  he
"unnatural," "shameless," and "dishonorable").

homosexual relations describes as

Liberal Christians are in a bind. How, after all, does
one harmonize homosexual activity with the Bible?
Their solution, it appears, is to strip the Bible of its
moral power and run in rhetorical circles trying to
escape its clear message.

9. "Catholics should follow their conscience in all
things . . . whether it's abortion, birth control, or

women's ordination."

It's true -- the Catechism says quite plainly, "Man has
the right to act in conscience and in freedom so as
personally to make moral decisions. 'He must not be
forced to act contrary to his conscience. Nor must he be
prevented from acting according to his conscience,
especially in religious matters™ (1782). This teaching is
at the heart of what it means to have free will.

But that doesn't mean that our conscience is free
from all responsibility or may remain ignorant of God's
law. This is what the Catechism refers to as having a
"well-formed conscience."

The Catechism assigns great responsibility to a
person's conscience:

Moral conscience, present at the heart of the
person, enjoins him at the appropriate moment to
do good and to avoid evil. . . . It bears witness to the
authority of truth in reference to the supreme Good
to which the human person is drawn, and it
welcomes the commandments. When he listens to
his conscience, the prudent man can hear God
speaking (1777).

In other words, our conscience isn't just "what we feel
is right" -- it's what we judge to be right based on what
we know of the teachings of God and the Church. And
in order to make that judgment, we have a
responsibility to study and pray over these teachings
very carefully. The Catechism has a section dedicated

entirely to the careful formation of our conscience --
that's how important it is in making right decisions.

And in the end, whether right or wrong, we're still
held accountable for our actions: "Conscience enables
one to assume responsibility for the acts performed"
(1781). When properly formed, it helps us to see when
we've done wrong and require forgiveness of our sins.

By seeking a fully formed conscience, we actually
experience great freedom, because we're drawing
closer to God's infinite Truth. It's not a burden or

something that keeps us from doing what we

want; it's a guide to help us do what is right. "The

education of the conscience guarantees freedom

and engenders peace of heart" (1784).

10. "Natural Family Planning is just the Catholic
version of birth control."

Natural Family Planning (NFP) has enemies on all sides.
Some believe that it's an unrealistic alternative to birth
control (which they don't think is sinful anyway), while
others think that it's just as bad as birth control. NFP
has had to walk a fine line between both extremes.

First of all, the main problem with birth control is
that it works against the nature of our bodies -- and
nature in general. It aims to sever the act (sex) from its
consequence (pregnancy), basically reducing the
sacredness of sex to the mere pursuit of pleasure.

NFP, when used for the right reasons, is more of a
tool used for discerning whether a couple has the
means (financially, physically, or emotionally) to accept
a child into their lives. It involves understanding your
own body, taking careful stock of your situation in life,
discussing the issue with your spouse, and, above all,
prayer. Rather than cutting yourself off from the full
reality of sex, you are entering into it with a better
understanding of all aspects involved.

Those who favor birth control point to people who
can't afford more children, or whose health might be
at risk from further pregnancies. But these are
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perfectly legitimate reasons to use NFP -- situations
where it would be particularly effective -- and the
Church allows its use.

Others think that taking any sort of control over the
size of your family is like playing God, rather than letting
Him provide for us as He sees fit. It's true that we must
trust God and always accept the lives He sends us, but
we don't need to be completely hands-off in that
regard.

For example, rather than throwing money around
and saying that "God will provide," families carefully
budget their finances and try not to overextend their
means. NFP is like that budget, helping us prayerfully
consider our situation in life and act accordingly. It's
part of our nature as humans to use our intellect and
free will, rather than passively expecting God to take
care of everything. We're called to be good stewards of
the gifts we're given; we must be careful never to treat
those gifts carelessly.

11. "Someone can be pro-choice and Catholic at the
same time."

While this may be one of the most common myths
Catholics hold regarding their faith, it's also one of the
most easily dispelled. The Catechism minces no words
when talking about abortion: It's listed with homicide
under crimes against the fifth commandment, "Thou
shalt not kill."

The following passages make this clear:

Human life must be respected and protected
absolutely from the moment of conception (2270).

Since the first century the Church has affirmed the
moral evil of every procured abortion. This teaching
has not changed and remains unchangeable (2271).

Formal cooperation in an abortion constitutes a
grave offense. The Church attaches the canonical
penalty of excommunication to this crime against
human life (2272).

It can't be stated more plainly than that. Some might
argue, however, that being "pro-choice" doesn't mean
being in favor of abortion; lots of people think abortion
is wrong but don't want to force that opinion on others.

There's that "what's true for you might not be true
for me" argument again. The Church has an answer to
that, too:

"The inalienable rights of the person must be
recognized and respected by civil society and the
political authority. These human rights depend

neither on single individuals nor on parents; nor do

they represent a concession made by society and

the state; they belong to human nature and are

inherent in the person by virtue of the creative act

from which the person took his origin" (2273).

The sanctity of life is a universal truth that can
never be ignored. Advising someone to get an
abortion, or even voting for a politician who would
advance the cause of abortion, is a grave sin,
because it leads others to mortal sin -- what the
Catechism calls giving scandal (2284).

The Church stands forcefully and clearly against
abortion, and we as Catholics must take our stand as
well.

12. "People's memories of their past lives prove that
reincarnation is true . . . and that the Christian view
of Heaven and Hell is not."

As society becomes more fascinated with the
paranormal, we can expect to see claims of "past life
memories" increase. Indeed, there are now
organizations that will help take you through your

previous lives using hypnosis.

While this may be convincing to some, it certainly
isn't to anyone familiar with the mechanics of
hypnosis. Almost since the beginning, researchers have
noted that patients in deep hypnosis frequently weave
elaborate stories and memories . . . which later turn

out to be utterly untrue. Reputable therapists are well
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aware of this phenomenon, and weigh carefully what
the patient says under hypnosis.

Sadly, though, this isn't the case with those
interested in finding "proof" for reincarnation. Perhaps
the greatest example of this carelessness is the famous
Bridey Murphy case. If you're not familiar with it, here's
a quick outline: In 1952, a Colorado housewife named
Virginia Tighe was put under hypnosis. She began
speaking in an Irish brogue and claimed to once have
been a woman named Bridey Murphy who had lived in
Cork, Ireland.

Her story was turned into a bestselling book, The
Search for Bridey Murphy, and received much popular
attention. Journalists combed Ireland, looking for any
person or detail that might confirm the truth of this
past-life regression. While nothing ever turned up, the
case of Bridey Murphy continues to be used to buttress
claims of reincarnation.

That's a shame, since Tighe was exposed as a fraud
decades ago. Consider: Virginia's childhood friends
recalled her active imagination, and ability to concoct
complex stories (often centered around the imitation
brogue she had perfected). Not only that, but she had a
great fondness for Ireland, due in part to a friendship
with an Irish woman whose maiden name was -- you
guessed it -- Bridie.

What's more, Virginia filled her hypnosis narratives
with numerous elements from her own life (without
revealing the parallels to the hypnotist). For example,
Bridey described an "Uncle Plazz," which eager
researchers took to be a corruption of the Gaelic,
"Uncle Blaise." Their enthusiasm ran out though when it
was discovered that Virginia had a childhood friend she
called Uncle Plazz.

When a hypnotized Virginia began dancing an Irish
jig, researchers were astounded. How, after all, would a
Colorado housewife have learned the jig? The mystery
was solved, when it was revealed that Virginia learned
the dance as a child.

As the Bridey Murphy case shows, the claims of
past-life regression are always more impressive than
the reality. To this day, not a single verifiable example
exists of a person being regressed to a former life.
Certainly, many tales have been told under the control
of a hypnotist, but nevertheless, evidence for
reincarnation (like that for the Tooth Fairy) continues
to elude us.

This article originally appeared as a Crisis Magazine e-
Report. We have revised and reposted it for

InsideCatholic.com.
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