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Catholic Feelings of Inferiority 
David R. Carlin | Column 

1/5/09 

n a recent article for InsideCatholic, I argued that 

churches that turn toward theological liberalism 

soon begin going downhill in terms of their 

membership. As these churches adhere to less and less 

of traditional Christian doctrine and morality, their 

membership shrinks. For a church to become 

theologically liberal is to opt for institutional suicide, or 

at least institutional valetudinarianism. 

I think the historical record is perfectly clear on this. 

Catholic liberalism in the United States is a relatively 

new thing, dating back only to the 1960s. But in only 40 

years, we have seen the Catholic Church in America, as 

its liberalism quotient (so to speak) has gone up, go into 

a proportionate decline. Liberal Catholics, of course, 

might argue that this Catholic experiment with 

theological liberalism proves nothing. Forty years is too 

short a time for such an experiment; and besides, liberal 

Catholics usually add, the problem has not been too 

much liberalism but too little. The Church is still tied, 

they argue, to its old ways of thinking and doing. It is 

not sufficiently modern. Let's try a truly modernized 

Catholicism, and we'll see the Church flourish as never 

before. 

You can make that argument if you like. But to do 

so, you have to be ignorant of the much longer and 

much more unlimited Protestant experiment with 

theological liberalism. In the Protestant world, 

liberalism emerged more than 200 years ago, appearing 

at approximately the same moment in Germany and 

England, and soon thereafter in New England (where it 

took the form of Unitarianism). This has been a lengthy 

experiment, having been carried on for more than 10 

percent of the entire history of Christianity, and by now 

there has been no limit to the amount of Christian 

doctrinal and moral content that has been thrown 

overboard. (Read the works of Episcopal Bishop John 

Shelby Spong to see the absurd lengths to which 

Christian liberalism can go.) The end result has been the 

same everywhere and always: a decline in churches that 

embrace theological liberalism. When some new 

experiment begins, there may be a moment of brief 

upsurge in religious interest. But this soon disappears, 

and the inevitable decline sets in. 

This brings me to a puzzling question: Given this 

clear historical record, why do so many apparently 

intelligent and well-educated Catholics wish to push 

their religion in a theologically liberal direction? Why 

do they want to amend the Church's teachings on 

sexual morality, abortion, and suicide? Why do they 

want to de-emphasize or redefine doctrines like the 

Trinity, the Divinity of Christ, the Resurrection, the 

Virgin Birth? Don't they realize that they are, in effect, 

trying to push their Church in the direction of 

institutional suicide? 

Part of the answer to these questions is simply 

that most Catholics, including those who are otherwise 

well-educated, know little about the history of 

Protestantism. Catholic religious educators have never 

been enthusiastic about teaching young Catholics 

about Protestantism. For that matter, many Catholic 

religious educators don't do a very good job of 

teaching about Catholicism itself -- a very complex 

thing -- let alone teaching about the many varieties 

and shades of that even more complex phenomenon, 

American Protestantism. 

Further, adult Catholics who rely on the 

mainstream media to get information about the world 

will get very little information about the history of 

Protestantism, and this for two reasons. Secular 

journalists tend to be uninterested in religion: They 

cover politics, business, foreign affairs, movies, TV, 

sports, real estate, medicine, celebrities, etc., but 

rarely do they have anything to say about American 

religion. Besides, most of what happens in the world of 

religion, though it may be of interest to historians and 

I 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5034&Itemid=48
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sociologists and anthropologists, does not count as 

"news." 

  

But another part of the answer, I submit, is a sense of 

cultural inferiority that American Catholics have always 

felt and still feel. From the beginning of American 

history until the 1960s, Catholics felt inferior to 

Protestants, who were the dominant cultural power in 

the country. In the 1960s, when Catholics at last came 

to feel that they were approximately equal to 

Protestants, Protestants suddenly lost their cultural 

dominance, being replaced by nonreligious and even 

anti-religious people whom we may call secularists. The 

Protestant cultural establishment was replaced by a 

secularist cultural establishment, which continues to 

reign today -- indeed, which reigns more than ever 

today. And Catholics generally feel culturally inferior to 

these secularists. 

When a group feels inferior to another group, it will 

make one of two responses: (1) It may engage in an act 

of self-deception and tell itself that it is not inferior but 

superior, insisting instead that the higher-ranking group 

is truly inferior -- all the while knowing (at an 

unconscious or barely conscious level) that this is 

untrue. (2) Alternatively, recognizing its inferiority and 

aping the superior group, it will try to acquire that 

group's superior attributes. 

During the long era of Protestant cultural 

supremacy, most Catholics, under the leadership of a 

strong-willed body of priests and nuns, made the first 

response, though a relatively small number attempted 

response No. 2. But since the rise of secularism to 

dominance, great numbers of Catholics, especially those 

with higher levels of education, have tended toward the 

second response. That is, while not renouncing their 

attachment to the Catholic religion, they have amended 

their idea of this religion in such a way as to make it 

more acceptable when judged from a secularist point of 

view. 

In particular, they have: 

¶ de-emphasized Catholicism's supernaturalistic 

elements (for secularism is resolutely 

naturalistic); 

¶ amended Catholicism's super-strict sexual 

morality (for secularism is sexually permissive); 

¶ stressed the social-justice aspects of Catholic 

morality (for secularism is a great believer in a 

form of social justice); 

¶ embraced, albeit while misunderstanding, 

Catholicism's teaching about the ultimate 

authority of conscience (for secularism 

strongly believes in something it calls 

"conscience"); and 

¶ rejected the notion that the leaders of the 

Church (i.e., popes and bishops) are entitled to 

teach with authority (for secularism is strongly 

anti-authoritarian).  

When you make these amendments to Catholicism, 

you get Catholic liberalism, a religion strikingly 

different from historical Catholicism; a religion, 

moreover, that is moving on a slippery slope toward 

outright atheism. 

 

David R. Carlin is the author of The Decline and Fall of 

the Catholic Church in America. 

http://www.sophiainstitute.com/productdetails.cfm?PC=277
http://www.sophiainstitute.com/productdetails.cfm?PC=277
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Mother Seton 
Rev. John Jay Hughes | Column 

1/5/09

n the winter of 1816, a 14-year-old Catholic girl, 

living with her widowed mother at Emmitsburg, 

Maryland, fell on the ice, breaking her hip. 

Inadequately cared for by the primitive medical science 

of her day, she suffered weeks of pain and died in her 

mother's arms, having told her the day before: "I have 

just been handing Our Lord my little cup. It is now quite 

full. He will come for me." She was referring to the cup 

of suffering about which Jesus spoke to his two brother-

apostles, James and John, who had asked for places on 

his right and left hand (Mk 10:28).  

Four years previously the girl's older sister, Anna, 

had died of tuberculosis shortly before her 17th 

birthday, having been permitted to profess vows as a 

Sister of Charity on her deathbed. Her mother wrote a 

friend two months later: "Eternity was Anna's darling 

word. I find it written in everything that belonged to 

her: music, books, copies, the walls of her little 

chamber, everywhere that word." Where can these two 

teenagers have got such faith, when not from their 

mother? 

The mother's name was Elizabeth Ann Seton. She 

was born in New York City on August 28, 1774, the 

second daughter of the socially prominent Dr. Richard 

Bayley, later Health Officer for the city, and his wife 

Catherine Charlton, whose father was rector of St. 

Andrew's Episcopal Church on Staten Island for 30 

years. From childhood, Elizabeth was a devout 

communicant of the Episcopal Church. At age 20, she 

was married by the Episcopal bishop of New York, 

Samuel Provoost, to the son of another socially 

prominent New York Family, William Magee Seton. 

Their firstborn, Anna Maria, was born a year later. Two 

sons and two more daughters would follow over the 

next seven years: William, Richard, Catherine, and 

Rebecca (the one who died at age 14). 

Within eight years of his marriage to Elizabeth, 

William Seton contracted tuberculosis, for which there 

was then no treatment other than fresh air. Seeking 

relief, William and Elizabeth, with the eight-year-old 

Anna, embarked in October 1803 for Livorno, on the 

northwest coast of Italy, where they were to stay with 

the Filicchi family, whom William had previously visited 

in connection with his family's shipping business. When 

William died at Livorno within weeks of their arrival, 

the Filicchis insisted that Elizabeth and Anna stay with 

them as long as they liked.  

They were Elizabeth's first Catholic friends, devout 

people of culture like herself. Visiting Catholic 

churches with them, attending Mass and other 

religious services, Elizabeth became fascinated with a 

world she had never known in New York, where 

Catholics were of a wholly different social class. 

Elizabeth was especially struck with the reverence 

shown by Catholics to the Blessed Sacrament. When 

Elizabeth returned to New York in June 1804, she had 

discovered that Catholicism had a different face from 

the one she had encountered at home. After nine 

months of agonizing reflection and prayer, she was 

received into the Catholic Church in St. Peter's Church 

in what is now downtown Manhattan, with Antonio 

Filicchi at her side as sponsor. There is no evidence 

that she was re-baptized, even conditionally. Her 

Episcopalian baptism, with water in the name of the 

Trinity, was accepted as valid.  

Despite this, her relatives and friends were 

outraged. Her married older sister, Mary Post, 

upbraided Elizabeth for joining people who were 

"dirty, filthy, red-faced and [their] church a horrid 

place of spits and pushing, ragged." Two wealthy 

friends in New York who had promised Elizabeth 

generous legacies in their wills immediately 

disinherited her.  
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With five children to support, Elizabeth's financial 

situation was desperate. She tried to earn money by 

starting a school for children and taking in boarders, 

only to be stymied when her erstwhile spiritual mentor, 

Rev. John Henry Hobart, warned parents not to entrust 

their offspring to a person of unsound religious views. 

Antonio Filicchi helped her financially and arranged for 

her two sons, William and Richard, to attend 

Georgetown College in Washington at his expense -- but 

these were temporary measures at best. 

Rescue came from a Sulpician priest, Rev. Louis 

William DuBourg, founder in 1803 of St. Mary's College 

in Baltimore and later bishop, successively, of New 

Orleans and St. Louis. On a visit to New York in the fall 

of 1806, Father DuBourg met Elizabeth and invited her 

to come to Baltimore to start a school for girls and, if 

God so willed, found a religious community to staff it. 

Elizabeth asked advice from John Carroll, soon to be 

Baltimore’s first archbishop, who encouraged Elizabeth 

to accept Father DuBourg’s proposal.  

It was June 1808 before she could do so. Arriving in 

Baltimore by ship with her three daughters (her two 

sons were already at Georgetown) on June 16, 1808, 

the feast of Corpus Christi that year, she was met at the 

pier by a carriage sent by Father DuBourg to bring her 

to the chapel of St. Mary's College, which was being 

consecrated that day. Elizabeth and her three girls 

arrived just as the Mass was starting. She felt in her 

heart that she was finally in the place to which God had 

called her. When she learned that the house provided 

for her was adjacent to the chapel, with daily Mass each 

morning and Vespers and Benediction in the evening, 

her cup of joy was full.  

The school that Father DuBourg envisaged was soon 

thriving. Elizabeth loved children; had she been born 

into a different social station, she might well have been 

a nanny. And she was a born pedagogue: "Tenderness," 

she used to say, "is the language children best 

understand." To those under her care, she would say: 

"Love God, children, and you can forget hell" -- a 

striking contrast to Catholic preaching in her day. 

On March 25, 1809, Elizabeth pronounced private 

religious vows of chastity and obedience before John 

Carroll, who gave her the title by which she has been 

known ever since: Mother Seton. Responsibility for her 

children made the vow of poverty impossible until their 

future was secure. About this time, a wealthy Catholic 

convert in his early 40s, Samuel Sutherland Cooper, 

invited Mother Seton to transfer her school to the 

extensive property he had purchased at Emmitsburg, 

Maryland, in the mountains some 50 miles northwest of 

Baltimore. With her children and several other women 

who had joined her to become Sisters of Charity, 

Mother Seton moved to Emmitsburg in June 1809. It 

would remain her home for the rest of her life.  

In the years following, Mother Seton's Sisters of 

Charity grew steadily. At times lack of space forced her 

turn away young women who wished to join the 

community. By 1818 they numbered 61, with houses 

for the care of orphans and other children in 

Philadelphia and New York.  

  

From youth, Mother Seton had a keen sense of the 

presence of God. Nurtured spiritually for the first 30 

years of her life by a vernacular liturgy of singular 

literary beauty, she was offended by the formalistic 

prayer of so many Catholics. "How pitiful it is," she told 

her religious sisters, "to put our devotion in a 

multitude of prayers too often repeated, without 

attention to what we say, and scarcely thinking to 

whom we are speaking . . . without listening to God, 

who would receive so much more glory from even the 

shortest adorations proceeding from the heart." 

Necessary for such prayer of adoration, she told 

her sisters, was silence. "The love of talk distracts all 

the powers of our soul from God, and fills them with 

earthly objects and impressions, like a vessel of water 

which cannot be clear and settled while you are 

continually stirring the earthy particles from the 

bottom." In a striking phrase, she spoke of "this 

tumultuous silence [that], when proceeding from our 

impressions of his perfections and greatness, is the 

most suitable homage we can offer him, losing 
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ourselves in his divine presence, in our deep abasement 

having no desire or wish but to be conformed to his will 

and wholly sacrificed to him." 

Mother Seton was seriously ill in 1818 and thought 

to be dying. She recovered, only to contract 

tuberculosis two years later. To a sister who asked how 

she felt, Mother Seton answered:  

I do not suffer, dear one. I am weak, it is true, but 

how happy and quiet my day passes. If this be the 

way of death, nothing can be more peaceful and 

happy, and if I am to recover, still how sweet to rest 

in the arms of our Lord. I never felt more sensibly 

his presence since I have been sick. In the weary 

and tedious hours of pain sometimes he comforts, 

cheers and encourages me. I imagine Mary, his 

mother, too gently coaxing me. 

To her sisters gathered round her deathbed on January 

2, 1821, Mother Seton repeated twice over: "Be 

children of the Church. Be children of the Church!" Two 

hours past midnight on January 4, 1821, aged 46, she 

went home to God. Her assistant superior, who was 

with her, said later: "I do not know if you will give the 

name of superstition to that which I felt at that 

moment. It seemed to me that our Lord was there, near 

to her, very close, awaiting this good soul." 

On September 14, 1975, Pope Paul VI enrolled 

Mother Seton in the Church's official list of saints. She is 

commemorated on January 4, the day of her death, 

considered by the Church her heavenly birthday. 

Because that day falls this year on a Sunday, American 

Catholics will not hear about her until 2010. All the 

more reason to thank God for the spiritual courage and 

strength of this woman, the first native-born American 

to be canonized, and to invoke her prayers. 

 

Rev. John Jay Hughes is a priest of the Saint Louis 

archdiocese and the author, most recently, of the 

memoir No Ordinary Fool and of Columns of Light: 30 

Remarkable Saints, available both in print and as a 

recorded book from Now You Know Media. 

http://www.amazon.com/No-Ordinary-Fool-Testimony-Grace/dp/1606041827/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1230580008&sr=1-1
http://search.store.yahoo.net/cgi-bin/nsearch?catalog=yhst-23951345135210&.autodone2=http://store.yahoo.com/yhst-23951345135210/nsearch.html&query=Columns%20of%20light
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Time for Pre-Canine Counseling 
John Zmirak | Column 

1/6/09

y girlfriend and I are getting serious. We've 

been involved, on and off, at long and short 

distances, for several years and have begun 

to feel the tug of the inevitable -- the beckoning warmth 

of a common hearth, the prospect of bearing each 

other's burdens as helpmates, of building up together 

our own Domestic Church. (This edifice, as married folks 

tell me, is chiefly devoted to kitchen, restrooms, and 

confessionals.) Indeed, we already have a family in 

common -- two wonderful little beagles named Susie 

and Franz Josef, of whom we have joint custody, and 

whom we call "the babies." 

With every relationship that inches toward the 

sacramental, it's critical that the two parties establish 

common ground on the central issues that arise in any 

marriage. We've spent the past few years hashing out 

healthy compromises on most of the subjects over 

which we'd disagreed. (Okay, which frightened her.) In 

consultation with each of our spiritual directors, we 

have established at last that I'll no longer: 

¶ Help ex-girlfriends with their rent. Especially the 

really cute ones. 

¶ Spend hours in earnest conversations with 

Commies, neo-Nazis, or racists of any color, in 

the hope of "reforming" them and luring them 

into the Church.  

¶ Give make-work assignments to BUCLs 

(Brilliant, Unemployable Catholic Losers) of 

whom I'm fond -- then dash about at the last 

minute cleaning up the mess so they can get 

paid. 

¶ Let sociopaths sleep on my couch. For months. 

¶ Run up debt buying overpriced "crunchy" 

groceries and cases of imported monastic beer, 

on the excuse that I'm "researching my next 

Catholic cookbook."  

¶ Pay only utility bills that have already been 

disconnected. 

¶ Respond to my beloved's rare, hormonally-

driven binges by hiding every carbohydrate in 

the house.  

¶ Pretend that letters from the IRS demanding 

payment are "junk mail." 

¶ Practice what I call the "Trojan" filing system -- 

in which my correspondence piles up in layers 

like the seven cities of Troy, and I retrieve it by 

digging archaeologically through the sediment. 

On the positive side, my lady-friend has no problem 

with my policy that any and all dogs we acquire will 

sleep in the family bed. And in return for all these 

binding resolutions, she undertakes not to keep 

bringing up past instances of any and all occurrences of 

the aforementioned phenomena. So now I think we're 

golden.  

Aware that more marriages founder on financial 

rather than sexual disagreements, we spent a lot of 

time talking through our different monetary habits and 

expectations -- most of which we'd inherited. She hails 

from prosperous, skinflint German surgeons and 

Southern aristocrats; my family tree is full of Irish 

cabbies who knew it was time to go home when they 

fell off the barstool, and Slavs who took ship to 

America one step ahead of the hangman. Her parents 

repair old flip-flops with Gorilla Glue; mine piled up 

debt to finance tacky weddings. And so on. We've 

worked through all this, and come to an arrangement: 

I'll earn the money, and she'll refuse to spend it.  

We've agreed on the kind of neighborhoods where 

we would be willing to live, what priorities we have 

about choosing a home -- counterbalancing my 

interest in gargoyles and the proximity of a Latin Mass 

M 

http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/nearer_my_dogs_to_thee/
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with hers in "a foundation that isn't cracked and pipes 

that actually work." Which is probably prudent, since 

I'm one of those New Yorkers who deals with a burnt-

out light bulb by calling the super.  

We've agreed to be open to life. We have two 

beagles together already, and will prayerfully welcome 

any other hounds whom God sees fit to send our way.  

That leaves just the issue of progeny. We're neither 

of us young, and we're both pretty high-strung. A 

houseful of homeschooled Patricks and Philomenas is 

biologically unlikely -- and would anyway land one or 

both of us in the sanatorium, and the kids in foster care. 

On the other hand, the Church teaches that child-

rearing is the primary purpose of marriage. (All that love 

and companionship is crucial for happiness, but it's 

icing. The kids are the cake.) What is more, we have 

private reasons for wanting a decent-sized family. My 

beloved finds children as cute and funny as puppies, 

while I feel responsible for spreading my genes around 

the planet -- if only as a form of posthumous sabotage.  

  

Most importantly, though -- and I hope that some of 

you will take these considerations into account -- we've 

decided that having some children would be very good 

for our beagles. Veterinary psychologists have 

established the character-building benefits that children 

can bring to family pets. For instance: 

¶ They teach a dog responsibility. Whenever a 

toddler drops a binky on the street near Susie, 

she already knows that it's her job to pick it up 

and chew it. (I've carefully trained her to do 

this, and on most moms it makes a real 

impression.) Likewise, a child's toys need to be 

"broken in" by a beagle carrying it all around 

the house, then dropping it in the toilet. 

¶ They train a dog in unconditional love. There's 

nothing quite like a baby's face smeared in 

Gerber franks 'n' beans to draw out a hound's 

affectionate soul. He will slather the child's face 

with kisses until it's clean -- thus saving mom 

the work. 

¶ They teach a dog that the world isn't "all about 

them." As modern psychologists tell us, the 

natural narcissism that in moderate doses is 

healthy can sometimes grow out of control. You 

don't want a dog who refuses to share the 

baby's crib, for instance, who steals food from a 

high chair, or greets incoming visitors with a 

snarl. The presence of children can help to 

mitigate this character flaw and train your dog 

to "play well with others."  

¶ They help to socialize a dog. If you've given up 

on public or private obedience schools, and 

exercised your right as your animal's primary 

educator to teach your dogs at home, having 

children will offer the interaction they 

otherwise might not get. 

We've heard the Malthusian arguments against 

bringing more human children into the world. We've 

worried together over the environmental, political, 

and economic situation our offspring might inherit. I 

have even noted with alarm the research that shows 

the common thread linking Adolf Hitler, Josef Stalin, 

Margaret Sanger, and Adam Sandler: Each was at 

some point a child. 

But we can't dwell on dark thoughts like that. They 

are not of God. We're commanded by Christ to live in 

hope, in the hope that a loving Father will provide for 

our children and beagles a livable world -- or at least a 

really smokin' and satisfying Apocalypse. As the song 

says, "Be Not Afraid."  

 

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.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_xi/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_31121930_casti-connubii_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_19811122_familiaris-consortio_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_19811122_familiaris-consortio_en.html
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/sometimes_a_racist_always_a_slut/
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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Second Readings 

Rev. James V. Schall, S.J. | Column 

1/6/09

he phrase "second reading" comes from the 

breviary that monks, clerics, and religious are to 

say daily (the laity often find it most inspiring, 

too). In addition to psalms, canticles, and other prayers, 

a "first reading" is from the Old or New Testament. The 

second reading is usually from a Church Father -- Basil, 

Ambrose, or Aquinas. But it can be from the documents 

of Vatican II or a homily of one of the later popes or 

saints. 

Over the years, I have often been struck by the 

day's second reading. Almost always, it is directed to 

the understanding of faith and the reasoning that 

supports it. The reading for December 23, for instance, 

is from "A Treatise against the Heresy of Noetus" by St. 

Hippolytus, priest (d. 236). Noetus thought that Christ 

was the Father. Hippolytus begins: "There is only one 

God, brethren, and we learn about him only from 

sacred Scripture. It is therefore our duty to become 

acquainted with what Scripture proclaims and to 

investigate its teachings thoroughly." Hippolytus 

explains the inner life of the Trinity: Christ is not the 

Father, but He is God.  

What I like about Hippolytus's comment is his 

admonition: We must investigate the teachings of 

Scripture thoroughly. It is not enough to read them; we 

are to investigate them. Catholicism always involves its 

faith with the mind. The second readings are seldom 

longer than two pages. Though much more can be said, 

still we can state clearly and succinctly what we hold. 

How often will I shake my head over something great 

being said by Leo the Great or John Damascene. One's 

mind becomes alert, attentive. "This is true," I say to 

myself.  

If I have any favorite among the second readings, it 

is the oft-cited Augustine. Augustine is a vast wisdom. 

For beauty or profundity, no one is quite like him. 

Augustine is a soul-mover, no doubt about it. 

On the Saturday before the Epiphany, the second 

reading is from a sermon of Augustine. (I prefer 

"sermons" to "homilies" -- not that Augustine was not 

adept at both, and at most other literary forms.) He is 

"St. Augustine, bishop." One can imagine the 

congregation at Hippo listening to him. Did they really 

know what they heard? We still ask the same question 

of ourselves as we read him now.  

This little sermon is about why Mary is the Mother 

of God. Something very surprising is said. The wording 

in the Third Mass Preface for the Nativity reads: "God 

has become one with man, and man has become one 

again with God. . . . So marvelous is this oneness 

between God and man that in Christ man restores to 

man the gift of everlasting life." How was this feat 

possible?  

Augustine begins, "The eternal creator of all things 

today became our Savior by being born of a mother. Of 

his own will he was born for us today, in time, so that 

he could lead us to his Father's eternity. God became 

man so that man might become God." We do not 

follow Noetus; we do not become "God." But we 

follow Christ in grace to eternal life, the Trinitarian life. 

"Man sinned and became guilty; God is born a man to 

free man from his guilt." 

"The Lord who has created all things is himself now 

created" -- the great paradox. Augustine explains the 

virgin birth precisely in the context of why it was 

necessary for God to be born of woman -- to be man. 

The mystery of the Virgin is the mystery of who and 

what the Christ is.  

Augustine's words provoke the soul. Christ "alone 

was born without sin, for she [Mary] bore him without 

the embrace of a man, not by the concupiscence of the 

flesh but by the obedience of the mind" (emphasis 

added). Isn't that a remarkable way to put it?  
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We recall the Annunciation: Mary quizzes Gabriel 

about his words to her. She "knows not" man. After the 

explanation, she replies, "Be it done to me according to 

thy word." Who is to be born of her is to be called 

Emmanuel, God with us.  

Mary's is no doubt the only case in which a mother 

is specifically asked if she will bear this Son. She has yet 

many things to ponder, including the "sword" that will 

pierce her heart.  

But Augustine's words stick with me of a morning. I 

reread the passage, less than a page in length. Mary's 

mind is obedient. That is to say, to be obedient is also 

an act of the mind. Without her understanding and 

consent, the Incarnation could not have happened in 

the way we know it.  

Second readings leave us of a morning with such 

ultimate things on our mind, when we least expect 

them.  

 

Rev. James V. Schall, S. J., teaches political science at 

Georgetown University. His latest book, The Mind That 

Is Catholic, is published by Catholic University of 

America Press. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0813215412/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0813215412/insidecatcom-20
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Eight Responses to the Pro-Choice Mindset 

Jennifer Fulwiler | Column 

1/7/09 

 once said that I'd die to keep abortion legal and 

easily accessible, and I meant it. I was vehemently 

pro-choice, as were most of the women in my social 

circles. We believed abortion was a critical right for 

women and could not imagine how anyone could be 

pro-life. We were products of a culture in which human 

sexuality had been severed from its inherent connection 

to the creation of human life. Our generation had been 

taught in our public school sex-ed classes not that sex 

creates babies, but that unprotected sex creates babies. 

We were assured that the creation of new human life 

was tangential to sexual activity, something that was 

not only optional but completely controllable. In fact, 

babies were considered downright antithetical to sex. 

In my life as a young adult I knew many women who 

had abortions, and in every case their attitudes 

regarding their pregnancies were ultimately the same: 

"I didn't sign up for this." Society had assured them that 

sex did not have to have life-altering consequences, and 

their unplanned pregnancies came as unwelcome 

surprises. In this panicked frame of mind they -- and 

those of us who supported them -- were susceptible to 

the pro-abortion message that their babies were 

nothing more than "tissue," that abortion was merely 

"pregnancy termination" and not the taking of a human 

life. 

After a religious conversion that led me to the 

Catholic Church, I began to rethink my pro-choice 

position. Specifically, the Church's teaching on human 

sexuality reshaped my worldview in such a radical way 

that, for the first time, I was able to take an honest look 

at what abortion really is. The Church's teaching that 

sex intrinsically contains the possibility of creating new 

human life released the pressure that the contraceptive 

mentality had put on me to see babies as enemies. 

Once I saw abortion for what it was, I could hardly 

believe that I ever supported such a procedure. It is a 

testament to the power of the contraceptive mentality 

that for so many years I managed to ignore the reality 

of my beliefs. 

Below are eight statements that I believed when I 

was in favor of abortion, along with suggestions for how 

you might respond to those who hold similar views. And 

remember: Most people who favor abortion need to 

re-think human sexuality before they can be in a 

mindset to really "hear" the arguments against 

abortion. 

  

1. "Sex is primarily for pleasure." 

This deep misunderstanding about the nature of 

human sexuality is one of the key driving forces behind 

the modern abortion movement. When women accept 

the "truth" that sex only has as much meaning as they 

want it to, that it is not inherently a sacred and 

tremendously powerful act, they are set up for 

disaster. This is like saying that loaded guns can be 

used as toys so long as you put blanks in the chamber: 

To misunderstand such a significant act on such a 

fundamental level is a recipe for catastrophe.  

In particular, the belief that the life-giving 

potential for sex is controllable and optional leaves 

women feeling shocked and trapped when new life is 

unexpectedly created -- and extremely vulnerable to 

lies that would dehumanize the new life within their 

wombs. 

A 2004 study showed that the vast majority of 

women who had abortions said that they did so either 

because having a baby would dramatically change their 

lives or because they didn't think they could afford a 

child. In our society, those conditions are not 

considered reasons not to have sex; they're reasons 

not to have a baby. When you think about the glaring 

disconnect between the concepts of sexual activity and 
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creating new life, it's easy to see how this mindset fuels 

the pro-abortion mentality.  

As long as people believe that it is perfectly 

acceptable to engage in sexual activity even when they 

think a baby would ruin their lives, the temptation to 

dehumanize and disregard new life will win out. In 

order to foster a pro-life culture we must help women 

see that it is not the new life that traps them, but the lie 

that sex can be severed from its life-giving potential in 

the first place. 

  

2. "Contraception prevents abortion." 

According to the pro-choice Guttmacher Institute, only 

8 percent of women who have abortions have never 

used contraception, and more than half were using 

contraception when they conceived the pregnancies 

that they sought to abort. It is the widespread 

acceptance of contraception that allows societies to 

delude themselves into believing that sex is no big deal; 

and when women engage in sexual activity with that 

mentality, they are utterly unprepared to deal with 

huge, life-changing responsibilities like pregnancy, 

childbirth, and babies. Both statistics and basic reason 

show that contraception is not a cure for abortion, but a 

cause. 

  

3. "It's not a baby." 

It's critical to understand that your pro-choice friends 

and family members are not in favor of killing babies -- 

nobody would ever support such a terrible thing. Our 

culture has assured abortion supporters that the 

heartbeat stopped during abortion belongs only to a 

fetus, a sub-human organism. Terminology is key in the 

pro-abortion mentality: Dehumanizing words like 

"fetus" or "clump of cells" or "mass of tissue" allow 

people to tell themselves that abortion is not the taking 

of human life.  

Encourage abortion supporters to consider that 

even the youngest zygote meets the biological 

definition of being alive, contains a unique genetic code 

that has never existed before and will never exist again, 

and gets half of its genetic material from each of its 

parents. At conception, an extraordinary semi-replica of 

the mother and the father has been created. Also 

encourage them to look at photos available on sites like 

priestsforlife.org of babies in the womb -- or perhaps 

even the results of abortions at various stages of 

pregnancy -- to help them personalize those "fetuses" 

who are killed in abortions. 

  

4. "Women should be able to choose." 

The mentality that "women should be able to choose" 

assumes that the only women we should be concerned 

about are those who are already born. A good 

response to this question is, "Which women?" The 

ones in the womb, or the ones who are pregnant?  

Once again, this comes down to terminology: Don't 

let the unborn child be rendered invisible in 

discussions about abortion. Whenever people's rights 

or choices come up in relation to abortion, be sure to 

ask if those same principles apply to people who are 

not yet born as well. 

  

5. "The pro-choice position is a pro-woman 

position." 

A New Zealand study of post-abortive women 

published in the Journal of Child Psychiatry and 

Psychology showed that "[women] having an abortion 

had elevated rates of subsequent mental health 

problems, including depression (46% increase), 

anxiety, suicidal behaviors and substance use 

disorders." In addition to the depression and anxiety 

that plague many women for decades after their 

abortions, even abortion advocates can't deny that 

abortion is a violent procedure that is hard on a 

woman's body.  

And this again demands the question, "Which 

women?" The born or the unborn? In fact, in many 
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parts of the world, abortion is primarily used to kill 

unwanted baby girls. A true pro-woman position would 

help women avoid the trauma of abortion in the first 

place, and would respect all women -- including those 

still in their mothers' wombs. 

  

6. "We should make every child a wanted child." 

Abortion advocates often point to the plight of children 

living in the midst of poverty, abuse, or neglect and 

argue that abortion is important for limiting the number 

of children born into these difficult situations. But this is 

yet another argument where babies in the womb are 

treated as if they don't exist. It's important to point out 

that when new life is conceived, a child has already 

been brought into the situation. The way to make every 

child a wanted child is not to kill the ones we don't 

want, but to emphasize the importance of couples 

avoiding sexual activity if they're in a situation so dire 

that they couldn't welcome new life.  

What's more, it's important not to elevate ourselves 

to the position of deciding whose lives are and aren't 

worth living. History is full of stories of those who were 

born into horrible circumstances but ended up living 

wonderful, fruitful lives. 

 

7. "Some people aren't ready to be parents." 

The myth of consequence-free sex lures many couples 

into engaging in sexual activity. They're then susceptible 

to the temptation of seeing abortion as a solution to 

any unwanted pregnancies.  

Of course, this mentality -- once again -- treats new 

life as if it were merely theoretical. When a couple 

conceives a child, they have become parents whether 

they wanted to be or not; abortion doesn't change that. 

  

8. "Pro-lifers only care about the unborn." 

In the abortion debate, the rhetoric of the pro-life 

movement often focuses on the value of the unborn, 

simply because the primary disagreement is whether 

newly created children have rights. But the pro-life 

movement is also active in helping women in crisis 

pregnancies. Catholics are among the most vocal 

opponents of abortion, and with its hospitals, 

orphanages, maternity homes, and other aid programs, 

the Catholic Church is the largest non-governmental 

social-services provider in the world.  

In addition, there are more than 2,300 crisis 

pregnancy centers in the United States today, most of 

which offer everything from lodging to baby supplies 

to job placement help for mothers facing difficult 

pregnancies. In fact, there are more crisis pregnancy 

centers in the country than there are abortion clinics. 

Claims that pro-lifers care less about the mothers than 

unborn babies can be easily refuted by looking at the 

number of resources available to pregnant women 

that are run by pro-life organizations. 

  

The deep misunderstanding of human sexuality that 

pervades our culture laid the foundation not only for 

my own pro-choice views but for the abortion 

movement as a whole.  

My own conversion on the issue is illustrative of 

what must happen in our culture as a whole in order to 

turn the tide for life: If our society is ever to respect 

the unborn, we must first respect and fully understand 

the nature of the act that creates those unborn lives in 

the first place. As long as the connection between 

sexual activity and its life-giving potential is severed, 

the temptation to devalue human life will win out.  

 

Jennifer Fulwiler is the author of ConversionDiary.com, 

where she writes about her experiences with 

Catholicism after a life of atheism. 

http://www.conversiondiary.com/
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Docility 

Mark P. Shea | Column 

1/7/09

ecently, Rod Dreher posed a question about 

what a Catholic is to do when he thinks a 

magisterial authority has made some error of 

fact concerning, say, science, politics, or economics. 

Dreher's post concerns the question of whether some 

bishops are mistaken to think morning-after pills are 

abortifacient, but it could just as easily pertain to some 

bishop holding forth on farm subsidies, water quality in 

the Columbia River, the violence in Gaza, or the output 

of Hollywood.  

What concerns Dreher is how a Catholic walks the 

line between paying attention to what the bishops have 

to say and how to avoid what he calls "Mottramism":  

This takes its name, of course, from Rex Mottram, 

Julia Flyte's husband in Brideshead Revisited. At one 

point, Rex decides to convert to Catholicism in 

order to have a proper Church wedding with Julia. 

But the sincerity of his conversion becomes suspect 

when he is willing to agree with any absurdity 

proposed in the name of Catholic authority, and 

shows no intellectual curiosity into its truth or 

falsehood. As his Jesuit instructor, Father Mowbray 

describes his catechetical progress:  

"Yesterday I asked him whether Our Lord had 

more than one nature. He said: 'Just as many as 

you say, Father.' Then again I asked him: 

'Supposing the Pope looked up and saw a cloud 

and said 'It's going to rain', would that be bound 

to happen?' 'Oh, yes, Father.' 'But supposing it 

didn't?' He thought a moment and said, "I 

suppose it would be sort of raining spiritually, 

only we were too sinful to see it.'" 

I don't know any people afflicted by Mottramism, 

though there may be some out there, possibly living in a 

small community with those who adore Mary as a 

goddess, worship statues, and think chemical analysis of 

the Eucharist will yield DNA. On the other hand, I do 

know scads of people who think the bishops are fools 

even when they talk about faith and morals and who 

assume that the word "prudential" is Latin for "safe to 

totally ignore." The only real differences I notice among 

that vast crowd of American Catholics is which grave 

sins they think the bishops and the pope are fools and 

meddlers to concern themselves with: pelvic issues or 

war crimes.  

But I digress. For myself, the situation Dreher faces 

in his particular example is not really what one is to 

believe but what one is to do. There is no matter of 

faith being proposed when a bishop (perhaps 

mistakenly) thinks that a morning after pill is an 

abortifacient. He is merely mistaken (or not) about a 

factoid. Nothing changes about the Church's teaching 

(in this case, that thwarting the unitive and procreative 

purpose of the marital act is gravely sinful). Indeed, 

even when we are talking about proposing a dogma 

(which we aren't in the case Dreher cites), one of the 

interesting features of Catholic teaching is that in an 

encyclical or other document formulating a dogma 

(such as, say, Unam Sanctam), only the dogma is 

protected by infallibility, while the reasoning and 

argument that might be adduced to support it in the 

rest of the document are not.  

Thus, for example, we are bound as Catholics to 

believe the formulation: "We declare, say, define and 

pronounce, that it is absolutely necessary for the 

salvation of every human creature to be subject to the 

Roman Pontiff." It is not, however, necessary for us to 

accept every detail of the argument Pope Boniface 

constructs to arrive at his conclusion. For instance, we 

need not also accept as dogma Boniface's exegesis of 

the Gospels, when he reiterates the common medieval 

understanding that, "We are informed by the texts of 

the gospels that in this Church and in its power are two 

swords; namely, the spiritual and the temporal." It's a 

useful image and a reasonable exegesis of the moral 

R 

http://blog.beliefnet.com/crunchycon/2009/01/what-is-an-orthodox-catholic-o.html
http://blog.beliefnet.com/crunchycon/2009/01/what-is-an-orthodox-catholic-o.html
http://www.mark-shea.com/lit6.html
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sense of the text in the context of medieval 

Church/State relations. But it's not something we must 

believe always, everywhere, and at all times as an 

integral part of the faith of the Church.  

Similarly, while the Church is guided by the Holy 

Spirit in matters of faith and morals, how she might 

practically counsel somebody to apply those teachings 

in a given situation is not protected by infallibility and is 

often not a matter of belief but of obedience and 

practical prudence. Again, Unam Sanctam is an 

instructive example here. The Two Swords theory of the 

relationship of Church and State had a great deal of 

practical value in a time when the Church coexisted 

with monarchy, but nobody (least of all the pope today) 

would say that, as a matter of dogma, Catholics today 

must profess that when Peter showed Jesus two swords 

and Jesus said, "It is enough," the exchange was 

recorded in order to establish the dogma that "one 

sword ought to be subordinated to the other and 

temporal authority, subjected to spiritual power" -- 

meaning, "The Government of the United States should 

transform the United States into a Catholic confessional 

state that does what the pope tells it, just as Boniface 

wanted Philip the Fair to obey him." (If you want to 

know more about how Unam Sanctam can be read in 

our present context, go here.) 

  

In a similar way, we are under no obligation to think 

that the Magisterium is composed of infallible scientists 

or economists or political theorists whose word on 

every stray matter of public affairs is the iron law of the 

layman's soul. (Of course, we are also under no 

obligation to think the Magisterium is composed of 

uneducated men, either. Indeed, these guys generally 

are far better educated about stuff than the average 

American, who is often so ready to think they are still 

grumbling about Galileo.) 

When it comes to "practical applications," the task 

of the Magisterium is usually to be informed but not 

infallible about the places Catholic teaching impinges on 

"real life." It is to offer broad counsels informed by the 

best that human wisdom and technology can tell us. 

Because of this, the general approach I think we should 

take is to assume our shepherds know what they are 

talking about, but leave wiggle room for mistakes in 

prudential judgments. That does not mean, "Look for 

loopholes in any Church teaching that is not ex cathedra 

and dogmatic," but rather, "Don't have a crisis of faith if 

it turns out they make a blunder about some practical 

matter of fact in science, economics, politics, etc." So, 

for instance, if it turns out that (per Dreher's example) 

the bishops get their facts muddled about the effects of 

a morning-after pill, so that they think it an 

abortifacient when it isn't . . . well then, oh well. They 

were mistaken. It's not abortifacient.  

But so what? It's still an artificial contraceptive, 

and the Church has always taught that this is contrary 

to the revealed purpose of sex and marriage and, yes, 

a grave sin. So not much changes beyond a 

comparatively minor detail. You still shouldn't take the 

pill (nor indulge in the activity that necessitates it 

outside of the sacrament of matrimony). Saying, "The 

grave sin of contraception is not as grave as the grave 

sin of abortion" is true. But then, it's also true that a 

stroke that leaves you totally paralyzed is not as grave 

as a massive myocardial infarction. Just the same, I'd 

rather avoid all these evils than choose between them. 

So, in answer to the question of how Catholics 

should navigate the massive areas of life where the 

Church offers us wisdom, but not infallibility, I think 

the sound approach is summed up in the frightening-

to-Westerners word "docility." We should assume 

that, unless there is very strong evidence to the 

contrary, a Magisterium teacher speaking by virtue of 

his office is basically is doing what they have ever done 

-- articulating the teaching of the Church and giving 

broad and basically reliable advice on how to apply 

that teaching practically (along with lots of caveats 

about how this applies "in most cases" or "assuming 

the current science is accurate" or "if what the experts 

say about global warming or the Laffer Curve or the 

effects of gamma rays on Man-in-the-Moon Marigolds 

or the situation in Gaza or the abortifacient qualities of 

morning-after pills is true").  

http://www.mark-shea.com/unam.html
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If we make this assumption, then we discover that 

crises of conscience over obeying the Church tend to be 

very, very rare. I've been a Catholic for 20 years and 

have run across nothing in the Church's teaching, nor in 

magisterial guidance for applying it, that has ever 

constituted anything like a crisis of conscience for me 

(though there's plenty that constitutes a crisis of 

convenience and comfort). I don't say that there are not 

areas where the Church's prudential judgments in are 

or have been in error. I emphatically deny that 

Churchmen are incapable of doing or facilitating evil. 

And if, on the rare occasion I were to interact with a 

bishop, and that time should be spent with him 

counseling me to do something directly repugnant to 

my conscience or the plain teaching of the Church, I 

would disobey my bishop. But I am more worried about 

being struck by lightning.  

Much more likely (but still vanishingly rare in my 

experience) is the confessor who counsels something 

stupid, impossible, or wicked in the course of 

celebrating the sacrament of reconciliation. I've been 

given lots of dull advice and, once or twice, I've known 

priests who have foolishly counseled friends in 

struggling marriages to just chuck it and get a divorce. 

But this is very far from anything like a conflict between 

a believer and the teaching of Holy Church. It's just 

some priest saying something stupid. I would, in such a 

situation, dismiss such counsel in a heartbeat -- 

precisely out of fidelity to Holy Church. That's just part 

of the rough and tumble of life in the Body of Christ. 

  

But when it comes to the basic teaching of Holy Church 

herself, articulated by the Magisterium and (as is usual) 

proclaimed by her ministers and (just as important) by 

her great and wise saints, I believe that we do well to 

remember that the soul of the Church is the Holy Spirit, 

not the members of the Body -- and that He is a very 

reliable guide. Therefore, my rule of thumb is that, 

unless I have extremely good reason to think otherwise, 

the smartest thing to do is follow Mother Church's 

counsel and the counsel of her ministers (even the 

boring and unimaginative ones), even when her 

teachers might not have all the facts down perfectly. 

Knowledge of the technical details of science, politics, 

technology, economics, and the arts can be quite 

bollixed up in the mind of a bishop -- just as the science 

Thomas receives from Aristotle can be somewhat dodgy 

at times -- and the main point (and validity) of the 

Church's teaching will still stand. 

This helps enormously in prioritizing which battles to 

fight. Not only do I not need to waste time parsing 

minor differences between the grave sin of murdering a 

child and the grave sin of thwarting the will of God in 

creation, I also don't have to let ideological 

temptations blind me to fairly obvious Catholic 

prudential applications of the Tradition. So, for 

instance, while I'm an agnostic skeptic on the whole 

global warming thing, I needn't jump on the 

bandwagon of kneejerk conservative hostility to 

environmentalism evinced by some conservative 

Catholics when Rome gets behind reduction of carbon 

emissions and so forth. They're leading by example -- 

not in obedience to some lefty agenda, but to the 

command to tend the Garden in Genesis. The curia et 

al. might well be wrong to buy the science, but I can't 

see that they are wrong to take a tiny step toward 

treating the planet a little better. That's just obedience 

to Genesis, not a token that the Vatican is now run by 

Gaia worshipper cultists.  

It's the same with their condemnation of the 

violence in Gaza (on both sides). Everybody wants to 

condemn the pope for being a Palestinian Stooge or a 

Zionist Tool. They all demand he take sides. But his 

task is to take the human side, and humans are being 

harmed on both sides. So I cheer for Benedict as 

virtually the sole voice of sanity in the conflict when he 

calls both sides to lay down their arms and seek peace. 

Would that more Christians committed to fashionable 

leftist love of insurgent violence or the rightist dogma 

of the Immaculate Conception of the State of Israel 

could think like Benedict and not like pundits on NPR 

or FoxNews. 

So, in the end, while the Magisterium is not 

guaranteed infallibility in the application of the 

tradition to the myriad problems confronting us in 

science, politics, culture, medicine, law and the affairs 

http://www.bishop-accountability.org/
http://www.mark-shea.com/coop.html
http://www.mark-shea.com/coop.html
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2007/may/07052406.html
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2007/may/07052406.html
http://www.google.com/search?sourceid=navclient&aq=h8&oq=Vatican%20%22global%20warming%22&ie=UTF-8&rlz=1T4GGLG_enUS309US309&q=Pope+Benedict+Gaza
http://chiesa.espresso.repubblica.it/articolo/213171?eng=y
http://www.thepeoplesvoice.org/cgi-bin/blogs/voices.php/2006/09/19/p10875
http://www.necn.com/Boston/World/2008/12/28/Pope-Benedict-condemns-Gaza/1230496469.html
http://www.hullp.demon.co.uk/SacredHeart/thought/Jan10th1999Guevara.htm
http://www.hullp.demon.co.uk/SacredHeart/thought/Jan10th1999Guevara.htm
http://www.mark-shea.com/tradmen.html
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of nations, still they generally do a very good (albeit 

often ignored) job of applying the gospel counsels by 

the best light they've got. If the light is flickering and 

uncertain, the Church's teachers might see things that 

aren't there and miss things that are. And, of course, 

their own finitude and sinfulness will muck things up as 

well. But the Church's basic principles remain the same. 

In 20 years, I've yet to find a problem with that 

approach to Church teaching, nor to discover a danger 

of Mottramism in it in living my day-to-day life. 

 

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.catholicexchange.com/
http://www.markshea.blogspot.com/
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Will History Repeat Itself in Gaza? 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

1/8/09

srael's 13-day war in Gaza endeavors "to teach 

Hamas a lesson" and to defend southern Israel 

against its missiles. It's highly unlikely the Israeli 

bombing and ground attack -- which has resulted in 

nearly 700 dead, including 300 civilians -- will achieve 

these objectives. Why? Because it has been tried 

before, and it failed. 

In 2002, Israel undertook a campaign to assassinate 

Hamas leadership, which amounted to hundreds of 

individuals, according to Israeli defense forces. Among 

those assassinated was leading Hamas militant Raed 

Karmi on January 14, 2002. On July 24, Salah Shehada, a 

senior Hamas military leader, was killed by an air attack 

on a crowded apartment block in Gaza City. Those killed 

included 11 children. That same day, Hamas was 

expected to announce a unilateral cease-fire 

declaration.  

Israel's 2002 assassinations neither decreased the 

power of Hamas nor its popular support. Hamas went 

on to win a majority of seats in the Palestinian 

parliament in the 2006 elections. The ascendancy of 

Hamas, which does not recognize the right of Israel to 

exist, over the Fatah party made further progress 

toward a two-state solution a practical impossibility.  

Will the present offensive in Gaza create even more 

support for Hamas, perhaps even on the West Bank? If 

Hamas makes further inroads outside of Gaza, thus 

weakening the ability of Palestinian President Abbas to 

negotiate with Israel, any possibility of an end to the 40-

year occupation will be destroyed. A window of 

opportunity will close -- the window that opened in 

1988 when Yasser Arafat, a Fatah founder, affirmed 

Israel's right to exist by accepting UN Security Council 

Resolution 242.  

The likelihood of creating broader support for 

Hamas was increased with the bombing of a United 

Nations school in Gaza, where 40 people taking refuge 

were killed, including many women and children. This 

attack is bound to strengthen extremists throughout 

the region, as have all previous assaults. With uncritical 

and unmitigated U.S. financial, military, and political 

support for Israel, we -- along with Israel -- will be 

dragged deeper into an unnecessary war that will 

endanger the security of both nations. 

Further complicating the situation is the fact that 

foreign journalists have been completely barred from 

entering Gaza. An article by Ethan Bronner in the New 

York Times describes how the journalistic blockade is 

affecting coverage of the war, including the 40 deaths 

at the UN school: 

And so for an 11th day of Israel's war in Gaza, the 

several hundred journalists here to cover it waited 

in clusters away from direct contact with any 

fighting or Palestinian suffering, but with full 

access to Israeli political and military 

commentators eager to show them around 

southern Israel, where Hamas rockets have been 

terrorizing civilians. 

One can imagine the popular outcry if the United 

States had similarly denied journalists access to 

observe the military operations in either Afghanistan 

or Iraq. 

The issue isn't whether Israel has a right to defend 

its citizens against Hamas missiles -- of course it does. 

The question is whether Israel recognizes the long-

term consequences of its actions, which may well 

strengthen the presence of Hamas on the West Bank -- 

just as its 2002 operation likely contributed to the 

Hamas victory in the 2006 elections. 

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 
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Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in the United States (Simon and Schuster). 
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Babies, Bandits, and Other Questionable Saints 
Arturo Vasquez | Column 

1/8/09

he fifth-century Christian writer Suplicius 

Severus tells a story from the life of St. Martin of 

Tours. Upon being made bishop of that city, 

Martin became curious about a small roadside shrine 

supposedly devoted to an early Christian martyr. 

Wanting to know if the shrine was authentic, he asked 

older members of the community about the martyr's 

real story. Unable to get a clear idea of who this actually 

was, he went to the shrine himself with his cohort and 

prayed to God that the true identity of the martyr 

would be revealed.  

In response to his prayer, a fearsome and dark 

shadow appeared before him. It turned out that the 

man buried at the shrine was really a criminal executed 

by the authorities for his misdeeds. In death, he had 

deceived the people of the city into thinking he was a 

saint and thus had become an object of veneration. His 

earthly life, however, was far from admirable, and he 

was being punished for it in the afterlife. This fearsome 

apparition proved once and for all that the "saint" was a 

fake. 

Almost since the beginning, unofficial saints have 

been part of the devotion of the Catholic masses. 

Throughout history, ordinary laymen have canonized 

questionable figures, from criminals to bad monks -- 

even dogs. Here in the United States, the phenomenon 

of unofficial cults is becoming more visible in the Church 

with the continued influx of Catholics from Latin 

America. Spanish America has been a fertile breeding 

ground for such figures, and devotions such as those to 

Jesús Malverde and Santa Muerte bring up complicated 

pastoral problems for those who minister to these 

communities. 

For the most part, folk saints emerge from a pious 

tendency of Latin American Catholics to pray for and 

venerate their dead. Throughout Latin America, to take 

one example, there are cults to what are known as 

angelitos, or little angels: baptized infants who die 

before the age of reason. Not only are their graves 

colorful expressions of folk piety, festooned with toys 

and other mementos, but some even become centers of 

pilgrimage where the faithful ask the dead infants for 

supernatural favors.  

In other cases, the deaths of the people 

commemorated at these tombs are not so innocent. 

The famous folk shrine in Tuscon, Arizona, of El 

Tiradito, or the Castaway, is the tomb of a man killed 

because of his involvement in a love triangle. This and 

other such figures are not considered saints by their 

devotees, but rather "animas del purgatorio," or souls 

in purgatory. Somehow, people went from praying for 

them to praying to them in exchange for supernatural 

favors.  

In a couple of cases, these figures have become 

the patrons of less than legal activities. The two most 

significant cases here are Jesús Malverde of northern 

Mexico and Gauchito Gil of Argentina. Malverde, a 

Mexican Robin Hood-like character of legendary 

origins, has become the patron of drug traffickers, and 

many corridos (popular ballads) are written in his 

honor, praising that dark and violent culture. Another 

such Robin Hood character appeared on the other side 

of the continent in the form of Gauchito Gil: an 

Argentine cowboy executed for desertion from the 

army in the 19th century. He has since become the 

patron of thieves and other violent thugs. While there 

are devotees to these figures who are not lawbreakers 

and live ordinary lives, the "saints" popularity has 

grown precisely because of their criminal followers. 

The most disturbing devotion, and perhaps the 

most popular one at this point, is the Mexican and 

Argentine cult to Santa Muerte, or Saint Death. Of very 

recent origin, the reason why death has been 

"canonized" in recent years is far from clear. Though 

usurping traditional imagery of the Grim Reaper and 

the danses macabres of medieval origin, most 

T 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

21 

 

devotees are not quite clear as to who or what they are 

praying to in this skeletal figure. Some think it is the 

angel of death, others the Virgin Mary in skeletal form. 

In any event, most have begun to leave any mimicry of 

Catholic piety behind in favor of New Age, spiritist, and 

other pagan ideas. Furthermore, the cult has been 

propagated by devotees living at the margin of society. 

             

These stories, though colorful in themselves, portray 

the two-sided reality that Catholics of Latin-American 

origin bring to this country. On the one hand, these 

people often have a more acute sense of the 

importance of death and the afterlife than mainstream 

American culture. The phenomenon of the folk saint 

often emerges out of the exhortation by the Church to 

pray for the dead so that they might be loosed from 

their sins, as we read in the Second Book of Maccabees 

(12:46). On the other hand, the folk saint, as in the case 

of the "narcosaints" of Jesús Malverde or Santa Muerte, 

can become an excuse to circumvent the Church in the 

quest for supernatural aide for sinful activities. Though 

the boundaries are not always clear, the line between 

devotion and fetish is one that has to be preserved in 

these cases.  

As with the story of St. Martin of Tours, it is up to 

the hierarchy of the Church to decide which devotions 

foster virtue, piety, and love of God, and which are 

merely supernatural quick fixes that make a mockery of 

real faith. While the Church in this country should foster 

the good tendencies that often underlie these cults and 

also encourage popular devotion to official saints (the 

Virgin Mary, St. Jude, St. Martin himself), it must 

combat the superstition at the heart of many of these 

unapproved devotions.  

The Congregation of Divine Worship, in its Directory 

on Popular Piety and the Liturgy, succinctly summarizes 

the task that the Church faces in these "devotions": 

In its attempts to remedy such defects in popular 

piety, the contemporary Magisterium has 

insistently stressed the need to "evangelize" 

popular piety, and sees it in relation to the Gospel 

which "will progressively free it from its defects; 

purify it, consolidate it and clarify that which is 

ambiguous by referring it of the contents of faith, 

hope and charity" (66). 

 

Arturo Vasquez is a writer and independent researcher 

who lives in Berkeley, CA. He blogs regularly at Reditus: 

A Chronicle of Aesthetic Christianity. 

http://arturovasquez.wordpress.com/
http://arturovasquez.wordpress.com/
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Meeting Mary 
Danielle Bean | Column 

1/9/09

hen people stop me after Mass to tell me 

how well-behaved they thought my 

children were, I usually smile and say 

"thank you." 

I have got to stop taking credit for any of it. 

I recently attended a Sunday-morning Mass without 

my husband and without my two oldest boys. It was just 

me, two big girls, two middle kids, and two babies. I 

don't care if Raphael is three years old, he most 

definitely counts as a baby. 

Who else but a baby would tap dance on the 

kneelers until he fell and hit his head on the pew in 

front of us? Who else but a baby would snatch the 

misallette from his sister's hands, crumple the pages 

with his enthusiastic page-turning, and then slam the 

book shut -- WHAM! -- when I dared to tell him no? 

Who else but a baby would announce his unquenchable 

thirst ("I so FIRSTY!") and then rifle through my bag in 

search of a non-existent sippy cup while spilling some of 

the bag's more embarrassing contents onto the pew? 

I probably could have maintained a sense of humor 

if it weren't for the other baby that squirmed in my 

arms. He noted the toddler carnival going on in the pew 

and wanted in. 

After enduring all I could take of this (I think we 

were on the Opening Prayer), I decided to cut my 

losses. I perched Little Baby on my hip, grabbed Big 

Baby by the arm, abandoned the older kids in the pew, 

and made my way, sweating, to the back of the church. 

There, I prevented the two of them from licking the 

tiles, I stopped them from pinching their fingers in the 

doors, and I thwarted their efforts at pounding their 

fists against the stained glass. So much for attending 

Mass. 

It was there, standing before a large stained glass 

image of Mary, that I realized how spoiled I am. Raphael 

usually sits next to his big brother Eamon -- the shining 

star around which his toddler world revolves -- during 

Mass. Raphael would do anything for Eamon, including 

behave himself in the pew. Most Sundays, it's Eamon 

the old ladies should be complimenting after Mass. 

It was also there, standing before the stained-glass 

image of Mary, that my little Daniel stretched pudgy 

arms toward his heavenly mother and said, "Ooooo."  

His tiny mouth formed a perfect circle and he 

leaned from my arms toward the window."Mary," I 

told him. 

Still staring, he pulled back a bit and his eyes grew 

wider still. 

"Fire!" he said, holding his palms outward toward 

the glass and then pulling them back suddenly, the 

way he does sometimes when standing in front of our 

wood-burning stove. "It's hot!" 

"Fire" and "hot" are Daniel's words for anything he 

approaches with caution and respect. I've heard him 

use these words for knives, electrical outlets, and even 

a fearsome photo of a sharp-toothed tiger in his 

favorite picture book. 

"Mary," I told him again. "Ma-wy," he whispered 

back. 

That Sunday morning, I might have discovered that 

I no longer possess the necessary skills to properly 

parent my three-year-old. I might have grown weary of 

toddler wrestling before the second reading. But my 

little son met Mary. He saw power and beauty in her 

glowing image and used his small body and sweet little 

mouth to speak her name and give her glory. 

And thus he reminded me to pray. For the grace 

and wisdom to teach all my children reverence and 

awe for holy persons and things. For the patience and 
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strength to be an example of steadfast faith to them. 

And for forgiveness for the times when I have failed. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

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. 
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The Twilight of Clint Eastwood 
Joan Frawley Desmond | Review 

1/9/09

uring the post-Vatican II push for more 

"relevant" religion classes, students in my high 

school "Theology of the Film" course trooped 

off to see Dirty Harry -- the 1971 drama starring Clint 

Eastwood as the police lieutenant who violates the law, 

including the torture of suspects, to protect San 

Franciscans from a wily serial killer.  

Afterward, we held the requisite classroom debate 

on whether Harry was justified in taking the law into his 

own hands. Most of us teenagers didn't quite 

understand the point of the discussion -- Harry did what 

he had to do, right? But our teacher, a Dominican nun, 

appeared to be quite torn up. 

The memory of that futile classroom exercise 

surfaced again while I watched Gran Torino, the 

compelling new film that showcases Eastwood's unique 

gifts as an actor and director.   

Eastwood has vowed that his staring role in Gran 

Torino will be his final onscreen performance. Thus, 

filmgoers who savor his austere vision of the 

autonomous individual establishing his own code of 

morality may find themselves approaching Dirty Harry 

and Gran Torino as ideal bookends for his cinematic 

career. Indeed, as Eastwood surely intended, Dirty 

Harry's moral dilemma is unexpectedly and memorably 

resolved in Gran Torino, the tale of Walt Kowalski, a 

retired autoworker confronting a violent gang and his 

own morality.  

Taken together, the two films provide a compelling 

exploration of the impact of time and experience on 

moral action, both individually and collectively.  

This is a subject that deeply interests Catholics. 

Revelation provides us with the essential truths we 

need to properly navigate the world. Yet our 

interpretation of these truths is not fixed. The 

pilgrimage progresses and awareness deepens, opening 

up new vistas and opportunities for transcendence.  

In Dirty Harry, the cocky police lieutenant charts his 

own course, disdaining a compromised judicial system 

tied up in knots over the civil rights of criminals. In Gran 

Torino, a grizzled misanthrope is seduced into a 

friendship with a Hmong immigrant family and 

haltingly pursues a dialogue with the Almighty.  

The first film takes place in San Francisco, the 

Golden Gate destination for an exuberant 

counterculture, cushioned by the nation's unrivaled 

prosperity. The second unfolds decades later in a 

tattered neighborhood in Detroit, the toppled icon of 

America's industrial preeminence. Dirty Harry is a 

flashy, American cop movie; Gran Torino is a small-

scale film that provides an intimate vision of deeply 

important matters. 

Like many of Eastwood's films, Gran Torino 

documents the painful moral lessons meted out when 

ordinary, well-intentioned people are forced to deal 

with uncompromising evil. What do you do? And, after 

you make your choice, can you still live with yourself? 

  

Directed by Eastwood and written by Nick Schenk, 

Gran Torino opens with a funeral that marks the end of 

an era. Walt's wife has died, and he quickly loses all 

interest in the world. His wife's absence underscores 

his failure as a father: His two sons rarely visit -- duty 

alone brings them to his home for brief, angry 

exchanges. And Walt's neighborhood is going downhill, 

too: Immigrant households encircle his home, stirring 

his deeply racist sensibility to new depths of fury.  

Things get worse when he catches Thao (Bee 

Vang), his young Hmong neighbor, stealing his vintage 

Gran Torino, just about the only surviving object of 

Walt's affections. The teenager, under pressure from 
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bad elements in the neighborhood, was performing a 

gang initiation rite. 

From his front porch seat, Walt begins to notice the 

comings and goings of his Hmong neighbors. 

Eastwood's brilliant characterization of this stiff-necked 

bigot is deeply enjoyable and often riotously funny. 

Walt takes note of the Hmong family matriarch and 

spits over the porch railing; Grandma spits right back. 

But he's a sharp-eyed defender of his turf, and his 

protective instincts are engaged when gang members 

return to grab Thao, and a struggle ensues. Walt pulls 

out the M-1 rifle he used during the Korean War and 

forces the gang members to retreat. 

Grateful for his assistance, the Hmong community 

showers Walt with gifts. Then the family presses Thao 

to make restitution for the attempted robbery by 

working without pay for Walt.  

Fatherless, and a bit of a wimp, Thao keeps Walt at 

arm's length. But the teenager opens up as the older 

man shares his knowledge of household repairs and the 

expert use of tools. Before long, Walt is instructing Thao 

on the proper etiquette for American males, and then 

helps him land a girlfriend and a construction job. 

Walt's friendship with Thao and his cheeky sister, 

Sue (Ahney Her), draws him further into the family's 

increasingly violent struggle with the gang. Walt 

defends the family with ferocious energy, implicitly 

underscoring the ineffectual role of the local police. But 

Walt's vigilante justice also stirs up old memories of the 

Korean War, when he transgressed the moral law in the 

defense of a just cause. Half a century later, he neither 

regrets his wartime actions, nor can he dispel his sense 

of guilt. 

  

Like Harry Callahan, Walt feels little need to seek the 

guidance of a minister -- or anyone else, for that matter. 

He is antagonized by the repeated visits of his parish 

priest, Father Janovich (Christopher Carley). Father 

Janovich doggedly attempts to fulfill the final request of 

Walt's late wife, who wanted her husband to go to 

confession.  

Earnest and soft-spoken, the priest doesn't 

command Walt's respect, let alone his obedience. 

Rather, his burgeoning friendship with the Hmong 

family compels his grudging reassessment of his 

spiritual state.  

Eastwood has described himself as an indifferent 

churchgoer who finds spiritual solace in nature. But as 

a director, actor, and screenwriter drawn to the moral 

dilemmas that define the human condition, he has 

employed the potent symbols of Catholic belief and 

authority as surrogates for civilization.  

Christ adjured his disciples to turn the other cheek; 

democratic societies depend upon their citizens' 

adherence to the rule of law. Yet in the thick of 

warfare -- tracking a San Francisco serial killer, resisting 

a North Korean military assault, or battling a gang in 

Detroit -- such assumptions appear dangerously naïve. 

Turn the other cheek, wait for the police to handle the 

bad guys, and leave the vulnerable undefended.  

Harry Callahan tires of walking this tightrope and 

turns in his badge. Almost a half century later, Walt 

Kowalski takes a different path. Gran Torino proposes 

a radical response to the problem of evil in the world. 

Americans, Catholics included, may find themselves 

embracing Walt's choice. 

 

Joan Frawley Desmond has written for the Wall Street 

Journal, First Things, and the National Catholic 

Register, among other publications. 

http://online.wsj.com/public/us
http://online.wsj.com/public/us
http://www.firstthings.com/
http://www.ncregister.com/
http://www.ncregister.com/
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The No-Blame Game 
Stephen Baskerville | Classic 

1/3/09

merica is in revolt over marriage. Some 30 

states have now passed amendments to protect 

the definition of marriage, and more will follow. 

Same-sex marriage has also shaken the decades-long 

loyalty of African-Americans to the Democratic Party. 

Only a short time ago, few would have predicted such a 

public uprising in defense of marriage and the family.  

And this may be only the beginning. Bill Cosby's 

celebrated 2004 remarks on family morality -- and the 

largely positive response -- has placed a once-taboo 

subject at the top of the African-American agenda. And 

another ballot result has not received the attention it 

deserves: In liberal Massachusetts, a whopping 85 

percent of voters defied the strident opposition of 

feminists and lawyers to approve a non-binding 

referendum giving fathers equality in custody decisions. 

All this suggests that not only gay marriage but 

larger questions of family integrity and parenthood are 

set to convulse our politics. Those who cast their ballots 

last November on the basis of "moral values" may have 

had more in mind than just same-sex marriage, which is 

neither the only threat to marriage nor even the most 

serious. To truly reverse the decline of the family, the 

momentum must be carried forward to confront the 

others. And eventually we must grasp a painful nettle: 

The most direct threat to the family is divorce on 

demand. Sooner or later, if civilization is to endure, it 

must be brought under control. 

The most forthright marriage advocates recognize 

that, as Michael McManus of Marriage Savers writes, 

"Divorce is a far more grievous blow to marriage than 

today's challenge by gays." Predictably, this fact has 

been seized upon by advocates of same-sex marriage. 

"The weakening of marriage has been heterosexuals' 

doing, not gays,' for it is their infidelity, divorce rates, 

and single-parent families that have wrought social 

damage," opines the Economist.  

This distinction ignores the fact that the two 

problems are closely connected. Gay marriage would 

probably not be an issue in the first place if marriage 

had not already been weakened by divorce. 

"Commentators miss the point when they oppose 

homosexual marriage on the grounds that it would 

undermine traditional understandings of marriage," 

writes Bryce Christensen of Southern Utah University. 

"It is only because traditional understandings of 

marriage have already been severely undermined that 

homosexuals are now laying claim to it."  

Likewise, though gay activists cite the very desire 

to marry as evidence that their lifestyle is not 

inherently promiscuous, Andrew Sullivan 

acknowledges that that desire arises only because of 

the promiscuity permitted in modern marriage. "The 

world of no-strings heterosexual hookups and 50 

percent divorce rates preceded gay marriage," he 

points out. "All homosexuals are saying…is that, under 

the current definition, there's no reason to exclude us. 

If you want to return straight marriage to the 1950s, 

go ahead. But until you do, the exclusion of gays is . . . 

a denial of basic civil equality" (emphasis added). Gays 

don't want a marriage that means something, only the 

watered-down version that exists today. 

  

Blaming the Victim 

While lamenting the high divorce rate is conventional 

piety among family advocates, most have refused to 

challenge the divorce laws. The standard 

rationalization is that to control divorce we must first 

change the culture. But no one suggests that changing 

the culture is a prerequisite for preventing, say, 

abortion. While cultural forces certainly contribute, 

the divorce epidemic has proceeded directly from a 

legal system that permits and even encourages it.  
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No-fault divorce laws were introduced in the United 

States and other industrialized countries during the 

1970s and are being expanded into other regions of the 

world today. "No-fault" is a misnomer (taken from car 

insurance), for the new laws did not stop at removing 

the requirement that grounds be cited for a divorce. But 

they did create unilateral and involuntary divorce, so 

that one spouse may end a marriage without any 

agreement or fault by the other. Moreover, the spouse 

that divorces or otherwise abrogates the marriage 

contract incurs no liability for the costs or 

consequences, creating a unique and unprecedented 

legal anomaly. "In all other areas of contract law those 

who break a contract are expected to compensate their 

partner," writes Robert Whelan of London's Institute of 

Economic Affairs, "but under a system of 'no-fault' 

divorce, this essential element of contract law is 

abrogated." 

In fact, the legal implications go further, since the 

courts actively assist the violator. Attorney Steven 

Varnis points out that "the law generally supports the 

spouse seeking the divorce, even if that spouse was the 

wrongdoer." "No fault" did not really remove fault, 

therefore; it simply allowed judges to redefine it 

however they pleased. It introduced the novel concept 

that one could be deemed guilty of violating an 

agreement that one had, in fact, not violated. 

"According to therapeutic precepts, the fault for marital 

breakup must be shared, even when one spouse 

unilaterally seeks a divorce," observes Barbara 

Whitehead in The Divorce Culture. "Many husbands and 

wives who did not seek or want divorce were stunned 

to learn . . . that they were equally 'at fault' in the 

dissolution of their marriages."  

The "fault" that was ostensibly thrown out the front 

door of divorce proceedings re-entered through the 

back, but now with no precise definition. The judiciary 

was expanded from its traditional role of punishing 

crime or tort to punishing personal imperfections and 

private differences: One could now be summoned to 

court without having committed any infraction; the 

verdict was pre-determined; and one could be found 

"guilty" of things that were not illegal. Lawmakers 

created an "automatic outcome," writes Judy Parejko, 

author of Stolen Vows. "A defendant is automatically 

found 'guilty' of irreconcilable differences and is not 

allowed a defense." 

Though marriage ostensibly falls under civil law, the 

logic quickly extended into the criminal. The "automatic 

outcome" expanded into what effectively became a 

presumption of guilt against the involuntarily divorced 

spouse ("defendant"). Yet the due process protections 

of formal criminal proceedings didn't apply, so 

involuntary divorcees could become criminals without 

any action on their part and in ways they were 

powerless to avoid. In some jurisdictions, a divorce 

defendant is the only party in the courtroom without 

legal immunity. 

Contrary to the assumptions of "change the 

culture" thinking, these laws were not enacted in 

response to public demand: No popular clamor to 

dispense with divorce restrictions preceded their 

passage; no public outrage at any perceived injustice 

provided the impetus; no public debate was ever held 

in the media. Legislators "were not responding to 

widespread public pressure but rather acceding to the 

well-orchestrated lobbying of a few activists," writes 

Christensen. "Eclipsed in the media . . . by other issues 

-- such as civil rights, Vietnam, Watergate, and 

abortion" -- the new laws rapidly swept the nation 

"with little publicity and no mass support." 

In retrospect, these laws can be seen as one of the 

boldest social experiments in history. The result 

effectively abolished marriage as a legal contract. As a 

result, it's no longer possible to form a binding 

agreement to create a family.  

  

Quiet Legal Maneuvers 

Though the changes were passed largely by and for the 

legal business, the ideological engine that has never 

been properly appreciated was organized feminism. 

Not generally perceived as a gender battle -- and never 

one they wished to advertise -- divorce became the 

most devastating weapon in the arsenal of feminism, 
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because it creates millions of gender battles on the 

most personal level. Germaine Greer openly celebrates 

divorce as the foremost indicator of feminist triumph: 

"Exactly the thing that people tear their hair out about 

is exactly the thing I am very proud of," she tells the 

Australian newspaper. 

This is hardly new. As early as the American 

Revolution and throughout the 19th century, "divorce 

became an increasingly important measure of women's 

political freedom as well as an expression of feminine 

initiative and independence," writes Whitehead. "The 

association of divorce with women's freedom and 

prerogatives... remained an enduring and important 

feature of American divorce." 

Well before the 1970s, the symbiosis of law and 

women's rights created the divorce revolution. The 

National Association of Women Lawyers (NAWL) claims 

credit for no-fault divorce, which it describes as "the 

greatest project NAWL has ever undertaken." As early 

as 1947, the NAWL convention approved a no-fault bill. 

Working through the American Bar Association, NAWL 

convinced the National Conference of Commissioners of 

Uniform State Laws (NCCUSL) to produce the Uniform 

Marriage and Divorce Act. "By 1977, the divorce 

portions had been adopted by nine states," NAWL 

proudly notes, and "the ideal of no-fault divorce 

became the guiding principle for reform of divorce laws 

in the majority of states." By 1985, every state had no-

fault divorce. 

Today, feminist operatives employ similar strategies 

to encourage divorce worldwide, often inserting it 

unnoticed and unopposed into programs for "human 

rights," and unilateral divorce is now one of the first 

measures implemented by leftist governments. When 

Spain's socialists came to power last year, their three 

domestic priorities were legalized abortion, same-sex 

marriage, and liberalized divorce. Iranian feminist 

Emadeddin Baghi writes in the Washington Post that "a 

20 percent increase in the divorce rate is…a sign that 

traditional marriage is changing as women gain 

equality." And Turkey was required to withdraw a 

proposal to penalize adultery to gain acceptance in the 

European Union, while divorce liberalization counted in 

their favor. 

  

The High Cost of Divorce 

The damage done by family breakdown -- especially to 

children -- is now so well known that it hardly needs 

laboring. Children of divorced parents suffer far more 

emotional and behavioral problems than do children 

from intact families. They are more likely to attempt 

suicide and to suffer poor health. They perform more 

poorly in school and are more inclined to become 

involved with drugs, alcohol, gangs, and crime. These 

problems continue into adulthood, when children of 

divorce have more trouble forming and keeping stable 

relationships of their own. Through divorce, they in 

turn pass these traits to their own children. All this 

entails social costs for the rest of us, giving the public 

an interest in family preservation. 

It might be one thing if parents were colluding to 

inflict this on their own children, as divorce defenders 

like to pretend. Even given the social consequences, a 

case might still be made that divorce is each couple's 

"private decision," as Michigan Governor Jennifer 

Granholm recently claimed when she vetoed a mild 

reform bill. But in the vast majority of cases, only one 

of the parents imposes divorce on both the children 

and the other parent. Astoundingly, the parent that 

inflicts the divorce on the children is also the one most 

likely to retain custody of them. In such cases, divorce 

isn't remotely private; it amounts to a public seizure of 

the innocent spouse's children and invasion of his or 

her parental rights, perpetrated by our governments 

and using our tax dollars. 

Indeed, civil freedom is perhaps the least 

appreciated casualty of unilateral divorce. G. K. 

Chesterton once warned that the family is the most 

enduring check on government power and that divorce 

and democracy were ultimately incompatible. The 

repressive measures being enacted against divorced 

fathers -- most of whom never agree to a divorce and 

are legally faultless -- now include incarcerations 
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without trial or charge, coerced confessions, and the 

creation of special courts and forced labor facilities. 

  

Recognizing the Problem 

No one should have any illusions that reversing these 

trends will be easy. The political interests that abolished 

marriage in the first place have only grown more 

wealthy and powerful off the system they created. 

Thirty-five years of unrestrained divorce have created a 

multibillion dollar industry and given vast numbers of 

people a vested interest in it. Divorce and custody are 

the cash cow of the judiciary and directly employ a host 

of federal, state, and local officials, plus private 

hangers-on. More largely, the societal ills left by broken 

families create further employment and power for even 

larger armies of officials. So entrenched has divorce 

become within our political economy, and so diabolical 

is its ability to insinuate itself throughout our political 

culture, that even critics seem to have developed a 

stake in having something to bemoan. Hardly anyone 

has an incentive to bring it under control. 

In contrast with gay marriage, abortion, and 

pornography, politicians studiously avoid divorce laws. 

"Opposing gay marriage or gays in the military is for 

Republicans an easy, juicy, risk-free issue," writes 

Maggie Gallagher. "The message [is] that at all costs we 

should keep divorce off the political agenda." No 

American politician of national stature has ever 

challenged involuntary divorce. "Democrats did not 

want to anger their large constituency among women 

who saw easy divorce as a hard-won freedom and 

prerogative," observes Whitehead. "Republicans did not 

want to alienate their upscale constituents or their 

libertarian wing, both of whom tended to favor easy 

divorce, nor did they want to call attention to the 

divorces among their own leadership." In his famous 

denunciation of single parenthood, Vice President Dan 

Quayle was careful to make clear, "I am not talking 

about a situation where there is a divorce." The 

exception proves the rule. When Pope John Paul II 

spoke out against divorce in January 2002, he was 

roundly attacked from the right as well as the left.  

Yet politicians can no longer ignore the issue. For 

one thing, the logic of the same-sex marriage 

controversy may force us to confront divorce, since the 

silence is becoming conspicuous and threatens to 

undermine the credibility of marriage proponents. 

"People who won't censure divorce carry no special 

weight as defenders of marriage," writes columnist 

Froma Harrop. "Moral authority doesn't come cheap."  

There is also evidence that the public is becoming 

not only aware of, but increasingly impatient with, 

fallout from broken families. A 1999 NBC News/Wall 

Street Journal poll found that 78 percent of Americans 

see the high divorce rate as a serious problem, and a 

Time/CNN poll found that 61 percent believe it should 

be harder for couples with young children to divorce. 

David Schramm of Utah State University estimates that 

divorce costs Americans $33.3 billion annually. 

"Taxpayers who have preserved their own marriages 

through personal integrity and sacrifice," Christensen 

suggests, "may find it puzzling and offensive that state 

officials appear so willing to dissolve marriages and to 

collectivize the costs." 

 

Fighting Back 

Thus far, most proposals aimed at addressing the 

divorce issue have been limited to the least costly -- 

and least effective. Requirements that divorcing 

couples undergo waiting periods and counseling have 

passed in some states (and form the substance of most 

"covenant marriage" laws). But at best, such provisions 

merely delay the outcome. At worst, they place 

psychotherapists on the government payroll or force 

involuntary litigants to hire them. Either way, the 

therapists develop a stake in more divorce.  

On the other hand, while simply banning 

groundless divorce shows more determination, it's 

unlikely to be very effective, since it isn't practical to 

force people to live together. An Arizona bill 

introduced in 2003, for example, stipulated that a 

court "shall not decree a dissolution of the marriage on 

grounds of incompatibility if: a) the wife is pregnant; or 
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b) the couple has ever had a child." Such measures may 

discourage break-ups among observant Christians and 

could provide some legal redress against desertion. But 

as Chesterton observed, a ban on divorce is mostly, in 

practice, a ban on remarriage. Under such a provision a 

spouse could simply separate (with the children) and 

live in permanent adultery with a new paramour. 

Such schemes lend plausibility to some of the 

irrelevant arguments of divorce promoters: "No good 

can come from forcing people to remain in loveless 

marriages, even in the misguided belief that somehow it 

is better for the children," runs an editorial in the Daily 

Herald of Provo, Utah, opposing a mild reform bill 

recently introduced. "Is it really good for children to be 

raised in a home by two parents who don't love each 

other and who fight all the time but who are forced to 

stay because of the law?" 

These questions are red herrings. Divorce today 

does not necessarily indicate marital conflict and is less 

likely to be the last resort for a troubled marriage than a 

sudden power grab. Most divorces are initiated with 

little warning and often involve child snatchings. In 25 

percent of marriage breakdowns, writes Margaret 

Brinig of Iowa State University, the man has "no clue" 

there is a problem until the woman says she wants out. 

A University of Exeter study found that in over half the 

cases there was no recollection of major conflict before 

the separation. "The assumption that parental conflict 

will cease at divorce is not only invalid," writes Patricia 

Morgan; "divorce itself instigates conflict which 

continues into the post-divorce period."  

Further, as Judith Wallerstein and Sandra Blakeslee 

found, few children are pleased with divorce, even 

when severe conflict exists. "Children…can be quite 

content even when their parents' marriage is 

profoundly unhappy for one or both partners," they 

write. "Only one in ten children in our study 

experienced relief when their parents divorced. These 

were mostly older children in families where there had 

been open violence." Divorce and separation almost 

always have a more detrimental effect on children than 

even high-conflict marriages. "The misery their parents 

may feel in an unhappy marriage is usually less 

significant than the changes [the children] have to go 

through after a divorce," says Neil Kalter, a University of 

Michigan psychologist. Surveys of children by Ann 

Mitchell and J. T. Landis found that most recalled a 

happy family life before the breakup. 

  

How the Law Can Be Reformed 

In any case, limiting no-fault divorce will never force 

people to live together -- though done properly, it will 

provide strong incentives to work at their marriages 

rather than dissolve them. Reforming divorce laws, 

first of all, means reintroducing fault for violating the 

marital contract. It will, in effect, restore justice to the 

legal proceedings. "The alternative to liberal or 'no-

fault' divorce is not no divorce," writes Whelan, "but 

divorce which is granted only . . . after due legal 

process to establish fault." The obvious counter-

argument, that failed marriages often entail 

imperfections on both sides, does not justify 

abandoning all standards of justice. "There is fault on 

both sides in every human relationship," Fred Hanson 

acknowledged when the laws were enacted. "The 

faults, however, are far from equal. No secular society 

can be operated on the theory that all faults are 

equal." Hanson was the dissenting member of NCCUSL, 

which designed no-fault laws. "To do justice between 

parties without regard to fault is an impossibility," he 

warned. "I wonder what's to become of the maxim 

that no man shall profit by his own wrong -- or woman 

either, for that matter." 

Tragically, we now have the answer in today's 

perversion of the criminal justice system by divorce-

related accusations of domestic "abuse." Patently 

fabricated charges are rampant in divorce courts, 

mostly to secure child custody and remove fathers, 

and the cry of "trapping women in abusive marriages" 

has become the principal argument against fault-based 

divorce. The irony is telling, since physical violence 

obviously is and always has been grounds for divorce. 

The argument also reveals the totalitarian nature of 

today's feminism. What feminists object to is being 

held to the same standards of evidence as everyone 
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else by having to prove their accusations. Fault divorce 

would entail the "burden of proving that abuse had 

occurred," argues the Daily Herald. "It's not easy to 

accumulate medical records detailing injuries, 

eyewitnesses, and a police record of domestic violence 

calls to the house." It isn't? But that's precisely what the 

rest of us must do when we accuse others of vicious 

crimes. What feminists want -- and already have -- is the 

power to trample the presumption of innocence and 

due process of law in order to evict fathers on 

accusations of ill-defined "abuse" that cannot be proven 

because, in many cases, it did not take place at all. 

This is the inevitable consequence of abolishing 

objective standards and allowing judges to create 

infractions out of whatever subjective grievance or 

"abuse" a tearful spouse invokes. To operate effectively, 

fault must entail objective, enumerated, and proven 

grounds that are understood at the time of marriage. 

These grounds may vary somewhat among jurisdictions, 

but spouses must have a reasonably predictable 

expectation of the consequences of specific 

misbehaviors and violations of the marital contract. This 

basic principle of justice is required of all other laws in a 

free society.  

Further, to effectively deter divorce, fault must 

entail substantial consequences. Or stated more 

positively, innocence must carry substantial protections. 

While property considerations are not trivial, most 

important is that marriage must protect an innocent 

spouse's right to be left in peace with his or her 

children. Feminists complain that this punishes women 

for leaving a bad marriage. But strictly speaking (and 

aside from the question of whose behavior made it a 

bad marriage), it need entail no punishment at all. It 

simply allows an innocent spouse to invoke the 

protections for which he or she originally married. 

This is the essential insight provided by the fathers 

in Massachusetts. Though not all of them question no-

fault divorce, their plight illustrates why divorce reform 

will never succeed unless fault is tied to child custody. 

Because most divorces are filed by mothers, the fathers' 

demands could sharply reduce divorce and the 

stranglehold of the divorce industry.  

Yet even this alone will prove insufficient. Divorce 

and custody are connected with larger problems of 

judicial activism and corruption, and judges can readily 

concoct justifications to rule in the best interests of 

themselves and their cronies. The Massachusetts same-

sex marriage decision has unwittingly created common 

cause between family advocates and judicial reformers. 

This alliance must be expanded, since divorce reform 

and judicial reform are inseparable. As Gallagher writes, 

"People don't trust the legal system to determine who 

committed a murder, let alone whose conduct 

destroyed a marriage." 

Today's family crisis is being attacked piecemeal by 

groups that hardly talk to one another, each hacking at 

branches that proceed from a common root: pro-

family groups trying to forestall same-sex marriage, 

marriage promoters trying to discourage divorce, 

fathers demanding equal rights, African-American 

leaders encouraging family responsibility, and judicial 

reformers pushing for improvement. Alone, none of 

these will reverse the decline of the family. But taken 

together, they wield sufficient political strength to 

challenge the formidable judicial-divorce machinery. 

Something like this coalition is emerging now in 

Virginia, where disparate groups have teamed up to 

propose a "Family Bill of Rights." In addition to a 

marriage amendment, legislators have introduced an 

amendment protecting "the God-given rights of 

parents" to determine the upbringing of their children. 

Stronger still, Catholic state senator Ken Cuccinelli 

proposes tying child custody to marital fault, giving 

children the security of knowing they cannot be torn 

from a parent unless that parent has already acted to 

destroy their home. Together, these measures will give 

Virginia the strongest family protection provisions in 

the Western world. 

  

The Religious Dimension 

But politicians and interest groups can only achieve so 

much; a central role remains for churches. Family 

integrity will be secure only when families are 
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depoliticized and when the church, not the state, is 

both the first recourse at the advent of conflict and the 

family's principal guarantor against state encroachment. 

Our present predicament results partly because 

churches (with only the partial exception of the Catholic 

Church) abdicated these roles. Failure to intervene in 

the marriages it consecrated and exert moral pressure 

on misbehaving spouses left a vacuum that has been 

filled by the state judiciary. 

Reforming the family judiciary will therefore create 

an immediate demand for the services of morally 

vigorous pastoral communities, even among those who 

previously viewed the church's role in their marriages as 

largely ceremonial. No greater challenge confronts the 

churches today -- nor any greater opportunity to stem 

the exodus from them -- than to reinvigorate and 

defend their own sacrament and the families created by 

it. 
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