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Richard John Neuhaus, 1936-2009 
Rev. George W. Rutler | Column 

1/10/09 

bout 25 years ago, I had the first of many 

dinners with the Rev. Richard John Neuhaus, 

when he was still a Lutheran. He objected to the 

term "converting" for a baptized Christian who became 

Catholic: Rather, such a one "embraced" Catholicism. I 

demurred, as I thought I had converted, albeit not from 

so intensely dogmatic a confession as Lutheranism but 

from the pleasant perch of Anglicanism. That same 

evening, he pointed out that the heating system in a 

nearby building was being converted to gas, to which I 

replied that he should have said it was embracing gas. 

Our friendship was not thwarted, and I became one of 

countless people whom he called friends so frequently 

in his crucial journal First Things that it might have 

passed as a convention of name-dropping were it not 

true. While he was a formidable debater, he won more 

friends than arguments and preferred it that way. 

Father Neuhaus did not hide his lamp under a 

bushel, and he did not wait passively for lamp stands to 

appear. His religious conversion, or embrace, came 

after his change of politics, putting him in that category 

of liberals who have been mugged. In his case, he was 

not mugged by thugs but by reality, and so the change 

in social perspective was, in fact, the sensible way he 

saw to effect the civil-rights agenda and other 

benevolent causes that had become his public 

signature. So he became known as a "public 

intellectual" -- which is a vague term, and must mean, 

whatever else it means, a person who is not shy about 

his thoughts. 

Our friend definitely was public. What some did not 

understand is that he was not a theologian, however 

theologically acute his perceptions were, but he was a 

social philosopher and, like Chesterton, influenced 

religion in his capacity as a journalist. Chesterton's only 

lapse into false modesty was his description of 

journalism as the art of writing badly. Neither GKC nor 

RJN could write badly, and I was not the only one to 

start reading First Things at the back end, for Father 

Neuhaus's ruminations were like the prize at the 

bottom of the Cracker Jack box, which normal children 

have always opened upside down. Our age's 

abandonment of reason and literacy has left us with a 

burlesque journalism, and it is poignant that Father 

Neuhaus's last column was an explanation of why the 

New York Times is no longer even worth satirizing. 

The decay of public writing is a subject for the 

public intellectual who, because of the general 

corruption of culture, is now perforce a social 

pathologist. Father Neuhaus died just before the start 

of a new presidential administration that he 

anticipated with foreboding. 

What he had hoped for in the green years of his 

civil-rights enthusiasms has become its macabre 

caricature, ushering in a Darwinian utilitarianism in 

which life itself will be an arbitrary privilege instead of 

a right. This is something crueler than the secularism 

of the last generation's "Naked Public Square" and 

more like Vico's "Barbarism of Reflection," which uses 

the fine technology and tailoring of the last but lost 

high culture to impose its inhuman agenda. 

Father Neuhaus kept a picture of Martin Luther in 

his rooms -- partly, I think, to animate remarks from 

such as me, but also because he believed that people 

who thought deeply and powerfully, despite their 

errors, had more of a way with eternity than the 

functionaries of lifeless remnant religion, such as the 

National Council of Churches, to whose suburbanized 

Orwellianism he reacted by forming the Institute on 

Religion and Democracy. But with the collapse of 

mainline Protestantism, that was like beating a dead 

horse. Having concluded that there is no longer any 

reason for Lutheranism, he was resigned to the fact 

that most Lutherans did not agree, either out of 

conviction or complacency. 
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 John Cardinal O'Connor's mentorship was so 

generous, ordaining him one year after his Profession of 

Faith, that Father Neuhaus responded with uncritical 

loyalty, and this perspective tinted his assessment of 

other prelates. He found the language and music of the 

revised liturgy "a cause of sorrow," but with filial piety 

he looked away from the cardinal's own little ways at 

the altar. Although Father Neuhaus was unconscious in 

the hospital when he was anointed, he may have 

sensed from a higher plane that I used the Douai 

translation. 

Having become a Catholic, he began to realize that 

the Barque of Peter is also the largest of ocean liners 

with a manifest vaster than any denomination. Big ships 

are hard to turn around, harder than Father Neuhaus 

may have hoped, but he was pragmatic: "What I 

described in 'The Catholic Moment' is not a prophecy 

but the outline of a possibility. There are no guarantees 

that my hopes expressed in 'The Catholic Moment' will 

ever be realized." Nonetheless, he was impatient with 

some of the national documents of the bishops of the 

United States, which sounded like the work of 

Wodehouse's Madeline Bassett, and he regretted that 

clerical bureaucracy and the life of the mind are not 

naturally symbiotic. 

This has been a cold year for warm friends. Last 

April, when I offered Holy Mass for William F. Buckley 

Jr., I was flanked by Father Neuhaus and by Bill's local 

pastor, Rev. Kevin Fitzpatrick, who died a few months 

later. Father Neuhaus died less than a month after his 

great friend Avery Cardinal Dulles. My Christmas and 

Easter dinners with the two of them could not go on 

forever, not in any simulation of the heavenly banquet. 

It was typical that Father Neuhaus got a book out of 

his near death ten years ago, and typical too that in it 

he did not quote a child's prayer without first sourcing 

it to the twelfth-century Enchiridion Leonis: "Now I lay 

me down to sleep, I pray thee Lord my soul to keep; if I 

should die before I wake, I pray thee Lord my soul to 

take." 

 

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

of our Saviour in New York City. His latest book, 

Coincidentally: Unserious Reflections on Trivial 

Connections, is available from Crossroads Publishing. 

http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824524403/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824524403/insidecatcom-20


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

4 

 

The Political Future of the Pro-Life Movement 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

1/12/09

ive-hundred people were turned away from the 

"Pro-Life Summit to End Abortion" held by Dr. 

Monica M. Miller this past weekend in Ann Arbor, 

MI. Most of the 500 who did have tickets made it to 

Christ the King Church in spite of the ten inches of snow 

that started falling Saturday morning. 

It's been quite a while since I've seen any group of 

Catholics as energized as those gathered by Miller's 

apostolate, Citizens for a Pro-Life Society. Anyone who 

had predicted the withdrawal of pro-life Catholics from 

political engagement after Barack Obama's victory 

would have been stunned by what they saw and heard 

at Christ the King. 

Ovation after ovation greeted speakers who called 

for all-out resistance to President-elect Barack Obama's 

stated plan to provide federal funding for domestic and 

international abortions while reducing all restrictions on 

the procedure. The warmest greeting was given to 

Bishop Earl Boyea, the new bishop of Lansing, whose 

speech was pointed and incisive while asking that pro-

life activism always be carried out with love that can 

"win the heart." 

A surprising level of consensus emerged from the 

speakers, which included Fr. Frank Pavone, Prof. Janet 

Smith, the legendary Joe Schiedler, Ed Rivet of Michigan 

Right to Life, and radio talk-show host Al Kresta, who 

made sure the entire conference was broadcast live 

over Ave Maria Radio. Everyone -- myself included -- 

emphasized the fact that preparations for the elections 

in 2010 and 2012 need to be underway already. 

We also agreed that there was much to learn from 

the success of Obama's Catholic outreach effort in 2008: 

It was well-planned far in advance, well-executed, and 

did not lack for funding. If pro-life Catholics want to 

respond successfully over the next four years, they must 

undertake a similar level of national coalition-building 

that can influence chanceries and parish communities. 

I admitted to the conference that the 2008 election 

had changed my mind about the role of clergy in a 

Catholic political strategy. In both 2000 and 2004, I 

helped implement an overall effort that was centered 

on Mass-attending laity -- one that did not actively seek 

to enlist friendly priests and bishops. That strategy 

worked in those elections to win the Catholic vote, but 

was countered in 2008 by Catholic Obama supporters 

who were able to get their message inside parishes 

through study groups and seminars. 

Obama's Catholic outreach made skillful use of 

faux "non-partisan" organizations (like Catholics in 

Alliance for the Common Good) to promulgate an 

interpretation of "Faithful Citizenship" that offered the 

undecided two theological loopholes. Their basic 

message was that Catholics may cast their ballots for 

Obama if, 1) They are not using their vote to show 

support for his abortion policy, or 2) If there are other 

"morally grave" issues that offset abortion. 

Several speakers at the summit stressed the need 

to create a parish-level effort to correct the 

misinterpretation of "Faithful Citizenship," which so 

many bishops tried to do in the final weeks of the 

campaign. There is no way to conduct such a campaign 

without the support of our priests and bishops -- that's 

why their inclusion in a national pro-life strategy is 

essential. 

Does that mean bishops and priests are going to 

be recruited in a GOP effort? Absolutely not. As every 

speaker at the conference -- myself included -- 

emphasized, our pro-life political strategy belongs to 

the Church, not to any political party. It should be 

implemented with the intention to encourage and 

support pro-life candidates in both parties. 

Along with these consensus points on political 

strategy, there was a general optimism about the way 

F 

http://www.stfrancisa2.com/socialministry/pro-lifecommittee-january.htm
http://www.prolifesociety.com/displaypages/pages/home.aspx
http://prolifeaction.org/about/joe.htm
http://www.avemariaradio.net/
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American culture was gradually being won over to the 

pro-life point of view. 

For example, at the upcoming March for Life on 

January 22, there will be a group of former abortion 

doctors standing on the steps of the Supreme Court to 

tell the world about their regrets for performing 

abortions. 

Father Pavone made the point this way: 

When have you ever heard of a group of doctors 

who did not perform abortions gather to say they 

regretted not performing them? All those who 

support it, because of the nature of what it is, 

eventually abhor abortion. 

Everyone in the room needed this reminder that culture 

and politics are different -- and of the two, culture is by 

far the more important. 

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in 

the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://www.marchforlife.org/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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The Carolina Wren and Others 
Tom Howard | Column 

1/12/09

unning across the back of my house here in 

Manchester, Massachusetts, there is a narrow 

porch leading to a deck that looks out onto a 

lawn surrounded by hemlocks and rhododendron. My 

father was an amateur ornithologist -- he thought of 

himself simply as a "bird-watcher" -- so all six of us 

children, now in our 70s and 80s, have always loved the 

birds, particularly the songbirds and sea birds of the 

Northeastern forests, meadows, and beaches. 

I have put up several contraptions for the birds and 

fastened these to the railing of the porch just outside 

the windows of my study. From one iron rod there 

dangles a little square cage for suet. The downy and 

hairy woodpeckers and the white-breasted nuthatches 

like this one. The woodpeckers sit bolt upright, clinging 

to the open work of the cage, and peck with serious 

vigor. The nuthatches like to feed upside down. 

Chickadees clutch the very bottom of the cage, craning 

their necks up to the side, and peck from there.  

Next to this arrangement hangs a tray of safflower 

seeds. Tufted titmice, cardinals, and chickadees come 

here. The point of safflower is that the grey squirrels 

don't like it. They are oafish and pushy and ruin things 

for everyone else.  

Next to the tray I have one of these transparent 

plastic tubes for thistleseed. It comes from Ethiopia and 

attracts the goldfinches. As it happens, we have just 

now had a three-day blizzard, and the goldfinches, 

usually demure, have come in awkward numbers and 

spend as much time skirmishing as they do eating. 

Obviously they think that, what with all of this snow and 

one thing and another, food may turn out to be scanty. 

The holes in this tube are so tiny that it is hard to see 

how anyone at all can get his beak in there.  

A few inches outside my windows I have hung 

another tube full of mixed seeds. Everyone likes these, 

even the juncos who, being ground feeders, usually 

don't do much perching. They usually feed on the seeds 

that I scatter on the lawn or the porch floor. 

About 20 feet out on the lawn a feeding house sits 

on a pole. Again, almost everyone feeds there, and on 

the ground around it -- bluejays, mourning doves, 

white-throated sparrows, and even a mallard couple. 

The bluejays look like dragoons or condottieri in their 

snappy black, blue, and white uniforms, and the doves 

are like someone's old aunties with their small heads 

bobbing over their plump grey bodies.  

Once in a while an outsider shows up. The other 

day, a red-bellied woodpecker (who has no red belly) 

was in the tray. My favorite at the moment, mainly 

because he is so shy, is the Carolina wren, who, like his 

cousin the winter wren, has a loud, clear, crystalline 

song straight from the Garden of Eden. Flickers, 

chipping sparrows, cowbirds, catbirds, and even, alas, 

the crows, like great black clowns with their beady 

golden eyes -- they all stop by.   

  

These birds interrupt my morning prayers. One's eyes 

drift out there, and then it's, What are these 

creatures? Or rather, Who are they? Arethey "who," 

anyway? What is going on in their heads, if anything, 

besides instinct -- a more or less pointless word, since 

it lets us all domesticate an opaque mystery that 

suffuses the whole of nature. And fancy God decking 

them all with these coral, vermilion, olive, gold, dun, 

cornflower blue, rust, and white feathers arranged in 

patterns of such final satisfaction. And crests, forsooth. 

Gerard Manley Hopkins gave glory to God for 

dappled things -- trout, for example. The ancient 

canticle in use in the Church for centuries, the so-

called "Song of the Three Children" sung by Daniel's 

friends in Nebuchadnezzar's furnace, calls upon omnes 
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volucres caeli (all birds of heaven) to Bless the Lord, 

praise Him and magnify Him forever.  

Two aspects of the thing become apparent here. 

First, we are invited to enter into the domain of praise 

and offer our songs to the Most High when we 

encounter the natural world. This is not difficult; it 

belongs to our creaturehood. Half the poetry of the 

world extols mountains, winds, clouds, sunshine, forget-

me-nots, bluebells, heather, elms, oaks, beeches, the 

sea, and the meadows and forests. Anyone whose spirit 

has not been altogether debauched wants to laud it all, 

and something in him wants above all to offer his joy to 

something, rather than seeing it fray off into the ether. 

If he stands in the tradition of Enoch, Noah, Abraham, 

and all the saints, he will know to Whom to make his 

offering.  

But secondly, if the psalms and that old canticle are 

not talking nonsense, it looks as though the Creation 

itself somehow praises God. What -- alps and 

buttercups offering praise? They have no souls or brains 

or voices or even consciousness -- at least in no manner 

discernible to our own species. So we can make it 

manageable by saying that just by being what they are -

- so mighty, so exquisite, so perfectly formed -- they 

manifest God's handiwork, and hence His glory. So far 

so good. 

But surely anyone whose curiosity has ever been 

aroused by the sheer mystery rustling in things -- not 

only what all poets have wondered about, but, say, the 

earth quaking and the sun darkening at the Crucifixion, 

plus all of those "thrones, dominations, princedoms, 

and powers" that seem to be in the cosmic cards -- one 

would have to be a clod not to have his curiosity, not to 

say his terror, aroused in the face of such things. To be 

sure, it is the easiest thing in the world to lay it all to 

rest as "symbolic." Mere fancy. Poetic hyperbole.  

A man who is satisfied with that has never, perhaps, 

been thunderstruck by the sheer ineffability of things. 

And if he is a Christian, he, of all men, should know that 

the scrim that veils from us titanic mysteries that 

would destroy us if we were suddenly hailed with 

them is a most merciful scrim. "Humankind cannot 

bear very much reality," said T. S. Eliot. He was right.  

The birds outside my study window seem to me to 

be cases in point, under the species of created 

familiarity, of Glory. George MacDonald said that dogs 

behold the face of the Father. Who will lay it down 

that the birds don't? 

 

Tom Howard is retired from 40 years of teaching 

English in private schools, college, and seminary in 

England and America.   
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Accentuate the Purgative 

John Zmirak | Column 

1/13/09

ver the past few months, in the service of a 

book I'm writing on the challenges inherent in 

a life of faith, I've covered some subjects that 

are near and dear to my heart, as I know they are to 

yours -- namely, Lust, Greed, Wrath, Vanity, Envy, 

Gluttony, and Sloth. I've explored the nature of these 

lifestyle options, which hidebound moralists tar with 

the epithet "vice," and explained just why it is we feel 

so attached to them. I've wondered what ordinary (i.e., 

fallen) human life would be like in their absence. TV 

would certainly suffer. As the great dramatists always 

knew, "Trouble is interesting."  

And at least on earth, the converse is also true. In a 

movie season that's yielding three separate films about 

World War II, it's worth wondering: Why aren't there 

more peace movies? Why no films about international 

crises that were successfully resolved without resort to 

arms -- like the Fashoda standoff in 1898, that almost 

sparked a war between England and France over some 

godforsaken acres of sand in Sudan? Because the 

parties sat down together, argued out their differences, 

were amenable to compromise, and treated open 

warfare as the last resort. In other words, they followed 

Just War teaching, and the outcome should have been 

obvious: Dull, dull, dull. I'm yawning already. The only 

decent film I can think of about an avoided war is 13 

Days, which pictured the Kennedy brothers' faceoff with 

Nikita Khrushchev and warmongering U.S. generals 

during the Cuban missile crisis. I recommend the movie, 

if not the Kennedys.  

As a fan of "alternative history" novels, I've often 

thought about writing one myself. Since our species' 

story is full of "what ifs," there are infinite 

opportunities. Most of the obvious ones have already 

been written: What if Germany had won World War II? 

If Hitler had died in the trenches? If the South had won 

the Civil War? If the Spanish Armada had landed? If the 

South Africans had used a time machine to furnish AK-

47s to the Confederacy? Ho-hum. The one thing about 

all these books, as I've written elsewhere, is that they 

echo the message of Professor Pangloss in Voltaire's 

famous (albeit worthless) novel Candide: We live in the 

best of all possible worlds. Go back in history and 

change the course of events, and the outcome is sure to 

be either a) exactly the same or b) far worse than what 

really happened.  

I'm not sure why novelists feel compelled to make 

these points, unless they're simply captives of the 

Whig theory of history: the notion that Progress, while 

fitful, is inevitable, and every hiccup, every genocide, is 

an unavoidable part of the Providential march toward 

universal democracy, human rights, and consumerism. 

All of which, as Jeremy Bentham once observed, is 

"nonsense on a Segway." Of course there were events 

that could have turned out differently -- and better. I 

could fill this column, and the next 51 for a good long 

year, listing a few. Just for starters: Well, the Spanish 

Armada could have landed . . .  

But that's not the book I thought to write. No, I've 

bent my agent's ear about the following lurid scenario: 

Imagine how history would have turned out differently 

if . . . man hadn't fallen. The Bible and Church history 

would read quite differently. Wouldn't you love to 

hear about:  

 Cain and Abel shaking hands and making up.  

 Isaac and Esau splitting the difference.  

 The Pharaoh telling Moses, "Mazal tov."  

 The Maccabees trading land for peace.  

 Herod kneeling with the Magi at the manger. 

O 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4538&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4688&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4918&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4736&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5037&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4654&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4775&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4654&Itemid=48
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fashoda_Incident
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0146309/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0146309/
http://www.amazon.com/Fatherland-Novel-Mortalis-Robert-Harris/dp/0812977211/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1231805920&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Fatherland-Novel-Mortalis-Robert-Harris/dp/0812977211/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1231805920&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/How-Few-Remain-Harry-Turtledove/dp/0345406141/ref=pd_bbs_8?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1231806026&sr=8-8
http://www.amazon.com/Ruled-Britannia-Harry-Turtledove/dp/0451459156/ref=sr_1_52?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1231806129&sr=1-52
http://www.amazon.com/Guns-South-Harry-Turtledove/dp/0345413660/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1231806155&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Guns-South-Harry-Turtledove/dp/0345413660/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1231806155&sr=1-1
http://www.takimag.com/site/article/patrick_buchanan_and_the_necessary_book/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5pFv8CAniYQ


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

9 

 

 Gladiators fighting it out in the Coliseum with 

Nerf bats, and Christians tied up with bungee 

cords, forced to play with cute little kittens . . .  

(P.S. to publishers out there: That manuscript is still 

available, but the bidding war will soon put my 

expected advance out of your price range. So act now!) 

  

Without "man's first disobedience" there isn't much of 

a story, and in light of that I've focused my columns up 

to now squarely on sin. Having run through the Seven 

Deadlies, I briefly considered other categories from the 

Catechism, like the "Sins that Cry Out to Heaven for 

Vengeance." I will list them with the relevant biblical 

verses, in what Dr. Jeff Mirus ranks as a diminishing 

order of gravity, with the state and party affiliation of 

the U.S. senators most likely to promote them:  

 Voluntary Murder, Genesis 4:10 (D-N.Y.) 

 Sodomy, Genesis 18:20-21 (D-Calif.) 

 Affliction of Widows and Orphans, Exodus, 21-

23 (R-Tex.) 

 Cheating a Laborer of His Just Wage, 

Deuteronomy 24-25 (R-S.C.)  

Try as I might, I can't find much that's entertaining in 

any of these. This explains why I failed in my brief foray 

into writing speeches for politicians, and why I've 

turned my attention in these articles to quite a different 

catalogue: The Seven Corporal and the Seven Spiritual 

Works of Mercy. Together, they make up a fairly 

exhaustive list of the good deeds a Christian's expected 

to perform, and will have to answer questions about 

come the day of Judgment. (Think of them as 

CliffsNotes for the exam.)  

I like to imagine the faithful women who'd found 

the empty tomb coming back with the apostles -- who 

mostly hung back at the sight of this stunning miracle. 

Except for Peter, who blundered right in, picked up the 

winding sheet ("First-class relic!"), broke up the stone 

for sale at the Vatican gift shop, and found on the floor 

the following "To Do" list, which I've helpfully 

annotated, and will cover in detail throughout the 

spring: 

The Seven Spiritual Works of Mercy: 

1. Convert the Sinner: Make sure she doesn't 

convert you. 

2. Instruct the Ignorant: No evangelizing over the 

top of the bathroom stall. 

3. Counsel the Doubtful: Without using phrases 

like, "Trust me." 

4. Comfort the Sorrowful: You think you got 

troubles? Check out this bunion! 

5. Bear Wrongs Patiently: By counting to very 

high numbers before you explode. 

6. Forgive Injuries: But insist on perfect 

contrition. 

7. Pray for the living and the dead: "I'll pray for 

you . . . Bless your heart!" 

The Seven Corporal Works of Mercy: 

1. Feed the Hungry: Send Harry and David 

baskets. 

2. Give Drink to the Thirsty: Buy kegs for college 

freshmen. 

3. Clothe the Naked: . . . with those Speedos 

you've no business wearing. 

4. Shelter the Homeless: Probably not in your 

guest room. 

5. Visit the Sick: But leave your hand puppets at 

home. 

6. Visit Those in Prison: But no jokes about 

dropping the soap. 

7. Bury the Dead: Except not secretively, all 

around your property. 

http://www.catholicculture.org/commentary/articles.cfm?id=29
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/mccains_convention_speech_a_draft/
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I look forward to working my way with sensitivity and 

care through these solemn obligations of the baptized 

Christian, with helpful hints on how to accomplish them 

with minimal personal inconvenience or 

transformation. If you're like me, you like yourself just 

fine the way you are. You want perfection? See you in 

Purgatory.  

I hope.  

 

John Zmirak is the 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.amazon.com/Grand-Inquisitor-Crossroad-Book/dp/0824524357/ref=pd_bbs_sr_4?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1231816877&sr=8-4
http://www.thomasmorecollege.edu/
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Britain and the 1950s 

Joanna Bogle | Column 

1/13/09 

here's a certain type of pleasant American one 

meets at parties who likes to reminisce about 

visiting Britain in the 1950s. Standing, glass of 

wine in hand, in a room filled with people dressed in 

that muddy mix of clothes described as "smart casual," 

he tackles his subject with enthusiasm. 

Oh, he remembers it well -- the cold, the terrible, 

perishing cold. The food -- fish-paste sandwiches and 

lots of strong tea, horrid stews of indefinable meat, 

vegetables cooked beyond recognition -- and the horror 

of most hotel food in general. The impossibility of 

getting much -- if anything -- to eat in a provincial town 

after about 8 p.m.  

But then he recollects other things, and the tone 

changes. There was something wonderful about London 

then: It was a magnificent city with real atmosphere. 

The people! The accents! The cut-glass vowels, the crisp 

consonants! And the clothes -- bowler hats and neatly 

furled umbrellas -- all so immaculate. People were so 

extraordinarily polite -- formal, of course, much more 

formal than today, but so polite . . . and so amusing, so 

unconscious of how, well, English they were. 

All true, of course, and as this refers to an England 

that I can just remember, I usually enjoy the 

conversation. Americans of this type, who have of 

course been visiting Britain with reasonable regularity 

over the intervening years, are not being, except in rare 

circumstances, nostalgic in the sense of wanting to go 

back 60 years. They are happy to be in a Britain of 

central heating and modern conveniences of every sort, 

and lashings of food, and they know that we are, too. 

But it is nevertheless not just a desire to revisit history 

that makes them look back. There's also a sort of 

unspoken wish to discuss some of the underlying issues 

-- or, rather, one underlying issue in particular. 

It's this: How did it happen that the country that 

seemed to stand so tall, morally and culturally, in the 

years of post-war hardship -- when London still had 

bleak bomb sites, and all sorts of everyday items were 

in short supply -- is now, in the years of plenty, a place 

of violent crime and broken families? How can it be that 

the grandchildren of the skinny but cheery London 

youngsters pictured on the old newsreels of the 1950s 

are themselves now the grandparents of children 

whose main identity is to be found in a culture of 

gangs, drugs, or TV-induced consumerism? 

Of course, we can all point to the massive social 

changes: the arrival of television, large-scale 

immigration, contraception, legislative upheaval such 

that pornography and abortion are now a standard 

part of life and homosexual unions formally 

recognized. We can note the destruction of the old 

grammar schools and the collapse of academic 

standards through imposition of a range of 

wrongheaded policies in education. Even the physical 

appearance of the countryside changed: motorways, 

cars, the closure of many railway lines and country 

stations, the creation of vast prairie-style fields to 

conform to the European community's policies. And 

the place of Christianity is crucial: problems within the 

Catholic Church worldwide and somersaults within the 

Church of England that saw it overturning or 

abandoning central beliefs and disciplines. 

But what is so thought-provoking is that all of 

these things really do shape people, form their 

identity, ground them in new realities. Within three 

generations, a nation can be transformed -- not merely 

swerve, smoothly accepting certain necessary and 

useful changes, as we were taught to expect in the 

1960s, but change utterly. And this is not just because 

a new generation is born that did not know the older 

pattern of life: Older people reared in a strong and 

confident culture change, too. 
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Change is necessary, central to our existence. Change 

is, as expressed in an often-quoted and misunderstood 

phrase, evidence of life itself. We need to change in 

order to grow. There was definitely a sense of 

stagnation in the Britain of the 1950s. There were 

unresolved injustices, social-class barriers, cruel 

prejudices. There was smugness and much that was 

small-minded and mean-spirited. The pregnant 

unmarried girl facing social ostracism and the shipwreck 

of all her future, the newly arrived immigrant from the 

Caribbean shunned and homeless, were evidence of a 

society that had cruelty beneath a veneer of serenity. 

And even the nation's greatest claim to moral strength -

- the sacrifices made and heroic deeds performed in the 

victory over Nazi Germany -- was tainted by the sour 

reality of the agreement made on Britain's behalf at 

Yalta that yielded Poland's freedom, and all of Eastern 

Europe, to the rule of the despot Stalin, the Gulag, and 

the KGB, with little protest back in an exhausted Britain. 

But could change have occurred without the savage 

destruction of so much that was good -- the humor, the 

courtesy, the academic and cultural standards? Could 

we have avoided the destruction of so much beauty in 

the ripping down of older buildings in the 1960s and 

1970s? Could we have given wider educational 

opportunities instead of lowering educational 

standards? Supported marriage and families with 

greater legal protection? Established higher moral 

standards for TV and restricted displays of pornography 

when this was still a technical possibility? 

Could we have had some of the good changes -- a 

wider variety of food, accessible opportunities for 

foreign travel, shops filled with all sorts of useful and 

luxurious things -- without the social disorder, the high 

crime rate, the soaring figures for divorce and for 

teenage abortion that now beset us? 

It's my conviction that we could. It would have been 

possible to retain some of the things that my American 

acquaintance so relished about the Britain of 60 years 

ago while working on the social changes that were 

needed and accepting those that came along unheeded. 

We could, for example, have recognized the huge 

new influx of enthusiastic Christianity that came with 

immigration from the Caribbean, instead of endlessly 

talking about "multi-culturalism" as if these English-

speaking, church-attending, cricket-playing fellow 

citizens were from another planet and did not share our 

deepest spiritual beliefs and values. We could have set 

our faces firmly against killing unborn children by 

abortion and against denigrating marriage and violating 

childhood integrity; we could have said a clear "no" to 

any policy of giving teenagers contraceptives and of any 

form of propaganda masquerading as "sex education" 

in schools. We could have kept traditional schools and 

allowed them to thrive. We could have set out 

deliberately to cherish old and valued buildings and 

picturesque views. We could have opted to cherish 

and support the institution of marriage, keep divorce 

as a last resort, and condemn cohabitation as 

financially and socially ruinous. 

And now we are drawing to the close of the first 

decade of a new century, and those who visited Britain 

in the 1950s will find fewer and fewer people here 

who can echo their memories. Can we now rectify 

mistakes made long ago, learn from what was done 

and not done, look ahead to new possibilities? It 

depends on those who are now young in Britain. Many 

face huge personal difficulties through growing up 

amid the broken relationships of various parental 

cohabitations. Others have been given the huge grace 

of good spiritual formation, strong families, 

educational opportunities, and a Church led by Pope 

John Paul II and now by Benedict XVI. They will be in 

late middle-age by the 2050s. 

Let's see what they can make of Britain in the 

intervening years. 

 

Joanna Bogle is an author and broadcaster living in 

London. 
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Staying Balanced on Israel and Gaza 

Mark P. Shea | Column 

1/14/09

ast week, startled by the vehemence some 

Catholics expressed against Israel on her blog in 

the wake of the attack on Gaza, Dawn Eden noted 

a vital point about magisterial guidance when it comes 

to thinking about Israel's right to exist: 

As a Jewish convert to Catholicism who desires 

ardently that everyone, especially my loved ones, 

should find the salvation granted through Jesus 

Christ, I am distressed to see, following Israel's 

attempt to stop Hamas's violence against its 

citizens, some Catholics claim the true villain in the 

conflict is Zionism itself. 

It is true that the Catholic Church, unlike some 

Protestant churches (particularly Evangelical ones), 

does not hold that political Israel fulfills a biblical 

mandate. But, while not endorsing Zionism, the Church 

totally rejects anti-Zionism, maintains that the Jews and 

Palestinians each have a right to a homeland, and insists 

that Israel itself has a right to exist. 

Those who proclaim or hold otherwise are acting 

contrary to Magisterial statements. More than that, I 

believe very strongly from my own experience that they 

are doing a great disservice to Catholicism by projecting 

a distorted image of the Church, reeking of Feeneyism, 

that risks alienating Jews who might otherwise be 

receptive to the Faith. 

She goes on to cite the Joint Declaration of the 18th 

International Catholic-Jewish Liaison Committee 

Meeting in Buenos Aires, as well as Pope John Paul II's 

1987 address to U.S. Jewish leaders: 

After the tragic extermination of the Shoah, the 

Jewish people began a new period in their history. 

They have a right to a homeland as does any civil 

nation, according to international law. "For the 

Jewish people who live in the State of Israel and 

who preserve in that land such precious testimonies 

to their history and their faith, we must ask for the 

desired security and the due tranquility that is the 

prerogative of every nation and condition of life and 

of progress for every society." 

This all looks pretty sound to me, albeit with the minor 

qualification that what the document cited by Eden 

"totally rejects" is actually anti-Semitism. It then goes 

on to reject anti-Zionism as "a more recent 

manifestation of anti-Semitism." It does not say that 

anti-Zionism is always and everywhere identical with 

anti-Semitism (nor could it be without implicating 

some Jews as anti-Semites, since not all Jews support 

Zionism). But the broad point is well-taken: Anti-

Zionism is often just a mask for Jew hatred. 

Within Catholic circles, the only people I've seen 

quarrelling with this sort of thing are the kind of Jew-

hating kooks one finds in the fever swamps of 

sedevacantism and other outposts of lunacy. In circles 

beyond the Church, of course, the situation is much 

more volatile, with various Muslims and secular 

enthusiasts for fashionable violence (both on the 

skinhead Right and Che-worshipping Left) chanting, 

"Jews go back to the ovens." The irony of all this is that 

the people who most need to hear what the Church 

says are the people least likely to listen to her for one 

second.  

 

For myself, both as a Catholic and a Chestertonian, I 

think John Paul's statement that "they have a right to a 

homeland as does any civil nation, according to 

international law," is common sense. The phrase "civil 

nation" is key, because it sums up Eden's point: that 

"the Catholic Church, unlike some Protestant churches 

(particularly Evangelical ones), does not hold that 

political Israel fulfills a biblical mandate." We are 

talking about a secular nation-state like Australia or 

Canada, not "God's Chosen Country Immaculate 

L 

http://dawneden.blogspot.com/2009/01/remembering-vaticans-total-rejection-of.html
http://www.catholic.com/newsletters/kke_040113.asp
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/relations-jews-docs/rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_20040708_declaration-buenos-aires_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/speeches/1987/september/documents/hf_jp-ii_spe_19870911_organizzaz-ebraiche_en.html
http://www.thepeoplesvoice.org/cgi-bin/blogs/voices.php/2006/09/19/p10875
http://www.thepeoplesvoice.org/cgi-bin/blogs/voices.php/2006/09/19/p10875
http://mauricepinay.blogspot.com/2008/12/benedict-to-bless-counterfeit-israel-in.html
http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,477450,00.html
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Conceived and Preserved from All Sin Both Original and 

Actual." Just as I think Canadians and Australians have a 

right to a home, so I think Jews do. It's a human right, 

and they are human beings.  

Similarly, I think the human beings called 

"Palestinians" likewise have the right to a home. I make 

no excuses for the Hamas thugs who have been lobbing 

rockets at Israel. I simply say that launching a reprisal in 

which, as of this writing, nearly half the reported 700 

dead so far are civilians, including huge numbers of 

women and children, and in which you train tank fire on 

a school full of civilians, is not thereby justified.  

Moreover, in addition to such ius in bello questions 

as the mass killing of innocent men, women, and 

children, there is the raw practical question of whether 

what Israel has done is even smart from a purely 

realpolitik perspective. Israel's choice to keep the press 

out of Gaza, while killing ambulance drivers and little 

kids and feeding the world a great deal of government 

happy talk, does not instill confidence in anybody but 

the most die-hard believer in the Immaculate 

Conception of the State of Israel. As Deal W. Hudson 

remarks: 

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. 

In short, support for Israel does not necessitate support 

for all she does. Likewise, humanitarian concern for the 

wretched people of Palestine does not equate excusing, 

much less supporting, the evil thugs of Hamas. On the 

contrary, many of of us who wish Israel to survive think 

that this current action is just about guaranteed to 

strengthen the hand of her enemies. And it is not anti-

Semitic to say so, nor to protest it. That's why I continue 

to maintain that the sanest approach to this entire 

bloody tragedy belongs to Pope Benedict XVI: 

I implore the end of this violence, which is to be 

condemned in every way in all its manifestations. I 

implore the re-establishment of the ceasefire in the 

Gaza strip. I ask for a strong sign of humanity and 

wisdom from all those who have responsibilities at all 

levels in that situation. I ask the international 

community to try every possible way to help Israelis 

and Palestinians to come out from the dead-end street 

and to not give up. 

 

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://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5193&Itemid=48
http://www.amconmag.com/article/2003/oct/06/00017/
http://hitchensblog.mailonsunday.co.uk/2009/01/will-israel-nev.html
http://www.catholicexchange.com/
http://www.markshea.blogspot.com/
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An Epiphany 
Scott P. Richert | Column 

1/14/09

n most years, Epiphany marks the real beginning of 

winter here in northern Illinois. November and 

December roll along, as temperatures drop and the 

days grow shorter, but the weather that we normally 

associate with the Upper Midwest -- days-long 

snowstorms, blowing winds, bitter temperatures -- 

make their appearance about the same time as the 

Wise Men. It's not unusual to have a less-than-white 

Christmas -- or even to have a green one. 

This is not most years. In December, we saw almost 

as much snow as my parents did, living in the snow belt 

on the eastern shore of Lake Michigan. But repeated 

thaws and freezings, sunny days and windy evenings, 

have hardened off the snow banks and left the roads 

mercifully free of snow and ice. 

Not so the sidewalks, which, on this Epiphany, are in 

the most treacherous shape I can remember. I pick my 

way cautiously, eyes focused on the ground, skirting 

around large patches of black ice that are obvious 

enough in the sunlight but which, I realize with a sense 

of foreboding, will be invisible as I walk home from 

work in the northern darkness of Epiphany evening. 

Like most Americans, over the years I have abused 

my body with reckless abandon, shoveling junk food (as 

well as overly large quantities of more healthy fare) into 

my maw as if there were no tomorrow. And yet, like 

most, I'm much more concerned about the dangers to 

my body while out walking in our winter wonderland. 

Gluttony sneaks up on us, wears us down so insidiously 

that we rarely notice until it's too late; but a misplaced 

foot on an icy sidewalk can bring consequences that are 

immediate, severe, and obvious -- a bump on the head, 

a sprained wrist, a cracked rib. 

And so we avoid the near occasions of slipping far 

more painstakingly than we avoid the near occasions of 

sin. Yet, just as my left foot briefly loses traction, the 

words of the Baltimore Catechism come back to me: 

Q. Of which must we take more care, our soul or 

our body? 

A. We must take more care of our soul than of our 

body. 

Even in the worst of years, the black ice of our winter 

streets and sidewalks is a sporadic phenomenon, 

usually obvious (as long as you're paying attention) 

and thus avoidable. In the modern world, however, the 

black ice of our spiritual life surrounds us every day. 

Worse, even when it's obvious, we may make little 

effort to avoid it. Sometimes we even go out of our 

way to skate on the ice, deluding ourselves into 

thinking that we will not fall. 

And yet, when our recklessness brings us down, 

the consequences are much worse than a bruise or a 

broken bone. 

Q. Why must we take more care of our soul than 

of our body? 

A. We must take more care of our soul than of our 

body, because in losing our soul we lose God and 

everlasting happiness. 

  

As I leave work, the night is perfectly clear, still, and 

black. Walking down the driveway to the sidewalk, I 

see that the ground is covered with a fresh coat of 

snow. It's not much: somewhere between a quarter- 

and a half-inch -- just enough to lure the unsuspecting 

walker onto a cloaked patch of black ice. The air is 

cold, so the snowflakes are small and hard, reducing 

the friction between my boots and the ground 

beneath. 

I pick my way carefully, wishing that I had paid 

even closer attention in the morning, so that I might 

recall where the worst patches are. In the first few 
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blocks, I slip a half-dozen times, and I consider halting 

and calling my wife to come pick me up. She's a good 

woman; she wouldn't complain -- and I could be home 

and settling down for our Epiphany feast in under ten 

minutes. 

Something in me rebels against the thought. I've got 

less than a mile to go. I can make it; I don't need help. 

I cross another street and start up the next block. 

One of the few streetlights on this stretch of Harlem 

Avenue casts a soft yellow glow over glittering snow on 

the sidewalk ahead, and I remember from my morning 

walk that one of the most extensive and perfectly 

smooth patches of black ice lies under that snow. Like 

the snow covering it, the ice has a perfect natural 

beauty. 

Thomas Aquinas, following Aristotle, argued that 

men do not choose evil and ugliness for their own sake, 

but out of a perverted or inordinate desire for 

happiness and beauty. A rough analogy begins to form 

in my mind. The ice and the snow are not bad in 

themselves; indeed, they have both brought me brief 

moments of happiness today. But throw a man into the 

mix, and the combination, on this night, could spell 

disaster. 

Perhaps my thoughts distracted me; perhaps there 

was nothing I could do, but as I advance upon the snow-

covered ice, my feet slide out from under me, and I go 

down -- hard. Lying on the ground, winded, I'm 

surprised that, other than my right elbow, I don't seem 

to be in pain. I work my way up to a sitting position and 

pause before trying to rise. 

"Are you OK?" a voice behind me says. "You hit 

hard. I could hear it inside." An elderly gentleman is 

coming down the driveway of the house I just passed. 

My pride smarting more than my body, I roll to my left 

and rise. "I'm fine." 

"Are you sure? Would you like me to take you 

somewhere?" I start to say no. It's not that much 

farther; the only thing that hurts is my elbow. Having 

fallen once, I'll be more careful. I don't need your help. 

And then, oddly, as I look into his face, lined with 

worry, the words of the Baltimore Catechism come back 

to me again: "We must take more care of our soul than 

of our body." Quite literally, my pride has gone before 

my fall. 

"Yes, please. I'd appreciate a ride home." A smile 

breaks his look of concern: "I'll go get my keys." 

As I wait on the sidewalk for my newfound friend to 

return, I remember a passage I had marked this very 

morning in the current Catechism of the Catholic 

Church, to come back to for further reflection. 

Discussing "Communion in charity," the Catechism 

notes, "In this solidarity with all men, living or dead, 

which is founded on the communion of saints, the 

least of our acts done in charity redounds to the profit 

of all" (953). 

  

There was no need for me to fall tonight; my pride 

brought on the aching that I feel slowly spreading 

across my back and down my arm. But my pride also 

prevented the act of charity that my wife would have 

happily performed in coming to pick me up. And even 

after my fall, it almost prevented the one that this 

elderly gentlemen longed to perform. 

Too often, we struggle across the black ice of our 

spiritual life alone, not because others have 

abandoned us, but because we're not willing to admit 

that we need help or to accept it when offered. We 

may happily perform acts of charity ourselves, but how 

often do we rebuff the efforts of others, their little acts 

of charity that would redound to the profit of all -- to 

us, to them, to the entire communion of saints? In 

doing so, we not only expose ourselves to unnecessary 

falls, but deprive them -- and the entire Body of Christ 

on earth -- of the increase in grace that we all so 

desperately need. 

My family waits at home, and through the 

kindness of a stranger, I'll be there in a few minutes, in 

time to pull out of the oven the slow-roasted pork 

shoulder that we have prepared for the feast. It is 
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Epiphany, and God has granted me an epiphany, and 

tonight I will celebrate both. 

 

 

Scott P. Richert is the executive editor of Chronicles: A 

Magazine of American Culture and the Catholicism 

guide for About.com. 

http://chroniclesmagazine.org/
http://chroniclesmagazine.org/
http://catholicism.about.com/
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Bernie Madoff, Victim 
David R. Carlin | Column 

1/15/09

oor Bernie Madoff! He's not a bad guy. He was 

operating according to the prevailing rules of 

present-day morality. He was bringing a lot of 

happiness to a lot of people, including himself. And then 

he ran into a streak of bad luck. Unfortunate things 

happened -- surprising things, things beyond his 

expectation or control; the stock market went into 

"crash" mode. And now everybody's calling Bernie a 

crook. How unfair! 

Of course, Madoff really is a crook, according to an 

older standard of morality -- the standard that was 

universally accepted until about 50 years ago. Historians 

often remind us that we mustn't judge the conduct of 

medieval kings and popes by modern-day standards of 

morality. If the pope and the king of France persecuted 

the Albigensians in the early 13th century, it is unfair to 

judge the persecutors according to Roger 

Williams/Thomas Jefferson standards of religious 

tolerance. Conversely, then, is it fair to judge a man 

today by the moral standards that prevailed when he 

was a boy? 

We don't do this when it comes to sexual morality. 

As recently as the 1950s, it was a very shameful thing 

for an unmarried couple to cohabit. Not anymore. 

Nowadays, if anything is shameful, it is the opposite -- 

the unwillingness of a loving couple to cohabit. But we 

wouldn't dream of retroactively condemning our 

parents and grandparents because they, adhering to the 

moral standards of their time, failed to "shack up" 

before marriage. Nor do we apply antique standards to 

our children and grandchildren and condemn them for 

living unmarried with a boyfriend or girlfriend. We 

recognize that moral standards are evolving things, and 

that it is unreasonable to expect people to live either 

according to dead standards or according to standards 

that have not yet been born. 

At this point, I can imagine -- indeed I can almost 

hear -- many readers expressing their dissent. "I don't 

acknowledge that moral standards evolve," they are 

saying. "I believe there are such things as absolute 

moral standards. Nor would I approve if my daughter or 

granddaughter slept with her boyfriend. And while 

we're at it, I'm not at all happy with the fact that the 

pope persecuted the Albigensians." 

I must admit that I have great sympathy with that 

point of view; I tend to look at things with a Catholic 

set of eyes. But let's face it: We Catholics are out of 

date (and so are our friends, Protestants of the old-

fashioned kind). The world of "progressive" people has 

passed us by. They have voted out the old Christian 

morality and voted in a newer and more liberal 

morality. 

  

What is the new and up-to-date morality, the post-

Christian morality? It is the morality of what may be 

called "the personal liberty principle" (PLP), according 

to which we are free to do whatever we like, provided 

we don't hurt somebody else. The PLP was first widely 

embraced because it seemed to justify the sexual 

revolution of the 1960s. It served to legitimate what 

previously had been counted as immoral sexual 

behavior -- for example, fornication, unmarried 

cohabitation, and casual sleeping around. "How does it 

hurt anybody if I sleep with my boyfriend? Or if I sleep 

with a long series of boyfriends?" Soon the PLP was 

used to justify homosexuality, and today it is used to 

justify same-sex marriage. "How does it hurt you or 

your marriage if I marry the gay man (or woman) 

whom I love?" 

But the PLP wasn't confined to sexual matters. 

Before long it was used to justify abortion, too -- 

which, though sex-related, isn't mainly about sex. It's 

mainly about killing. Needless to say, there was a 

problem in this case, since abortion seems to violate 

the PLP by hurting somebody else, namely the baby in 
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the womb. But up-to-date moralists have gotten around 

this embarrassing problem by simply -- and quite 

gratuitously -- denying the humanity of the unborn 

baby. Suicide too has been justified by means of the 

PLP. And if suicide is morally okay, then assisted suicide 

and euthanasia must be okay as well. The PLP is 

commonly used to justify the use of recreational drugs: 

Those progressive folks who would decriminalize and 

legalize drugs are great believers in the PLP. 

Of course, using the PLP to justify your favorite 

kinds of sin (if I may slip for a moment into the old 

Christian vocabulary) requires that you take only short-

term views. In the long term, promiscuous male 

homosexuality spread AIDS in America, killing tens of 

thousands, causing grave illness in even more people, 

and costing all of us -- taxpayers and payers of 

insurance premiums -- vast sums of money. As for 

unmarried heterosexual sex, it has produced an ongoing 

epidemic of out-of-wedlock births, millions of kids 

growing up fatherless and in poverty, and among these 

children high rates of academic failure, substance 

abuse, and criminality. 

Now, if people are allowed to use the PLP to justify 

sexual naughtiness, why can't poor Bernie Madoff use it 

to justify financial naughtiness? For many years nobody, 

it seemed, got hurt by what turned out to be a Ponzi 

scheme. Eventually, of course, many people did get 

hurt, and hurt badly. But eventually sexual naughtiness 

has led to disastrous consequences, too. If these sexual 

bad results don't lead up-to-date moralists to condemn 

sexual mischief, why should Mr. Madoff's financial bad 

results lead these same moralists to condemn him and 

his behavior? The moralists dismiss the bad results as 

irrelevant to an evaluation of sexual freedom by saying 

that these results are produced by bad luck and/or 

carelessness (e.g., not using a condom). Well, can't we 

say that Madoff's bad results, too, were the result of 

bad luck and/or carelessness? 

Our progressive moralists have a double standard -

- one for sexually liberated people, another for a 

financially liberated guy like Bernie Madoff. 

 

David R. Carlin is a professor of sociology and 

philosophy at the Community College of Rhode Island. 

He can be reached at drcarlin@hotmail.com. 

mailto:drcarlin@hotmail.com
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Defining the Relationship 
Eve Tushnet | Column 

1/15/09

For twenty-five years I've lived with him, 

Fought him, starved with him. 

For twenty-five years my bed is his --  

If that's not love, what is? 

-- Fiddler on the Roof 

 

o you have a personal relationship with 

Jesus?"  

This is the question we fear on 

airplanes, the question we recoil from in doorbell 

encounters. Most Catholics I've come across don't use 

this language. Should we? What can be gained by 

thinking about faith as a "personal relationship"? 

The obvious criticism is that "relationship" is a 

cardboard word, flexible yet thin. Think of the 

difference between the man who confides to his friend, 

"I want to have a relationship with her!" and the man 

who says, "I want to marry her." Which one do you 

want to say to God? The language of "personal 

relationship" lacks the fervor, the Divine madness, of 

bridal mysticism. It sounds, to many Catholic ears, like 

the Song of Songs rewritten by the Hallmark 

Corporation. 

And yet thinking in these terms can be illuminating, 

if we allow ourselves to be honest about all of our 

relationships. Think of your spouse, your brother, your 

parents, your friends, your children -- anyone to whom 

you bear a duty of love. These are your "personal 

relationships," and they are importantly similar to your 

duty of love of God. 

All of these relationships have their seasons: 

sudden startled appreciation, hot anger, serene 

comfort, resigned indifference, renewal. All of these 

relationships can involve us in resentment, humiliation, 

annoyance, and anguish. This is true even though we 

recognize our duty to love these people. In fact, it's 

often true because we're so painfully, unavoidably 

aware of that duty. 

Why would we expect our personal relationship 

with God to be any less fraught? 

That relationship is a vow, not a feeling -- or, more 

accurately, a vow that encompasses the entire range 

of human feeling. Too often, we pretend that our 

feelings about God are fluffier than they are; or else 

we mistake a sense of abandonment by God for proof 

that there is no God. But unfluffy feelings, and even 

anguished feelings of abandonment, are often part of 

loving relationships. God didn't promise, "I will never 

break your heart." Instead, we have the words of 

Psalm 51: "The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit: a 

broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not 

despise." 

We need to keep in mind that it's okay to 

challenge God -- Abraham did it. It's okay to howl at 

God in desperation -- Job did it. It's even okay to laugh 

at God -- Sarah did it. All of them still understood 

themselves to be bound to God, to hold Him as their 

Lord, even as they expressed themselves in ways that 

wouldn't make the parish council happy. 

We shouldn't be content to remain in a place of 

anger at God, or ironic distance, or willful rejection, 

just as we wouldn't be content with those attitudes 

toward the humans we've pledged to love. But we 

should be able to acknowledge that those emotions 

are often part of our loving relationships. Fighting with 

your wife doesn't mean the marriage is doomed (let 

alone that it's "already over," in the modern divorce 

parlance). Even the bride of the Song of Songs sought 

her lover in the streets "but did not find him." 

It would be hard to argue that Therese of Lisieux, 

or Mother Teresa, lacked a "personal relationship with 

God." And yet, for both of them, that relationship was 
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often experienced as loneliness and abandonment. 

Therese said she had been "assailed by the worst 

temptations of atheism." Mother Teresa wrote that she 

experienced "just that terrible pain of loss, of God not 

wanting me, of God not being God, of God not really 

existing." She wrote of a feeling of "terrible separation." 

She lived in the moment of Christ's cry from the Cross: 

"My God, my God, why have You abandoned me?"  

And yet both Therese and Teresa spoke of God as 

someone real and known, someone Whose withdrawal 

left salt water in the footprints of His past consolations. 

All Christians must seek to enter into the life of Christ, 

to be baptized into His death so that we might rise in 

His life; Mother Teresa received the terrible gift of being 

baptized into His crucifixion. That is one way to have a 

relationship with God. It is a real gift, just as martyrdom 

is a gift. 

This interpretation of the "personal relationship" 

language might help us remember that the best place to 

wrestle angels is in church. The best place to box with 

God is on your knees before the Eucharist. Fight like you 

fight with the people you love, heartfelt and raw and 

needy. Be willing to submit, to admit you were wrong, 

to kiss and make up; but be unwilling to give up or go 

away. 

If that's not love, what is? 

 

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

http://www.eve-tushnet.blogspot.com/
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Contemplations for Skiing 
Marjorie Campbell | Column 

1/16/09

 ski, but not well. I devote much of my time skiing in 

prayer to Jesus, whose protection and humor I must 

beg every ski season. Skiing leaves plenty of time for 

prayer, as there's really not much to it: You stand atop a 

mountain and move forward down the slope until you 

slam into someone or something at the bottom. There 

is a limit to how skillful I can be at this sport, so it's 

better to use this time with the Lord.  

In that light, I have discovered several 

contemplations that I find helpful when attempting to 

ski down the mountain. 

  

1. My first prayer is always for patience. I need this 

patience to ski with my husband, because we do not 

agree on very simple things. For example, all ski resorts 

have many well-placed signs warning, "Control your 

speed." I assert that this statement means that no skier, 

regardless of gender, should go faster than they can 

control. I, for example, frequently fall onto my backside, 

thereby slowing my speed considerably. This gives me 

great control.  

My husband -- and, let's face it, most men in 

general -- think speed control means going as fast as 

you can in a mostly upright position. It is not by any 

means a speed limit. There is no such thing in skiing -- 

just as there is no speed limit, say, in roller blading off a 

high-diving board. So I always start my day praying for 

strength and patience to accept that "control your 

speed" means "stay out of the way."  

May you be made strong with all the strength that 

comes from his glorious power, and may you be 

prepared to endure everything with patience (Col 

1:11). 

  

2. Skiing gives me plenty of opportunities to 

contemplate God's original design. Lots of women ski, 

but it's the males who dominate out there. Men often 

ski competitively in groups: They gang together at the 

top of a slope, eating Power Bars,stomping their skis, 

and blowing steam and mucus. They cluster, this Male 

Ambush Team, and survey the terrain ahead. Then one 

guy yells, "Hey, let's jump over that woman sitting 

down there, weave through the clump of trees, and 

duck under the orange TRAILS MERGING sign!" 

Suddenly, they're off on their testosterone-powered 

mission, heading downhill at breakneck speed . . . 

straight at me.  

It's at these moments that I begin to wonder if the 

male design is fundamentally flawed, at least when 

functioning without the female half -- but I usually 

don't have much time to consider it.  

When God created humankind, he made them in 

the likeness of God. Male and female he created 

them, and he blessed them and named them 

"Humankind" when they were created (Gen 5:1-2). 

  

3. Crashes give me the chance to practice self-control. 

When injured -- even if I only suspect injury -- I stay 

down for a while, moan, and ask Jesus to give me the 

strength not to spit at the guy currently standing over 

me, laughing and saying, "Wow, you really smacked 

the snow."  

These prayers can take a while to work, but 

diagnosing injuries takes a long time, too. A herd of ski 

personnel must assemble around you and take turns 

groping your body while discussing their findings with 

each other. I can often make it through the better part 

of a rosary during this process.  
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Bonus: If you are tired of skiing for the day, these 

personnel must actually pick you up, gently put you in a 

sleigh with warm blankets, and then give you a fresh 

tank of oxygen and a ride down the mountain. This is 

Jesus' way of answering your prayer. 

Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and 

anger and wrangling and slander, together with all 

malice (Eph 4:31). 

 

4. I have learned to diligently monitor skiing for 

episodes of lust. Perhaps it's the fresh, cold air, but ski 

slopes can provoke unexpected moments of 

temptation. I've been fooled more than once -- like the 

day my husband said, "Honey, you don't ski very well 

and you keep getting injured. Let me give you some 

pointers." His first pointer was this: "When you turn, 

thrust your hips forward." This was very sly instruction -

- for, I later learned, it had no relation whatsoever to 

skiing. I proceeded down the hill, nonetheless, trying to 

follow his instructions. At the bottom, my husband 

hugged me warmly and whispered, "You are my hot 

sweetie pie."  

You will remember all the commandments of the 

LORD and do them, and not follow the lust of your 

own heart and your own eyes (Num 15:39). 

 

5. When taking skiing lessons, I often pray for extra 

focus and the willingness to obey instructions. I have a 

rebellious streak and have been known to ignore good 

advice simply to be contrary.  

But I learned that I have limits. I know a ski-

instructor, "Steve," a rugged guy who wears matching 

green-and-yellow jacket and pants. He told me that 

skiing was simple: "Check your bindings and buckles, 

maintain athletic stance, put your weight forward, turn 

both feet at the same time, look down the mountain, 

bend at waist, not that far!, pole plant softly with a flick 

of wrist, bend ankles, bend knees, bend elbows, press 

forward, don't lean back, don't sit down, don't look at 

your feet, don't stick your butt out like that, don't rest 

on your heels, don't look up the mountain for the Male 

Ambush Team, don't be afraid."  

Really? The best way out of this situation, I have 

found, is to recognize my personal limits to being 

obedient and politely excuse myself to the bathroom.  

Confident of your obedience, I am writing to you, 

knowing that you will do even more than I say (Phlm 

1:21). 

 

6. Skiing in fog, blizzards, and high winds helps me 

reflect on the final suffering of mankind. These 

conditions make it impossible to see where you are 

going, or where you have been, or where your 

equipment is, or where your feet are. Frequently, it's 

impossible even to distinguish up from down -- you 

must simply point your skis and see where they go.  

Staring into complete white-out, with 50-mile-an-

hour winds pummeling my body, I have experienced 

severe panic and vertigo and fallen over without any 

effort whatsoever. This, of course, lands me back in a 

sitting position, where I become immediately terrified 

of the Male Ambush Team-- now unable to see 

anything as they joyfully speed on the howling wind. In 

these moments of fear, I promise to never ski again -- 

knowing this terror is the very punishment for having 

broken that promise yet again.  

Immediately after the suffering of those days the 

sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its 

light; the stars will fall from heaven, and the power 

of heaven will be shaken (Mt 24:29).  

 

Finally, remember Our Lady of Graces. The Catholic 

Church has named at least three patron saints of 

skiing, this being a sport with people in chronic need 

and pain. Our Lady of Graces is the only female; the 

others saints are guys with names like Bernard. 

Frequently, instead of pondering my frozen feet, the 

snow blowing up my nose, and the whereabouts of the 
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Male Ambush Team, I murmur Hail Marys and hope 

that Our Lady of Graces is the duty saint for the day.  

So far, I think this has worked: I have always gotten 

to the bottom of the mountain before dark, and none of 

my injuries has required stitches or intensive care. Our 

Lady of Graces surely deserves the credit, since my 

skiing is so poor -- and no improvement seems in sight.  

 

Marjorie Campbell is an attorney and speaker on social 

issues from a Catholic perspective. She lives in San 

Francisco with her family and blogs at 

www.dealwhudson.typepad.com. 
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Heretical Times 
Rev. Dwight Longenecker | Review 

1/16/09 
 
The Great Medieval Heretics: Five Centuries of Religious Dissent 
Michael Frassetto, Bluebridge, 256 pages, $24.95 

 
eat-and-potatoes history fans, take note: 

The Great Medieval Heretics is good, solid, 

reliable history written in a no-nonsense 

style. Michael Frassetto teaches history at the 

University of Delaware and is an expert in medieval 

religion, heresy, and politics. His book delivers a 

detailed account of the heretics of the medieval period, 

starting with the false teachers of the tenth century and 

concluding with the fifteenth-century forerunners of 

the Protestant Reformation. 

The medieval heresies differed from those of the 

early centuries by being critical of the established 

Church. As the medieval Church grew in power and 

wealth, the reform movements formed in backlash. The 

medieval heretics were concerned to bring the Church 

back to its original purity, and their subsequent 

heretical teachings were the result. The leaders of the 

reform movements called for extreme forms of 

personal holiness and rejected the growing wealth and 

corruption of the clergy. Their criticism of the Church 

invariably ended in fiery heretical beliefs, while their 

leaders invariably ended in the flames. 

The first of the influential teachers to emerge was 

the delightfully named Pop Bogomil. Active in Bulgaria 

in the tenth century, Bogomil was a wandering 

charismatic holy man. He appealed to simple people 

with his life of celibate poverty. Unfortunately, his 

teaching was dualistic: He was accused of 

Manicheanism -- the belief that the physical, created 

order was created by the devil. This lead to a Docetic 

understanding of the Incarnation, and thus to a 

rejection of the Church and sacraments. Pop Bogomil 

and the sect founded on his teachings thus become a 

kind of philosophical, theological, and political 

foundation for all that followed. 

In his wake, Stephen and Lisois were two priests in 

eleventh century Orleans who also preached a form of 

otherworldly dualism. They were followed in the 

twelfth century by itinerant preachers Henry the Monk 

and Valdes of Lyons. Both accumulated a large group 

of disciples, of which the Waldensians survive today. 

While heretical in their teaching, the example of their 

pious and fervent lives influenced St. Francis, and 

Frassetto shows how the Church would reject their 

heresy while adopting much of their style through the 

establishment of the mendicant orders.  

The heretical Cathar sect in the 13th century was a 

particularly disturbing development in the medieval 

Church. Following an extreme form of dualism and 

practicing bizarre customs, the Cathars prompted the 

Albigensian crusade. Frassetto chronicles the crusade 

in detail, as well as the rise of a more aggressive 

inquisition that followed it. In Italy, Fra Dolcino 

developed a more apocalyptic strain of preaching. 

Violently opposed to the Church he and his apostolici 

actually led a peasant uprising. 

  

Most of the heretical teachers of the Middle Ages 

were comparatively unschooled. They rose through 

their fervent preaching, charismatic style, and 

exemplary lives. Their heresies, which were a 

mishmash of various (often inconsistent and 

contradictory) streams of teaching, they were easily 

dismissed by the greater minds of the Church's 

inquisition. 

The Oxford theologian John Wyclif was a different 

proposition. Considered the most brilliant philosopher 

and theologian of his day, Wyclif was also an ambitious 

political operator and a shrewd ecclesiastical climber. 

M 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1933346124/insidecatcom-20
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An effective debater, dazzling teacher, and prolific 

writer, Wyclif espoused many of the same heresies as 

those who went before him, but he did so from a 

cogent philosophical and theological foundation. He 

avoided extremes, while still voicing the same essential 

challenges against the clergy, the established Church, 

the sacraments, and the power of the papacy. Wyclif's 

passionate study of the Bible gave him a voice of 

authority his predecessors lacked. 

Wyclif's writings spread to the continent and 

influenced the young Jan Hus in Bohemia. Hus picked up 

the baton from Wyclif, and by the time of his trial in 

1414, a movement of reform had started in Bohemia 

that would spark the foundation of a national 

Protestant church in the country and herald the upsurge 

of reformation under Luther. 

Frassetto's book is expertly researched, carefully 

constructed, and solidly written, but his careful, 

scholarly approach can also be a bit dull. These heretics 

were colorful, extreme characters who ended their lives 

-- literally -- in a blaze of ignominious glory. It would 

have made for a more enjoyable read if we could have 

glimpsed a bit more of their wild-eyed passion, their 

devout lunacy, their bizarre customs, and their stubborn 

resistance to the end.  

Frassetto also never comments on the 

contemporary applications of his subject. Modern 

America is full of characters very like the medieval 

heretics. Without going into detail, he might have 

observed that we have our apocalyptic preachers, our 

itinerant evangelists who decry the corruption and 

wealth of the clergy. We have our dualist New Age 

teachers, our charismatic extremists, and our holiness 

sects that, like the Cathars, go off to live in seclusion 

and end up the victims of the establishment.  

Part of an historian's task should be a gentle 

reminder that we may not wish to repeat the errors of 

the past. Frassetto's professional detachment provides 

us with a valuable chronicle of the medieval heretics, 

but it fails to captivate the popular reader or apply the 

lessons learned for us today. 

 

Rev. Dwight Longenecker is the author of ten books on 

the Catholic faith. He serves as Chaplain of St Joseph's 

Catholic School in Greenville, South Carolina. Visit his 

Web site at www.dwightlongenecker.com. 
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