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A Bishop in the Tradition of Cardinal O'Connor 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

2/9/09 

ecently I've begun to notice a resemblance 

between Scranton's Bishop Joseph Francis 

Martino and another Philadelphia-born bishop, 

John Cardinal O'Connor. Bishop Martino is outspoken, 

and his direct, almost pugnacious, criticism is 

reminiscent of the late cardinal of New York.  

Both Martino and O'Connor attended St. Charles 

Borromeo Seminary before seeking graduate degrees -- 

Martino at Rome's Gregorian University, in church 

history; O'Connor at Villanova, in ethics, and 

Georgetown University, in political science. 

Pope John Paul II appointed both as bishops -- 

O'Connor in 1979, Martino in 1996. O'Connor, like 

Martino, would go to Scranton but remained there only 

one year (1983-84) before being chosen, to everyone's 

surprise, as archbishop of New York. 

For a Catholic bishop, O'Connor, at 64, was still a 

relatively young man when he left for New York. 

Martino will turn 63 on May 1. 

Am I suggesting that Bishop Martino is destined to 

follow his predecessor to New York? No, that isn't likely 

to happen; controversial bishops rarely receive 

prestigious appointments. O'Connor's relatively low 

profile early in his career (thanks to a lack of public 

controversies) made it unlikely he would be blackballed 

in the selection process. 

  

Bishop Martino's presence in Scranton is a case of 

being in the right place at the right time. First of all, 

Scranton's moderate size and its location in 

northeastern Pennsylvania give Bishop Martino the 

opportunity to bring about substantive changes in the 

Catholic culture of his diocese and state.  

In addition, Scranton is the hometown of Vice-

President Joseph Biden. Bishop Martino's stated 

position that he would deny communion to the vice 

president of the United States stands as a constant 

reminder of the dilemma facing Catholic Democrats 

with the Obama administration's efforts to remove all 

legal restrictions to abortion. 

"No Catholic politician who supports the culture of 

death should approach Holy Communion," Bishop 

Martino said, regarding Biden. "I will be truly vigilant 

on this point." 

Bishop Martino's pro-life leadership during the 

election has been cited as an influence in getting 

Pennsylvania Catholics to buck the national trend and 

vote for John McCain, 52 to 48 percent. The story of 

his crashing a seminar on the USCCB document 

"Faithful Citizenship" at one of his own parishes was 

easily the most dramatic, and colorful, Catholic 

moment in the campaign. "People, this is madness," he 

said after hearing a panelist explain how Catholics 

could vote for a pro-abortion politician in good 

conscience.  

But when he told those gathered at St. John's 

Parish, "The USCCB doesn't speak for me," Bishop 

Martino could have been channeling Cardinal 

O'Connor of the 1980s when he (and Bernard Cardinal 

Law) battled the "seamless garment" message emitted 

from the bishops' conference. 

  

More recently, Bishop Martino has shown some of 

Cardinal O'Connor's willingness to take on Catholic 

politicians by name. It was the latter's 1983 face-off 

over abortion with vice-presidential candidate 

Geraldine Ferraro that came to mind as I read Bishop 

Martino's public letter to Sen. Bob Casey Jr.  

In his letter, Bishop Martino asked Senator Casey 

to reconsider his vote against affirming the Mexico City 

Policy. Casey had voted against an amendment offered 

R 

http://www.scrantontimes.com/articles/2008/08/31/news/sc_times_trib.20080831.a.pg1.tt31communion_s1.1911465_top4.txt
http://www.scrantontimes.com/articles/2008/08/31/news/sc_times_trib.20080831.a.pg1.tt31communion_s1.1911465_top4.txt
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/13633a.htm
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4754&Itemid=80
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,923636,00.html
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_myblog&show=Bishop-Martino-Writes-Sen.-Casey-a-Letter-About-the-Mexico-City-Policy.html&Itemid=102
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to a children's health insurance bill by Sen. Mel 

Martinez (R-FL): 

It is the height of irony that this amendment was 

defeated while the Senate passed legislation to 

provide health insurance for children who would 

otherwise be without it. What hypocrisy offers 

health insurance to children in one part of the world 

when children in another part will be deprived, by 

the stroke of the same pen, of their first breath? 

The local media have been reporting a decline in Bishop 

Martino's popularity due to his "interference" in 

politics, but he pays no attention to such criticism. In a 

2004 interview in the Scranton Sunday Times, he 

explained: 

All these bugaboos about separation of church and 

state are brought up, which are just not true. What 

that really means is, "Shut up bishop, shut up." I 

have a right to speak up like any other citizen, and I 

have a right to remind Catholics -- that's my duty -- 

to remind Catholics it's not what they can do but 

what they should do. I think that's something that 

they haven't heard enough of, and they'll hear it 

from me. 

What Bishop Martino promised four years ago, he has 

delivered. Over the past decade, Catholics have been 

blessed with the leadership of several notable bishops, 

but with the emergence of Bishop Joseph Martino, we 

are witnessing the bold style of a fellow son of 

Philadelphia, the late Cardinal O'Connor. 

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author ofOnward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals 

in the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://www.scrantontimes.com/articles/2008/08/31/news/sc_times_trib.20080831.a.pg1.tt31communion_s1.1911465_top4.txt
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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Why Catholics Don't Read the Bible 
David R. Carlin | Column 

2/9/09

 few years ago I wrote a book that was very 

pessimistic about the future of the Church in 

the United States. American Catholicism is a 

religion, I argued, in a state of probably irreversible 

decline. It is on the road, not to total disappearance 

exactly, but to a reduced state in which it will have no 

more than a small impact on American society and 

culture. Since writing the book, I have often wondered if 

I had been too pessimistic. I hope so. Even while writing 

I hoped I was wrong. Indeed, I hoped that my 

pessimistic prognosis might serve in a small way as a 

wake-up call and might therefore help to reverse the 

Church's decline. 

But when, rambling through the Internet recently, I 

stumbled on a Rasmussen poll that had to do with 

Bible-reading in the United States, I couldn't help but 

feel that my pessimism is well grounded. 

According to the poll, 25 percent of Evangelical 

Protestants read the Bible daily, as do 20 percent of 

other Protestants, while daily Bible-reading is done by 

only 7 percent of Catholics. Now this result didn't 

bother me very much, since one can be very familiar 

with, and very greatly influenced by, a book without 

reading it on a daily basis. I myself don't read the Bible 

daily; nor do I give a daily reading to Plato or 

Shakespeare; and it's years since I read Matthew 

Arnold's Culture and Anarchy. Yet I know that all these 

writing have had a strong influence on the way I look at 

life and the world. 

Far more disturbing was the poll result that showed 

that 44 percent of Catholics "rarely or never" read the 

Bible, while this is true of only 7 percent of Evangelicals 

and 13 percent of non-Evangelical Protestants. The level 

of religious vitality must be very low in a Christian 

church in which 44 percent of the membership almost 

never bothers to read the Bible. 

Of course, there is an old tradition among lay 

Catholics of not reading the Bible. Prior to the 

Protestant Reformation, this non-reading was a natural 

byproduct of the fact that the vast majority of lay 

Catholics were illiterate. Besides, such Bibles as were 

available were written in Latin, not the vernacular 

languages. And then, once the Reformation took place, 

Bible-reading took on the color of being a distinctively 

Protestant thing, therefore something faithful 

Catholics should avoid. Protestants, after all, appealed 

to the authority of the Bible to challenge the authority 

of the pope and the bishops, and when they read the 

Bible they came to certain theological conclusions that 

conflicted with Catholic doctrine. Reading the Bible 

was dangerous for Catholics. 

  

In the long period from the Council of Trent to Vatican 

II, a period of approximately four centuries, the 

Catholic Church adopted a highly defensive mode of 

being. There were two great intellectual dangers to the 

Faith -- first the Protestant danger and then the 

secularist danger that stemmed from the 

Enlightenment. The Index of Prohibited Books was 

created to defend Catholics against these dangers. Of 

course, it was impossible to put the Bible on the Index, 

since the Bible, according to Catholic teaching, was the 

inspired Word of God. But if the Bible couldn't be 

banned, at least Catholics could be effectively 

discouraged from reading it. There were several ways 

of doing this: 

¶ A strong emphasis on Natural Religion had the 

effect of depreciating the value of Revelation 

generally. 

¶ A strong emphasis on Tradition as a second 

source of Divine Revelation had the effect of 

depreciating the value of the Bible. 

A 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1928832792/insidecatcom-20
http://www.rasmussenreports.com/public_content/lifestyle/general_lifestyle/catholics_protestants_practice_faith_in_different_ways
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0192805118/insidecatcom-20
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¶ Secondhand narrations of biblical stories, 

instead of moving Catholics to consult the 

original sources (the Bible itself), more often 

gave them the impression that it was not 

necessary to examine the Bible. 

¶ Catholics were told that they must not read 

Protestant translations of the Bible (e.g., the 

Authorized Version); if they insisted on reading 

the Bible, they must read properly annotated 

Catholic translations. 

¶ Some gentle ridicule directed at the Biblicism of 

our "separated brethren" taught Catholics to 

shy away from the Bible. 

¶ In general, Catholics were seldom seriously 

encouraged by their priests and nuns to search 

the Scriptures. 

All this changed, officially at least, at Vatican II, which 

dropped the Church's 400-year-old "defensive mode of 

being." Lay Catholics were now at long last given the 

green light to read the Bible; indeed, they were 

encouraged to read it. Yet today, nearly a half-century 

later, 44 percent of American Catholics "rarely or never" 

read the Bible, and only 7 percent read it on a daily 

basis. How can this be? 

Part of the answer, of course, is inertia. Four 

centuries of a certain policy cannot be changed 

immediately overnight -- any more than an aircraft 

carrier at sea can make a turn of 180 degrees on a dime. 

Another part of the answer is the sacramentalism of the 

Catholic Church: To save your soul, it is more important 

to participate in the sacraments than to read the Bible. 

But a third part of the answer is, alas, that the 

leadership of the Church (I mean its bishops and priests) 

have not stressed the importance of Bible-reading for 

shaping the Christian mind and heart. 

The leadership of the Church in the United States 

has been guilty of many failures in recent times -- the 

sex-abuse scandal, a failure to resist the sexual 

revolution, a failure to mobilize Catholics effectively as 

an anti-abortion cultural force. Add to these failures 

the failure to persuade Catholics to become a Bible-

reading people. 

 

David R. Carlin is a professor of sociology and 

philosophy at the Community College of Rhode Island. 
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O Lord, Open Our Lips 
Anthony Esolen | Column 

2/10/09

t may seem strange to assert that Catholics have 

forgotten how to pray. Surely we still beseech the 

Lord in times of distress. We attend Mass, we say 

the rosary. More than that, simply because we are 

human, by the grace of God the Spirit works within us, 

with unutterable groans and longings. We pray 

sometimes without knowing we are praying, "O Lord, 

help me!" 

And yet the same march of vandalism that has 

stripped our churches of their art, and our schools of 

their traditional symbols of devotion to God and 

country, has impoverished our language of prayer, too. 

We may call it the curse of the modernist box. We had 

to dwell in "machines for living," said the modernist 

architect Le Corbusier. So he built machines all right, 

but whether human beings could really dwell in his 

blank concrete boxes was another matter. They were, I 

should say, apartment buildings for creatures with no 

felt connection either to the natural world or to the 

heavens above, but rather for functionaries within, or 

serfs beneath, the all-competent State. 

Schools have been built in the same fashion. They 

do admit of a little bit of childish decoration, but the 

model of the machine for learning dominates all the 

same. It is not a place wherein one would hang, as a 

cherished memorial, a framed copy of a Gilbert Stuart 

portrait of Washington. It is not a hieratic place. It 

neither dwells in the natural world nor aspires to 

contemplation of everlasting truths. It is instead a flat 

bureaucratic place, whose employees sometimes 

cheerfully and sometimes grudgingly and rebelliously 

submit to the demands of that same State.  

And then there are our churches. Others can write 

more knowledgeably than I can about the loathing of 

the transcendent, which gives us bare concrete in place 

of stone, auditoriums instead of naves and sanctuaries, 

and stage platforms for hootenannies instead of 

galleries, clerestories, and choir lofts. What I should like 

to point out is that the same rejection of the 

transcendent, which is at once also a rejection of the 

natural and the human, is at work in the language of the 

prayers we have had composed for our disedification.  

In Orwell's 1984, the ultimate project of the State 

was more ambitious than to have people forget that 

they had ever been free. It was, of course, a wonderful 

thing that the records of people and events should be 

sent down the "memory hole," where they would be 

distorted, shredded, or obliterated, never to be known 

again. But the most radical work was being done in the 

linguistic department, to ensure that the people would 

never again be able to form complex thoughts -- about 

freedom, for example. Orwell was not predicting that 

such linguistic vandalism would go on; he was noticing 

that it had been going on. And it has continued to go 

on, as is made manifest in the blank concrete of the 

language of our worship. 

  

Language is not merely a tool, or an artifact. It is the 

means by which man, who is capax universi, 

encounters all the world about him and fashions for 

himself a world of meaning for understanding it and 

dwelling within it. It is, to capture a glimpse of Eden, 

his way of encountering the animals: He names them, 

and when he does, he sees something true about them 

and enters into a relationship with them.  

It's legitimate to ask, then, what kind of "world" is 

summoned into being by the language we use. 

Consider this opening prayer from the Anglican Order 

for the Burial of the Dead: 

I am the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord: 

he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet 

shall he live: and whosoever liveth and believeth in 

me, shall never die. 

I 
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I know that my redeemer liveth, and that he 

shall stand at the latter day upon the earth: and 

though this body be destroyed, yet shall I see God: 

whom I shall see for myself, and mine eyes shall 

behold, and not as a stranger. 

We brought nothing into this world, and it is 

certain that we can carry nothing out. The LORD 

gave, and the LORD hath taken away; blessed be 

the name of the LORD. 

I can see, in my mind's eye, the site of the tomb where 

Lazarus was buried. And Martha came up to Jesus and 

confessed that she believed her brother would live 

again in the resurrection, to which Jesus replied in 

words of fire and thunder: I am the resurrection and the 

life. We know what would happen soon after; but our 

attention turns then to an old man sitting half-naked on 

a dungheap, his body covered with sores, crying out in 

anguish for his suffering and defending his innocence. It 

is Job, affirming that someday, somehow, he shall be 

vindicated, for he knows that his redeemer lives. Then 

comes the stark and plain judgment of our insufficiency. 

We carry nothing out of this world. And we end with 

the first patient sigh of that same Job, when he heard 

that his sons and daughters had perished: The Lord 

gave, and the Lord hath taken away. 

They who learn this language have more than tools 

to pray with. They have a world of symbols and events, 

like mountains and plains and running streams, to pray 

in. 

Or consider this prayer before the Pax, from the 

Sarum Rite:  

O Holy Lord, Father almighty, everlasting God: grant 

us so worthily to receive this most holy Body and 

Blood of Thy Son our Lord Jesus Christ, that by this 

we may deserve to receive the remission of all our 

sins, and to be filled with thy Holy Spirit, and to 

possess Thy peace. For Thou alone art God, and 

there is none other beside Thee: Whose glorious 

kingdom abideth unto the ages of ages. Amen. 

Again, to pray such a prayer is to walk into a world: one 

whose vast spaces and immemorial ages reach upward 

to eternity. We hear in the final sentence the great cry 

of Moses to the Israelites: "Hear, O Israel, the Lord thy 

God is one!" It is not only a confession of the 

uniqueness of God, but of His mercies to Israel: He is 

the only one in whom they must trust. His kingdom -- 

no abstraction, that, but a realm more real than what 

we know about us -- abides, lives, dwells, in everlasting 

presence, not just "always," but "unto the ages of ages," 

within and beyond time, within what we can imagine, 

and beyond all our imagining. To that kingdom we 

journey, and that is why we pray that we might receive 

Christ's body and blood worthily, so as to be granted 

the peace of God. Such peace is not mere tranquility of 

mind; it is the presence of the Holy Spirit living within 

us, granting us the friendship of God, which is our safe 

conduct to His glorious kingdom. 

  

The "world" of such prayers is, we see, not 

compromised by language we now find archaic. That is 

because a world is not simply a passing phenomenon. 

It perdures; and though languages, like all human 

things, come into being and pass away, yet we 

naturally long for what does not pass away. Therefore 

our prayers should never follow the ephemeral skitters 

and shrugs of linguistic practice. If it is old, it will be all 

the stranger to us, like a world to be encountered 

anew. There is nothing more stale than what was new-

and-improved yesterday, and nothing fresher to our 

hearts than what is old and venerable. 

But that world does not depend upon the 

archaisms, either. It is instead a rich world of symbols 

and sacramental realities and ancient practices; a 

world you can, so to speak, feel against your bended 

knees.  

Now compare with the sort of thing that is given to 

us as prayer these days. I will comment as I go along: 

 Gracious God and Father, we are your people 

embraced by your love. 
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In case God does not know that, we inform him of it. 

"Embrace" is a standard-issue verb of niceness; no 

actual image of an embrace is summoned up. 

We thank you for your presence with us throughout 

all time. 

Abstract, vague, and abrupt. And do "we" speaking this 

prayer exist "throughout all time"? 

Create us anew through Jesus Christ, your Son. 

Liberate us from all that keeps us from you. Send 

your Holy Spirit, enabling us to recreate our world 

and restore justice. 

All abstract, still. The tone is that of a memorandum, 

with the exception of the phrase "create us anew." But 

that phrase is oddly applied. The ancient Church prayed 

Veni, Creator Spiritus: It is the great creating Spirit who 

remakes us. "Send forth thy Spirit," says the Psalmist, 

"and they shall be created, and thou shalt renew the 

face of the earth."  

But here, the psalm is not on anyone's mind. Indeed, 

God is not going to recreate our world. We are going to 

do it. God is not going to restore justice. We are going 

to do it. It is, of course, gracious of us to acknowledge 

that we cannot quite manage it alone. Let us continue: 

Heal us from every form of sin and violence. 

Abstract, vague. We commit sin, and sin is sometimes 

physically violent; otherwise violence is something we 

suffer. We are to be "healed" of violence. I have no idea 

what that means. Lawrence the Deacon, expiring on the 

gridiron, breathed out his last words of defiance to his 

tormentors, telling them to turn him over, because he 

was not done on the other side. Does that qualify for 

being "healed" of violence? 

Transform us to live your Word more profoundly. 

The vague lingo of a freshman theology essay. The 

image hidden in "profoundly," that of the depths of the 

sea, is ignored. 

Reconcile us so enemies become friends. 

A plea with all the warmth and vigor of a dead fish. 

Awaken us to the sacred. 

You think? As, for instance, to the possibilities of sacral 

language? 

Nurture our relationships; enliven our parishes; 

reunite our families. 

Enhance our self-image; support our local initiatives; 

contribute to our retirement funds. 

Fill us with joy to celebrate the fullness of life. 

And, while you are at it, Lord, fill us with fullness to 

celebrate fulfillment more fully. 

Empower us to be a community of love growing 

always in Your likeness by the grace of Christ our 

Lord. Amen. 

"Empower" -- the slang of political action. What it 

means to be "growing in your likeness," I am not sure, 

since we are already made in the image and likeness of 

God. If it means "growing in holiness," it should say so. 

But it is all vague; poor even for a college freshman, 

even for a school principal, even for a senator. 

And so, our minds laid bare by language like that, 

which says little and means less, we lose the capacity 

to pray with that earthy strength that moved the 

prayers of our fathers of old. Compare, finally, with 

Pope Leo's prayer to St. Michael: 

Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle, 

be our defense against the wickedness and snares 

of the devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly 

pray; and do thou, O Prince of the heavenly host, 

by the power of God, thrust into Hell Satan and the 

other evil spirits who prowl about the world 

seeking the ruin of souls. 

And let that cunning liar take a sheaf of memos with 

him. Amen. 
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Anthony Esolen is a professor of English at Providence 

College and a senior editor for Touchstone magazine. 

His latest book is The Politically Incorrect Guide to 

Western Civilization (Regnery). 

 

 

http://www.touchstonemag.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980591/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980591/insidecatcom-20
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Monsignor William B. Smith (1939-2009) 

Rev. George W. Rutler | Column 

2/10/09

fter his Vigil Mass, the body of Msgr. William B. 

Smith was carried out the main doors of St. 

Joseph's Seminary, Dunwoodie, for the last 

time, and I wondered how many thousands of 

entrances and exits he had made through those same 

doors since he had first arrived as a seminarian. It was 

not far from home, as he had grown up in Yonkers (with 

his two brothers) in St. Denis parish, where Msgr. 

Joseph O'Connor was a venerable model to him, as he 

had been to countless others since becoming pastor 

back in 1921. When Bill came home each day from 

Xavier High School downtown, he would cut through 

Carlyle Field at the Bronx city line in Van Cortlandt Park, 

with the homework the Jesuits had assigned him, 

regularly protesting that he did not want to become a 

Jesuit because he "didn't want to be a teacher." 

At St. Joseph's Seminary, the dogma professor was 

the saintly Father Austin Vaughan, eventually an 

auxiliary bishop -- providential, because his towering 

intellect provided daily summaries of the new 

ecumenical council in the Vatican. Father Vaughan's 

entire perspective on the council, when popular 

analysts were speaking of a rupture in Church history, 

was what a future pope would describe as a 

"hermeneutic of continuity." At the same time, 

Monsignor Smith's moral theology professor was Msgr. 

Daniel Flynn, who had once trained him to be an altar 

boy. 

Still convinced of a vocation to parish work, 

Monsignor Smith became a curate in Mt. Kisco in 

northern Westchester, after Francis Cardinal Spellman 

ordained him in 1966. The cardinal's successor decided, 

however, that he would pursue doctoral studies in 

moral theology. Monsignor Smith got his passport ready 

for Rome but, at the last minute, Archbishop Terrence 

Cooke yielded to a complaint from the president of the 

Catholic University of America that "New York never 

sends us anyone unless there's a war on" -- and, as 

Monsignor Smith remembered, "I found myself going 

down the New Jersey Turnpike, which is not the way to 

Rome." 

Graduate school in 1969 was a baptism of fire, 

when Humane Vitae had become an issue more political 

than theological, and the Catholic University was at the 

heart of the maelstrom. For Monsignor Smith, "the 

silly season had emerged," and he began his theme 

that lasted all his teaching life: "The new morality is 

nothing more than the old immorality." So began one 

of the most distinguished careers of any moral 

theologian of his generation. 

In a brave new world, he tackled all the issues in 

every possible forum, and always with pellucid wit and 

grace: contraception, abortion, stem cell research, and 

the politicized tangle of eugenics that has strangled 

moral discourse in these days. After one meeting with 

Mario Cuomo, who constructed a Rube Goldberg kind 

of ecclesiology, Monsignor Smith said he felt the need 

to take a shower. He could be as congenial over tea at 

my parents' kitchen table as discussing liberation 

theology with me on Bill Buckley's Firing Line. The 

three of us debating that subject sounded more like 

Metternich than Che Guevara. (How one misses that 

hour-long program of real conversation, so very distant 

a cousin to our current "talk shows" with the usual 

suspects screaming rehearsed sound bytes at each 

other.) 

In audience with Pope John Paul II, Monsignor 

Smith explained that he taught moral theology. The 

pope said, "I used to teach moral theology." 

Monsignor, seldom without the last word, replied, "I 

believe Your Holiness still does." The pope, even less 

often without the last word, answered, "You should be 

a diplomat." The teacher who said he never wanted to 

be a teacher did not abandon the parish: For decades, 

he preached on Sundays in Scarsdale and was a 

chaplain to the Missionaries of Charity in the South 

A 
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Bronx. Mother Teresa often asked his advice and had 

him preach Christmas retreats for her and the sisters in 

Calcutta in 1983. 

Monsignor helped arrange the preliminaries for my 

program of study in Rome for ordination, and so I 

enlisted in the long ranks of those he has fostered 

through labyrinths, academic and spiritual, toward the 

altar. In a different age and ambience, his dying was like 

Mr. Chips awakened from sleep: "I thought I heard you 

say 'twas a pity, a pity I never had children. But you're 

wrong. I have thousands of them . . . thousands of them 

. . ." 

 

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
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The 1.5th Commandment 

Mark P. Shea | Column 

2/11/09 

he tricky thing about the Ten Commandments is 

figuring out how to break them up. The original 

Hebrew text refers to them as (pedantry alert!) 

the "Ten Words" but doesn't do all that tidy stuff with 

the tablets and the Roman numerals clearly delineating 

where one commandment leaves off and another 

starts. As a result, you have to make a judgment call 

about whether you will (as some Protestants do) break 

apart the 1.0 and 1.5 commandments (the ones about 

worshipping God alone and not worshipping graven 

images) and squish together the ninth and tenth 

commandments (about coveting your neighbor's wife 

and your neighbor's stuff), or vice versa. Some of our 

more conspiracy-minded separated brethren have dark 

visions of Catholics tunneling under their houses 

because of all this, but a brief glance at the Catechism of 

the Catholic Church or any Catholic Bible would dispel 

the notion that anything has gotten deleted. It's all 

there, safe and sound. The trick is just figuring out how 

to break up the text so it all works out to be Ten, not 

Eleven, Commandments. 

For our purposes, I'm going to eschew the 

"Traditional Catechetical Formula" the Catechism 

mentions and go with breaking apart the first 

commandment so that we can look at Commandment 

1.5, the prohibition against graven images. That's 

because the paranoia of conspiracy theorists deserves 

to be addressed, if only because many Catholics find 

themselves stumped by the apparent contradiction 

between the commandment and their lived experience 

as Catholics. If Scripture bids us as follows:  

You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or 

any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or 

that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water 

under the earth (Ex 20:4). 

. . . then what's up with that Mary statue or that 

crucifix? 

It's a reasonable question, but it's also worth noting 

that critics of the Faith expend almost all their cries of 

"This breaks the Commandment!" solely on the Mary 

statue and the crucifix, while paying no attention 

whatsoever to their own bowling trophies, IXOYE fish 

bumper stickers, family photo albums, Christmas tree 

angels, and children's drawings of the house with the 

smiling sun up in the corner that they stuck on the 

fridge this afternoon. All these things are likenesses of 

things in heaven above, earth beneath, and water 

under the earth, too. Some of them, like the bowling 

trophy, are even genuine graven images. But these 

don't count because they are either not churchy 

images or they are the right kind of churchy images, 

acceptable in Evangelical or Fundamentalist circles. 

Also overlooked in all this inconsistent hubbub 

about supposed Catholic violations of the 

commandment is the fact that God Himself, just a few 

chapters after He gives the prohibition against images, 

tells Moses: 

And you shall make two cherubim of gold; of 

hammered work shall you make them, on the two 

ends of the mercy seat. Make one cherub on the 

one end, and one cherub on the other end; of one 

piece with the mercy seat shall you make the 

cherubim on its two ends. The cherubim shall 

spread out their wings above, overshadowing the 

mercy seat with their wings, their faces one to 

another; toward the mercy seat shall the faces of 

the cherubim be (Ex 25:18-20). 

In other words, the God who (seemingly) forbade 

images almost immediately commanded the Israelites 

to make an image. What gives? 

  

What gives is the prohibition of idolatry. Old 

Testament piety is absolute in barring Israel from 

T 

http://www.the-ten-commandments.org/romancatholic-tencommandments.html
http://www.the-ten-commandments.org/romancatholic-tencommandments.html
http://www.scborromeo.org/ccc/command.htm
http://www.scborromeo.org/ccc/command.htm


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

13 

 

acting like pagans and worshipping creatures -- 

including the amazingly easy-to-worship work of one's 

own hands. (Indeed, as pagan myths like Pygmalion and 

modern phenomena like workaholism show, it is 

amazingly easy to fall in love with and give your life over 

to the service of the work of your own hands.) The 

constant temptation of paganism was to confuse things 

that remind us of God with God Himself. And so a whole 

host of creatures was worshiped by pagan antiquity 

(and by modern post-Christian paganism).  

But as the images of the cherubim eloquently 

attest, it is quite possible to have images that are not 

the object of worship but which instead point us to Him 

who alone must be worshipped. That was the silent 

message of the cherubim as they faced one another on 

the Mercy Seat atop the Ark of the Covenant, bowing in 

adoration of the Invisible God. It was a sharp but 

undeniable foreshadow of what was to come when God 

Himself took flesh and became an image Himself. 

That is why Catholics can have statues or icons in 

our Church while retaining this commandment in our 

Bible. C. S. Lewis remarks of Israel that it was the 

destiny of that nation to be turned from the likeness to 

the Reality. And so, all short cuts (like physical images) 

were denied them by this commandment, because they 

were being prepared not for the revelation of a God 

without an image, but for the revelation of Jesus, who is 

the true "image of the invisible God" (Col 1:15). When 

that image came and God stamped His likeness on the 

human face of Jesus, the prohibition was transfigured.  

It is still true that no creaturely image can be 

adored as a god. But it is even truer that images are 

now a participation in the light of God, shining through 

the Incarnate God who is Jesus Christ. Saints, who are 

members of His body, are now windows into God, not 

barriers to His light or cheap Brand X substitutes for 

His glory. Therefore, in honoring their images (not 

worshipping them), we honor (not worship) the saints 

they represent; and in honoring the saints, we honor 

their Lord, who is the True Image of God. 

 

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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Some Advice for Apostolates in a Time of Recession 

Deal W. Hudson | Column 

2/12/09

huck Piola has been called "The King of Cold 

Calls" by Inc.Magazine. In 1986, he and his 

business partner formed NCO Financial Systems. 

Over twelve years, NCO grew from sixty clients to 

80,000; $70,000 in revenue to over a billion dollars 

annually; four employees to a staff of more than 20,000 

internationally. He is the author of Going in Cold: How 

to Turn Strangers into Clients and Get Rich Doing It. 

Chuck and his wife, June, live in West Chester, 

Pennsylvania and have been blessed with four children 

and three grandchildren, with one "on the way."  

With the current economic crisis, a lot of Catholic 

apostolates are in great financial danger. I talked to 

Chuck about what they can do to survive the downturn. 

This is a major issue right now, so if you know anyone 

involved in a Catholic non-profit organization, please 

send them this interview.  

ǅ ǅ ǅ 

Deal W. Hudson: How can non-profit apostolates keep 

going during tough economic times like this? 

Chuck Piola: First, you must trim down fixed costs. For 

example, you can stop staying in hotels -- stay in 

people's homes and avoid paying hotel bills. The other 

thing you have to do is look at all your donor lists, 

including all the people who have not donated to you in 

several years. You must start a full-court press, call the 

entire list personally, and try to get another donation, 

even if it is half of what they formerly gave you. Tell 

donors the positive things that happened because of 

what they gave you.  

Get a credit card number at the end of the phone 

call -- close them right there. You will lose a certain 

percentage of donors if you let them mail a check. After 

the call, using your letterhead, immediately write an 

expression of thanks for the amount pledged. Put it in a 

hand-addressed, stamped, card-sized envelope -- this is 

the type of mail that people open.  

What do you say to the people working for your 

apostolate? 

Make sure the people who are working for you are 

doing their jobs. I had a sign in my office for years and 

years: "The people you need shouldn't require follow 

up, if they do, you can't afford to have them around." 

You call a meeting, and tell everyone working in the 

organization that donor follow-up is critical to 

everything you do. 

We tend to think it is enough to have a mailing list. 

However, that's not the case; it is the personal phone 

call and the personal note that get results. The best 

fundraisers will send personal follow-up notes; they 

have donors' and potential donors' birthdates, and 

send cards on those days. 

How do you handle the conversation where donors 

tell you they have lost money? 

In the final analysis, donors can still give you 

something that won't hurt them. If you ask for much 

less, they will be motivated to help you keep things 

going. When you ask someone for $500 who gave you 

$5,000 last year, it shows just how difficult your 

financial situation is. Ask for their credit card number 

right then and there. Follow up in a couple of months 

with how things are going for your apostolate and add, 

"I hope things will soon be better for you, too."  

You have to keep the list alive, and you do that by 

getting some level of donation. 

What kind of sales approach works best in a time like 

this? 

Kindness works best. It shows empathy with the 

donor. Get them to buy into your organization, its 

C 

http://www.chuckpiola.com/
http://www.amazon.com/Going-Cold-Learned-Overcome-Selling/dp/0741419130
http://www.amazon.com/Going-Cold-Learned-Overcome-Selling/dp/0741419130
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mission, and its work. "I have a lousy job here, I have to 

keep the cash coming in, and it's hard. If you can give us 

something, anything, we would appreciate it." 

If they don't give anything initially, ask if you can 

call them back in a few weeks, or a month, and I 

guarantee they will say yes. 

Another thing you can say is, "What am I doing 

wrong?" A donor might answer, "What do you mean?" 

"Well, when I ask for money usually I get at least 50 or 

100 bucks." See if that response generates a donation, 

even a small one. 

What mistakes should be avoided at a time like this? 

I double my effort and avoid slowing down. I would not 

advise drifting from the script, and definitely stick to the 

point. There's a really good old adage in direct sales: 

How many phone calls did you make? How many times 

did you get the person you wanted to talk to? It can 

take ten phone calls to get money from one person, so 

if you make 20 phone calls you can get money from two 

people. If this seems like a lot, make them over the 

period of a week, four calls a day; anyone can do that. 

When you are comfortable with that, you can start 

doing five or six calls a day. 

You seem to be aware of the difficulty of making calls 

to ask for money. 

Oh, it is brutal. That is why the best opening line is, "I 

wonder if you can help us out?" It keeps the 

communication from being confrontational.  

You have to confront the dragon. The number-one 

emotion in this country is fear. You need to realize that. 

That's why you should use a script if you need one. 

Don't be reluctant to tell people that raising money is 

hard, but tell them it needs to be done.  

What advice do you have for laypeople who raise 

money?  

Show your commitment to what you are doing. Make 

sure donors know that your apostolate's mission is 

making a difference. Story-telling is very important in 

convincing people they are helping. Never exaggerate, 

never lie. You don't need a big story; you need a 

compelling story, a story the donor can relate to. It is 

important to notice when you have made the sale: 

Don't keep talking -- don't be overly consumed with 

hearing your own voice.  

What makes a story compelling? 

It must be succinct and must be told with enthusiasm, 

and it must relate to the person you are talking to. You 

have to find a story from within your organization, 

about where your apostolate made a difference.  

Is there such a thing as too much enthusiasm? 

Yes, if you're nuts!  

Is there some common mistake that fundraisers 

make? 

Yes, they can come across as almost too Catholic. In 

order for me to give you money, I have to buy in and 

know that your apostolate is making a positive 

difference in the world. If I don't, then I won't. It is not 

enough to preach to the choir, you need to be an 

agent of real change. 

If you have good stories, you are reaffirming that 

what you are doing is effecting change for the good in 

the world, which pumps you up. The key is the work; 

concentrate on the work -- that is where the energy 

will come from. The key is also having good "war 

stories" that will make a difference. If you don't tell the 

stories, no one will hear them -- nobody will know 

what you're doing! 

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals 

in the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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Happy Birthday, Charles Darwin 
Benjamin D. WIker | Column 

2/12/09

n February 12, 1809, both Abraham Lincoln 

and Charles Darwin were born, a rather 

interesting coincidence. There are other odd 

concurrences in their two lives: Both of their mothers 

died quite early, within a year of each other -- Charles's 

mother, Susanna, in 1817 and Abraham's mother, 

Nancy, in 1818. Both lost three children. 

Even more interesting, both were adamant 

abolitionists, Charles perhaps more so than Abe. To say 

the least, Darwin was hot-headed for the North to win 

the Civil War and drive slavery into extinction. As he 

wrote in a letter, "Some few, & I am one, even wish to 

God, though at the loss of millions of lives, that the 

North would proclaim a crusade against Slavery. In the 

long run, a million horrid deaths would be amply repaid 

in the cause of humanity. . . . Great God how I shd like 

to see that greatest curse on Earth Slavery abolished." 

He admired Lincoln, but thought him much too timid. 

Darwin's hatred of slavery was not casually or 

fashionably adopted. The abolitionist cause was taken 

up with great fire and indignation by Charles's 

grandfathers, Erasmus Darwin and Josiah Wedgwood. 

Erasmus and Josiah fought side by side with the great 

William Wilberforce against the British slave trade. The 

Darwin-Wedgwood family alliance, fused in the 

marriage Charles's parents, Robert Darwin and Susanna 

Wedgwood, produced a united front of aunts, uncles, 

cousins, and siblings, all sternly and solidly anti-slavery. 

Today, noted Darwin scholars Adrian Desmond and 

James Moore argue, in their Darwin's Sacred Cause, 

that Darwin's hatred of slavery "shaped Darwin's views 

on human evolution." Certainly an appropriate and 

timely addition to Darwin scholarship on this, the 200th 

anniversary of Darwin's birth. 

   

But before we do too much celebrating of birthdays 

and morally upright causes, we'd better take a closer 

look at Darwin's views and his legacy. Darwin hated 

slavery, and Darwin confirmed slavery as natural. He 

hated racism, but his theory of human evolution was 

fundamentally racist. His heart and head were in 

complete contradiction. 

The heart and head. Read Desmond and Moore's 

well-documented book, and you'll be in no doubt 

about where the Darwins stood on slavery. But read 

Darwin's own Descent of Man and shudder. 

The Descent of Man was the book Darwin didn't 

write when he penned the Origin of Species. He was 

well aware of the implications of his theory of 

evolution for human beings, but he held off, and so he 

spoke only of plants and animals in the Origin. This, 

itself, was an act of self-preservation. He knew that if 

the Origin contained the implications of applying 

natural selection to man, he would be howled out of 

England as a gutter atheist and a subverter of morality. 

What Darwin didn't see, what he refused to see, 

was that his own theory entirely undermined his 

cherished moral stand against slavery. Even worse, it 

demanded an abominable kind of racism, a racism he 

blithely accepted. 

Let's trace all this out. As a hearty abolitionist, 

Darwin was originally convinced that human slavery 

was a purely human and strictly artificial (i.e., 

unnatural) institution. But then he was astounded to 

witness for himself the "rare Slave making ant." As he 

crowed to one of his friends in a letter, he had seen 

"the little black niggers in their master's nests." Darwin 

was both shocked and delighted to find that there was 

such a thing as slave ants, where larger red ants 

capture smaller black ants, and the little black ants 

then do their master's entire bidding. According to his 

theory, the only explanation for slavery among ants 

O 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0547055269/insidecatcom-20
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was, of course, natural selection, and that is the 

explanation he gave it in his Origin of Species, calling it 

both an "odious" and "wonderful" instinct -- odious 

according to his heart, wonderful according to his 

theory, but natural nonetheless. 

But if (as he argues in the Descent)natural selection 

explains everything about human beings, from the 

shape of their heads to the shape of their particular 

societies, then wouldn't it be the case that the existence 

of slavery among human beings was due to natural 

selection? If so, then human slavery would be as natural 

as ant slavery. Darwin shied away from drawing this 

obvious conclusion in his Descent; in fact, he said 

precious little about slavery. Perhaps he understood all 

too well the implications and couldn't face them. What 

little he did say was, however, damning for his 

abolitionist cause -- namely, that the "great sin of 

Slavery has been almost universal." In terms of his 

theory, that means only one thing: Human evolution 

has found slavery even more useful for the survival of 

the fittest than ant evolution. 

Desmond and Moore try to smooth away the 

obvious implications. They argue that Darwin proposed 

that all human beings have a common evolutionary 

ancestor precisely because that would mean that 

Africans and Europeans would come from the same 

branch in the evolutionary tree, and hence share a kind 

of evolutionary brotherhood. 

But here's the problem. Common ancestry doesn't 

keep slavery from being natural. "Natural" means 

"according to the principle of natural selection." There 

is no doubt that all ants, slaving and non-slaving, have a 

common ancestor, and that natural selection produced 

both variant species -- not by taking a wrong turn and a 

right turn, but simply by branching off. According to 

Darwin's theory, there is no doubt that all men in all 

human societies, slaving and non-slaving, have a 

common ancestor. Natural selection has produced 

these social variants, not by taking a wrong turn and a 

right turn, but simply by branching off. There is no 

wrong or right turn. Whatever contributes to a society's 

self-preservation is affirmed by natural selection. That is 

the core argument of Darwin's Descent of Man. 

Even more lamentable, common ancestry didn't keep 

Darwin from the most pernicious racist conclusions, 

either, because what is really important in human 

evolution is what happens after the races branch off. 

While human beings may have a common ancestor ("a 

hairy quadruped, furnished with a tail and pointed ears, 

probably arboreal in its habits"), "since he attained to 

the rank of manhood, he has diverged into distinct 

races, or as they may be more appropriately called sub-

species." The races themselves reflect divergence, not 

commonality. "Some of these, for instance the Negro 

and European, are so distinct that, if specimens had 

been brought to a naturalist without any further 

information, they would undoubtedly have been 

considered by him as good and true species." 

That natural selection works different wonders in 

each race; that is, the effect of natural selection in 

picking some "favoured races" to climb higher is 

expressed in the differences between the races 

themselves. The "lowest" races remain most apelike in 

appearance and most savage in mental and moral 

appearances; the "highest" look like, well, good 

Englishmen and have the most developed moral and 

mental abilities. 

And here's the kicker. Since human evolution goes 

forward by the very same means that it climbed to its 

present state, the struggle between, and extinction of, 

existing human races must continue. "At some future 

period, not very distant as measured by centuries, the 

civilised races of man will almost certainly exterminate 

and replace throughout the world the savage races," 

Darwin wrote in the Descent of Man. "At the same 

time the anthropomorphous apes" -- that is, those that 

look most like the human sub-species lowest on the 

evolutionary scale -- "will no doubt be exterminated. 

The break [between human beings and apes] will then 

be rendered wider, for it will intervene between man 

in a more civilised state, as we may hope, than the 

Caucasian, and some ape as low as a baboon, instead 

of as at present between the negro or Australian and 

the gorilla." 

A simple, detached scientific description of 

evolution at work -- and this, from a fervent 
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abolitionist. On this vision, people like "the negro or 

Australian" were something like intermediate species, 

less evolved from the ape, and hence more likely to lose 

in the relentless struggle of the fit against the unfit. The 

struggle cannot itself be blamed, for it is this very 

struggle between tribe and tribe, race and race that had 

driven human beings above the level of 

anthropomorphous apes. That same struggle pushed 

hard enough to produce the Caucasian, eventually 

creating a man capable of formulating a theory of 

evolution. 

He was born 200 years ago today. Happy birthday, 

Charles Darwin. 

 

Benjamin D. Wiker is the author of the upcoming The 

Darwin Myth: The Life and Lies of Charles Darwin 

(Regnery, May 2009). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980974/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980974/insidecatcom-20
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Four Men 
Russell Shaw | Column 

2/13/09

n the space of less than six weeks, from mid-

December to late January, four men died who 

played crucial roles in the shaping of American 

Catholicism as it stands today.  

The four were Avery Cardinal Dulles, S.J., the 

leading American Catholic theologian of the 

postconciliar era, who died December 12 at the age of 

90; the Rev. Richard John Neuhaus, the most visible 

American Catholic public intellectual of his day, who 

was 72 when he died January 8; Pio Cardinal Laghi, 

papal representative in the United States from 1980 to 

1990, who was 86 at the time of his death January 11; 

and Archbishop Jean Jadot, Cardinal Laghi's 

predecessor, who died January 21 at the age of 99.  

A common thread linked their careers. Cardinal 

Laghi, Cardinal Dulles, and Father Neuhaus -- each in his 

own way -- shouldered the burden of drawing the 

Church in the United States back from the precipice of 

self-destruction to which Archbishop Jadot, with 

encouragement from Rome, had unintentionally helped 

bring it during the 1970s.  

Start with Archbishop Jadot. This bright churchman 

directed the national missions office in Belgium and was 

a chaplain to native troops in the Congo before he 

apparently caught some important person's eye and 

was brought into the diplomatic service of the Holy See. 

By 1974 he'd held top posts in the Far East and Africa. In 

May of that year, Pope Paul VI named him Vatican 

representative in the United States. (The title then, 

before U.S.-Vatican diplomatic relations, was apostolic 

delegate.)  

Pope Paul wanted the American hierarchy shaken 

up and brought into the Vatican II era. Like many 

European Catholic intellectuals, Archbishop Jadot 

considered American Catholicism painfully behind the 

times. From Rome's point of view, that made him a 

logical choice for the job. 

During the Jadot years, the Church in the United 

States received 103 new bishops and 15 archbishops. 

The new men came to be called "pastoral" bishops: The 

idea was that, unlike their brick-and-mortar 

predecessors, these were sensitive leaders for the 

emergence of post-Vatican II Catholicism. 

At least, that was the theory. The practice was 

rather different. In places like Baltimore, Newark, and 

Seattle, ultra-liberals were named. Two Jadot 

archbishops -- in Santa Fe and Milwaukee -- eventually 

left office under a cloud of sexual scandal involving 

themselves. By the end of the decade, American 

Catholicism was worse off than when the decade 

began. 

In recalling those troubled times, it's important to 

bear in mind the good intentions of Archbishop Jadot 

and the others involved. For example: Despite the 

Humanae Vitae controversy, Pope Paul continued to 

hope for Church renewal, and his man in Washington 

shared that hope. So, presumably, did the "pastoral" 

bishops. There is no reason to suppose any of them 

anticipated what would happen.  

But by 1980, things clearly weren't working out, 

and Archbishop Jadot was called to Rome. He 

languished there for four years at the office for non-

believers, then went home to Belgium and spent his 

final quarter-century in obscurity.  

  

To replace him, a new and very different pope, John 

Paul II, tapped Pio Laghi. Unlike Jadot, the Italian was a 

veteran of the diplomatic service who'd held the top 

posts in Jerusalem and Argentina.  

During his ten years in Washington as apostolic 

delegate -- and then, starting in 1984, pro-nuncio -- I 

was occasionally asked to lend a hand with his 

speeches, especially those to meetings of the 
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American bishops. I once remarked -- truthfully -- that 

the drafts he gave me were well-written and didn't 

need much work. The archbishop shrugged and said, "I 

want the bella figura." 

But he was more than bella figura. This was a smart, 

tough-minded man who knew his job -- namely, to alter 

the ruinous course of the American Church by putting a 

different kind of bishop in place. The day of the 

"pastoral" bishops had passed. Now it was time for the 

"John Paul II bishops": a tougher breed, more 

committed to orthodox doctrine and discipline than the 

Jadot men. The choice in 1984 of John O'Connor for 

New York was the emblematic appointment of the new 

era.  

This is not to suggest that every John Paul bishop 

proved to be a rock-solid tower of strength. Leadership 

failures by "pastoral" bishops and "John Paul" bishops 

alike underline one of the great mysteries of Catholic 

life: Who really chooses the pastors of the Church, and 

on what basis? Still, the episcopal selections that began 

in the Laghi years overall were a huge improvement on 

the disastrous 1970s. The archbishop was rewarded 

with a Vatican congregation (Catholic Education) and 

the red hat. Sometimes he was even mentioned as a 

possibility for pope.  

Avery Dulles followed a very different career path. 

Several years ago, I heard one of his fellow Jesuits reply 

to a naïve questioner who'd asked where Dulles stood 

on the ideology spectrum: "Avery Dulles is a 

conservative theologian." It was clear that "conservative 

theologian" wasn't a term of approval with him. If 

asked, I suspect Cardinal Dulles would simply have said, 

"I'm a Catholic theologian." Maybe, as a convert, 

"Catholic" was good enough for him. 

Just after Vatican II, the author of Models of the 

Church briefly toyed -- or anyway was perceived as 

toying -- with the idea of being a liberal theologian. In 

those days, he talked about the "magisterium" of 

theologians -- an expression with historical precedent, 

but singularly ill-timed at a moment when some 

theologians in practice were claiming authority superior 

to that of the pope and bishops.  

By the mid-1970s, Dulles apparently had looked into 

this particular abyss and drawn back. He was a moving 

force in a 1975 declaration by a group of Christian 

theologians asserting the perennial claims of the 

tradition. Increasingly he became a voice of scholarly, 

eminently Catholic moderation -- testimony that, to be 

a serious Catholic theologian, fidelity to the Church's 

teaching wasn't merely possible but necessary.  

After John Paul named him a cardinal in 2001, he 

functioned as a norm of intelligent orthodoxy in the 

ranks of the episcopal conference.  

  

Finally, Father Neuhaus. Interviewing him for a 

European magazine a few years ago, I asked if he still 

thought the Catholic Church was on its way to being 

the dominant culture-shaping force in the United 

States -- in other words, considering all the calamities 

of the recent past, was this still the "Catholic moment" 

he'd proclaimed in the title of one of his books? 

I'm sure he'd heard the question often before, but 

he fielded it graciously. Yes, he still believed that, he 

replied, but he'd never said how long it would take the 

Catholic moment to arrive. Could be a while, he 

acknowledged. 

The delay wasn't Father Neuhaus's fault. This 

eminent convert was best known for his advocacy of 

religion's role in the public square, but at least as 

important was his dogged commitment to shoring up 

the Church in its hour of need. This he did with wit and 

decency -- albeit with a pen that now and then seemed 

dipped in acid. 

And the Catholic moment? In his widely read First 

Things column "The Public Square," Father Neuhaus 

returned to the subject last November. "Those who 

today speak of 'the Catholic moment,'" he wrote, 

"tend to be younger Catholics and converts to the 

faith. Their experience of Catholicism is not that of 

being adrift but of coming into safe harbor, not that of 

loss but of discovery." Still, honest man that he was, he 

saw little hope of building "a vibrant Catholic identity" 
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on "the typically weak foundation of contemporary 

parish life." 

The decline of American Catholicism that occurred 

with terrifying speed in the wild-eyed 1970s may have 

slowed down a bit today, thanks to the efforts of men 

like Neuhaus, Dulles, and Laghi. But it hasn't been 

halted, much less reversed. It would be hard to say 

when, or even whether, that will happen. 

 

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

Communication, and Communion in the Catholic Church 

(Ignatius Press, 2008). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586172182/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586172182/insidecatcom-20


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

22 

 

Six Tips for a Healthy and Happy Marriage 
Kate Wicker | Column 

2/13/09 

ix-and-a-half years ago I was a blushing bride 

dreaming of her happily ever after. After enduring 

a rigorous marital boot camp at my church's Pre-

Cana program, I thought I knew a lot about love and 

marriage. 

I knew squat. 

I admit I still know fairly little, but I like to think I've 

learned a thing or two. So in honor of St. Valentine's 

Day, I'm sharing my tips for a healthy and happy 

marriage. No oversized stuffed animals bearing red 

hearts required. 

  

1. Keep a sense of humor. For our sixth anniversary, my 

husband Dave and I took what we thought was going to 

be a relaxing trip to the beach to celebrate our 

marriage. First mistake: We brought our little ones with 

us. Turns out the kids' idea of relaxing is a bit different 

than our own. The baby boycotted sleep, and three-

year-old Madeline decided to revert back to her pre-

potty training ways, resulting in a stomachache and a 

clingy and needy preschooler. 

On the way home, the baby started sobbing, even 

though we'd just stopped so I could nurse her, and 

Madeline was saying she was hungry -- again. I smiled in 

spite of it and said to Dave, "Happy anniversary! Don't 

you feel so refreshed and eager to start your work 

week?" We both burst out laughing. Then we started 

singing silly songs as a family and both kids and parents 

stopped fussing and were happy. 

Dave and I have learned to laugh at silly stuff, things 

we can't control (antsy babies, constipated 

preschoolers) as well as more serious things. Sometimes 

laughing -- even through the tears -- is all you can do 

when life deals you a rotten hand. It's all in how you 

play the cards, so we always try to keep smiling poker 

faces. 

2. Be forgiving of each others' wrongs and failures. I'm 

not perfect, and neither is Dave. We're two imperfect 

human beings trying to perfect our love for one 

another, which means we fail -- sometimes a lot. I've 

learned to not sweat the small stuff and to even 

overlook it most of the time. Does it really matter that 

Dave still doesn't know where the colander goes and 

that I have to hunt for it a little longer? If I can't find it, 

then doesn't that mean he unloaded the dishwasher 

for me? 

At the end of the day, we've had to learn to love 

and to accept one another as we are and to leave any 

big changing that needs to be done in God's hands. 

  

3. Recognize that marriage has its ups and downs. I'm 

a hopeless romantic. Always have been. I like to be 

spontaneous when it comes to love and to read 

Shakespearean love sonnets, to listen to the likes of Air 

Supply, and to be surprised with notes or flowers for 

no other reason than "just because I love you."  

This is all well and good, and sometimes it 

happens. But in the context of a marriage with kids 

and more kids, this isn't always possible. Sometimes 

spontaneous love fests just ain't gonna happen. So we 

schedule at-home date nights and hope the kids will 

stay in bed long enough for us to gaze into one 

another's eyes for a few seconds -- or to watch our 

latest Netflix selection. 

Marriage isn't always rosy and romantic. It's 

downright hard sometimes. Some days I feel like a 

crazy, lovesick teenager -- and others I feel completely 

stressed or exhausted or both. Romantic love is 

wonderful, but it's not enough to sustain a marriage. 

As Mother Teresa said, it's not real love until it hurts. 

"True love" is really about making the decision to put 

someone else's needs above your own.  
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Love is ultimately a decision. (Never thought a 

romantic, touchy-feely person like myself would ever 

say that.) I have made the decision to love Dave for 

better or worse. Thankfully, there's been a lot more of 

the "better" for us. 

  

4. Always put your marriage first. Marriage needs to 

take priority over work and your kids. This sounds like a 

no-brainer, but it's so easy to let your dearly beloved 

take the backseat when you're worn out from caring for 

kids all day. Similarly, some men (and women, too) can 

get so wrapped up in their work and future ambitions 

that they have little time for their spouses. But the best 

gift you can give to your marriage -- and to your 

children -- is to love your spouse and to put him or her 

first. A strong marriage not only helps you succeed in 

other areas of life, but when their parents love each 

other and frequently show that love, it helps kids to feel 

more loved and secure. 

  

5. Be cheerful when your spouse comes home from 

work. This is a tough one for me. I'm often more than 

ready for reinforcements when Dave comes home after 

a long day, and I'm tempted to hand off the kids and 

beat a hasty retreat. Other days I'll immediately start 

venting about how tough my own day was. But what I 

strive to do is to greet Dave like Christ when he comes 

home each evening. I try (although I frequently fail -- 

and he loves me in spite of it; see tip No. 2) to rein in 

the impulse to emotionally dump on him, and instead to 

give him a hug and to ask, "How was your day?" This 

helps to set the tone for the entire evening. 

  

6. Never underestimate the power of prayer and the 

sacraments. The best thing I can do when my marriage 

feels like it's hurting -- or even when we're basking in 

bliss -- is to have confidence in the graces I receive 

through prayer and the sacraments. No marriage can 

fail if we invite Jesus to be at its center. 

 

Kate Wicker regularly writes for Catholic media, 

including Faith and Family, Canticle, and Catholic Mom. 

Visit her blog at www.KateWicker.com. 

http://www.catholicmom.com/
http://www.katewicker.com/
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A Necessary Bondage? When the Church Endorsed Slavery  
T. David Curp | Classic 

2/7/09
urrent questions and values can so distort our 

study of the past that we enact our own version 

of the "cadaver synod." In this infamous trial, 

held in Rome in the ninth century, Pope Stephen VII 

exhumed, vested, and placed the corpse of Pope 

Formosus, his predecessor, on trial for heresy. Finding 

the defense insufficiently convincing, Pope Stephen's 

court convicted the corpse, stripped it of its vestments, 

and threw it into the Tiber. 

If we believe that our tradition grants rights and 

even a voice to the dead, we must not discriminate 

against people due to the accident of their deaths. Even 

when our concerns are urgent -- perhaps especially then 

-- our exploration of the past must be a real and 

respectful questioning, neither assuming guilt nor 

playing favorites. 

Few Catholics are so naïve as to insist that all of the 

Church's sons and daughters throughout history have 

been pure or conformed to our contemporary 

understanding of right conduct. As we study the past, 

we confront not only individual Christians who have 

sinned but teachers and pastors of the Church -- the 

very guardians of Sacred Tradition -- who held views 

and propagated ideas that we now know are wrong. 

The entanglement of the people of God with slavery is 

one particularly clear case. 

  

The Biblical Witness 

Slavery's biblical pedigree has made it a peculiarly 

difficult institution for Christians to resist. In the Old 

Testament, the most notable statement about slavery 

occurs when Noah condemns Ham and his descendents 

to perpetual servitude: "Cursed be Canaan! The lowest 

of slaves will he be to his brothers" (Gn 9:25). 

Sadly, this verse has been particularly influential in 

the development of racialized slavery, since Christians 

and even some Muslims eventually identified Ham's 

descendents as black Africans. In later laws regulating 

slavery in the book of Exodus and in Israel's conquest of 

the Promised Land, the Scriptures describe a society as 

dependent upon slave labor as any other in the ancient 

world: 

If you buy a Hebrew slave, he is to serve for only 

six years. Set him free in the seventh year, and he 

will owe you nothing for his freedom.  

If he was single when he became your slave 

and then married afterward, only he will go free in 

the seventh year. But if he was married before he 

became a slave, then his wife will be freed with 

him. If his master gave him a wife while he was a 

slave, and they had sons or daughters, then the 

man will be free in the seventh year, but his wife 

and children will still belong to his master. But the 

slave may plainly declare, "I love my master, my 

wife, and my children. I would rather not go free."  

If he does this, his master must present him 

before God. Then his master must take him to the 

door and publicly pierce his ear with an awl. After 

that, the slave will belong to his master forever (Ex 

21:2-6). 

While slavery here is "voluntary" to the degree that a 

male Jewish slave may leave his master, the element 

of coercion implied in the retention of his family is 

significant. Slavery is regulated in the Old Testament, 

but there's no sense therein that God disapproves of 

the institution per se. 

The New Testament, too, is without anything like a 

formal condemnation. There is, however, more tension 

between the institution and meaning of slavery and 

the vision of humanity implicit in the doctrine of the 

Incarnation. Christianity proposes the radical spiritual 

equality of every human person, as both slaves of sin 

and heirs of redemption. To most Greco-Roman 
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thinkers (with a few exceptions among the Stoics), 

slavery was not simply a socioeconomic condition but a 

state of absolute spiritual inferiority. Aristotle 

considered certain men natural slaves, and Roman law 

offered the chilling definition of a slave as "a talking 

tool." Though slaves in the Roman Empire could 

improve their social condition and become freed men, 

there was always a taint associated with their former 

status; the law mandated that they grovel whenever in 

the presence of their former masters as a sign of their 

ongoing inferiority.  

In this context, the proposition that "in Christ there 

is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor 

female" was religiously quite radical -- even if it took 

more than a millennium for Christians to recognize its 

full social dimensions. 

While encouraging slaves to love and obey their 

masters -- even abusive masters -- the New Testament 

presents this as an opportunity for imitation of Christ 

(Col 3:22-25, Eph 6:5-8). Certainly, the most famous 

instance of apostolic confrontation with slavery occurs 

in Paul's letter to Philemon. Therein, Paul encourages 

Philemon to receive back a runaway slave, Onesimus, 

who has converted to Christianity while working with 

the apostle. The language of Paul's exhortation to 

Philemon is personal and urgent and carries with it a 

burden of guilt that would cheer any nagging mother: 

Paul dwells at some length on what he has done for 

Philemon in bringing him the Faith, on Paul's own love 

for Onesimus, and on the depth of Onesimus' 

conversion. While Paul never explicitly commands 

Philemon to free the slave, the implication is there: 

Therefore, although I have the full right in Christ to 

order you to do what is proper, I rather urge you 

out of love, being as I am, Paul, an old man, and 

now also a prisoner for Christ Jesus. I urge you on 

behalf of my child Onesimus, whose father I have 

become in my imprisonment, who was once useless 

to you but is now useful to both you and me. I am 

sending him, that is, my own heart, back to you. I 

should have liked to retain him for myself so that he 

might serve me on your behalf in my imprisonment 

for the gospel, but I did not want to do anything 

without your consent, so that the good you do 

might not be forced but voluntary (Phlm 1:8-14). 

This is both touching and frustrating -- according to 

tradition, Philemon did free Onesimus, and both were 

eventually recognized as saints by the Church. From our 

perspective, it seems that Paul missed an opportunity to 

attack the institution of slavery openly. Given that the 

Church received Philemon as inspired Scripture, Paul's 

ambiguity effectively blocked the early Fathers of the 

Church from denouncing slavery outright. St. John 

Chrysostom, in his sermon on Philemon, considers 

Paul's sending Onesimus back to his master a sign that 

slavery should not be abolished. While Paul's silence is 

understandable -- identifying Christianity with slave 

revolt in the Roman Empire would have been the fast 

track to corporate suicide -- it nevertheless had great 

consequences in the history of the Church. 

And so, we're left with the question: Why were the 

obvious social implications of the gospel on the matter 

of slavery so seemingly unfruitful for almost a 

thousand years, and why would the end of the Middle 

Ages see an even greater expansion of the institution -- 

in no small part encouraged by Catholic societies and 

leaders? 

  

A Harsh Reality 

It's worth emphasizing here that the Christian teaching 

of the past was frequently otherworldly: It was first 

and foremost a religious message concerned with 

achieving salvation, and the ekklesia as "a gathering of 

those summoned" had the worship of God as its main 

purpose. The earliest Christians didn't concern 

themselves overly with social issues. 

Consider Augustine: Theologically, the influential 

African was deeply aware of both the limitations of 

human freedom and the futility of worldly power and 

polities. He observed how deeply wounded human 

nature was by sin and taught (in terms sharpened by 

his polemics with the rigidly moralistic Pelagians) that 

there were limits on most Christians' capacity for 

moral achievement. Taken together, this put a brake 
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on too-ambitious efforts at social reform, which any 

program of the abolition of slavery would certainly have 

entailed. When Augustine reflected upon slavery as an 

institution, he saw it, like so much else in this life, as 

both the product of sin and a thing so thoroughly 

ingrained in social life as to be all but ineradicable. 

But while Augustine formulated his theology amid 

the collapse of the Roman Empire, Thomas Aquinas 

developed his ideas of a Christian polity and the place of 

slavery within it at a time when almost all of Europe was 

self-consciously Christian and the Church had great 

power.  

In 13th-century Europe, while slavery had not 

entirely disappeared, it was at low ebb. As a result, 

Thomas's teaching on slavery reflects the exuberance of 

a medieval Christendom whose clergy and theologians 

rightly believed that they were in a position to regulate 

the social conduct of individuals and guide the 

development of society. 

Slavery, for Thomas, was a human amendment to 

the natural law, meant to benefit some at others' 

expense. The limitations Thomas proposed sought to 

protect the personal bodily integrity of the slave, the 

right of the slave to marry or remain a virgin, and the 

slave's relationship with his/her spouse. While his views 

on the rights of slaves have generally been considered 

naïve, they nevertheless reflect an attempt to 

synthesize Christianity with the best science of its day 

(Aristotelian philosophy) and a contemporary social 

reality in which slavery still retained a stubborn hold in 

Christian society. 

  

The Muslim Threat 

Theology worked hand-in-hand with Christendom's 

strategic imperatives to expand slavery among 

Christians at the dawn of the modern era, and even led 

the papacy to grant religious approval to slave-taking. 

In the 15th century, Islam, spearheaded by the 

Ottoman Turks, expanded throughout the 

Mediterranean world. Militarily, the Ottomans were the 

strongest single power in the region -- they employed 

cutting-edge technology, vast material resources, and 

brilliantly organized armies to wage jihad against 

Christendom. The soldiers, both ghazis (Muslim holy 

warriors) and janissaries (slave soldiers, many of whom 

were recruited in the 16th century by the devshirme, or 

tithe on Christian children who were then turned into 

soldiers and instilled with a fanatical devotion to Islam) 

provided a powerful backbone to the growing empire 

and confronted Christianity with a set of military, 

political, and economic dilemmas. 

The conquest and sack of Constantinople in 1453 

was just one in a string of Ottoman victories that 

would continue for more than two centuries. They and 

their vassals landed in Italy, engaged in slave-taking 

raids from Gibraltar to Moscow, and smashed one 

Christian state after another. The Ottomans enjoyed a 

high degree of political and religious unity under the 

government of the House of Osman, whose leaders 

styled themselves "the shadow of God on Earth." 

Dynastic rivalries and religious disunity in Christendom 

allowed the House of Osman to build temporary 

alliances with Christian states and successfully play one 

power against another. By successfully encircling much 

of Europe from the East, the Ottomans were in a 

position to restrict, tax, and regulate almost all of 

Christendom's limited but important trade with the 

East -- filling the coffers of "God's shadow on earth" 

and enabling the Ottomans to continue to wage holy 

war. 

This is the context in which occurred the growth of 

slavery among Christians and the support granted it by 

the papacy. 

Portugal, led by a series of able Crusader kings 

beginning with Prince Henry the Navigator, recognized 

the danger of expanding Muslim power. In the face of 

this superior force, Christians had to find ways to both 

outflank the strength of their enemies and strike them 

unexpectedly. By voyaging along the coast of Africa, 

the Portuguese sought to circumvent (quite literally) 

the growing Ottoman monopoly on trade with the East 

and also to find the mythical Christian African king, 
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Prester John, whom they hoped would be an ally 

against militant Islam. 

Throughout their travels the Portuguese engaged in 

trade -- including slave trade. This new source of wealth 

provided by the exchanges enabled Prince Henry and 

his successors to fund further explorations and to 

support broader military efforts to fight Ottoman 

expansion. (A similar vision of gaining wealth to wage 

Cruzada against the Ottomans eventually fueled 

Columbus's search for a short-cut to Asia.) 

The papacy endorsed Portuguese -- and eventually 

Spanish -- slave-taking out of cruel necessity. Popes 

Eugenius IV and a later successor, Sixtus IV, both 

condemned Portuguese raids in the Canary Islands in 

the mid-15th century in places where Christians already 

lived. But these condemnations came within the 

broader context of papal support for a Portuguese 

crusade in Africa that did include slave-taking. 

Eugenius IV and his immediate successor issued a 

series of bulls, including Illius Qui (1442), Dum Diversus 

(1452), and Romanus Pontificus (1455), that recognized 

the rights of the monarchs of Portugal and eventually 

Spain to engage in a wide-ranging slave trade in the 

Mediterranean and Africa -- first under the guise of 

crusading, and then as a part of regular commerce. As 

Pope Nicholas authorized the Portuguese in Romanus 

Pontificus: 

We [therefore] weighing all and singular the 

premises with due meditation, and noting that since 

we had formerly by other letters of ours granted 

among other things free and ample faculty to the 

aforesaid King Alfonso -- to invade, search out, 

capture, vanquish, and subdue all Saracens, and 

other enemies of Christ wheresoever placed, and 

the kingdoms, dukedoms, principalities, dominions, 

possessions, and all movable and immovable goods 

whatsoever held and possessed by them and to 

reduce their persons to perpetual slavery, and to 

apply and appropriate to himself and his successors 

the kingdoms, dukedoms, counties, principalities, 

dominions, possessions, and goods, and to convert 

them to his and their use and profit…. 

The occasional papal pronouncements against slavery 

earlier in the 15th century and later in the 16th century 

sought to regulate particular abuses, but they did not 

deny Spain and Portugal the right to engage in the trade 

itself. All of these bulls were issued just prior to and 

after the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople -- a 

calamity so traumatic that, according to Crusade 

historian Jonathan Riley-Smith, it launched the papacy 

on a 70-year effort to retake the former capital of 

eastern Christendom. As Pope Pius II lamented in 1460, 

these attempts were rarely greeted with enthusiasm: 

If we send envoys to ask aid of sovereigns, they are 

laughed at. If we impose tithes on the clergy, they 

appeal to a future council. If we issue indulgences 

and encourage the contribution of money by 

spiritual gifts, we are accused of avarice. People 

think that our sole object is to amass gold. No one 

believes what we say. Like insolvent tradesmen we 

are without credit. 

The Ottomans' advance on Europe, in addition to its 

general destructiveness, also saw Muslims taking 

thousands of Christian slaves each year through piracy, 

conquest, and the devshirme tithe. As a result, the 

pontiffs of the day were in no position to refuse 

Portugal and Spain -- two of the few great Christian 

powers enthusiastic about crusading -- the opportunity 

to develop their economic power in whatever way 

they saw fit. 

Far from being an innocent bystander, or merely 

silently complicit, the papacy fully participated in the 

expansion of the European slave trade. This was not a 

product of greed, but of a thoroughly rational and 

tangible fear of the consequences of not using every 

available means to defend a rapidly contracting 16th-

century Christendom. 

Divorced from the context of a Europe under a 

tightening Ottoman siege, papal engagement with the 

slave trade would appear to confirm the worst 

prejudices of secular critics. Placed within its historical 

environment, however, what we confront is the lay 

faithful and their shepherds accepting a real evil -- 
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slavery -- to avoid their own subjugation to militant 

Islam. 

  

Slavery in Context 

For the Christians of the 15th and 16th centuries, 

slavery was not an abstract issue. Portuguese, Spanish, 

and Italian Catholics had coped for centuries with 

Islamic aggression that had resulted in the enslavement 

of hundreds of thousands of Christians. Further, 

condemnations of slavery were not merely pro forma 

for a Catholic Church that had created two religious 

orders in the 13th century -- the Trinitarians and the 

Mercederians -- for the purpose of redeeming Christian 

captives.  

Nevertheless, tragically, slavery was part of the dirty 

war that Islam and Christianity waged against one 

another for centuries throughout the Mediterranean. In 

the 15th century it appeared that Islam, led by the 

Ottomans, was on the verge of final victory. 

But even if the circumstances mitigate some of the 

guilt of Rome's involvement in slavery, it's a scandal 

nonetheless. And while the fear -- perhaps even the 

necessity -- for Christians to fight this war was real, its 

sad legacy remains with us. 

History demonstrates that our earthly pilgrimage is 

rarely a straight line to a happier, progressive future; 

moral advancement is hard-won and easily lost. That 

the world finds it difficult to see Christ in the Church 

isn't simply a result of sin's blinders. Too often our own 

grievous faults and failures have become obstacles 

themselves. We do no service to Christ or His Church 

by refusing to acknowledge it. 

 

T. David Curp is an assistant professor of history at 

Ohio University, where he teaches the contemporary 

history of Eastern Europe and the Balkans. This article 

originally appeared in the September 2005 issue of 

Crisis Magazine. 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

29 

 

Silly Love Songs 

Jim Moore | Classic 

2/11/09 
ree-yate in meeeeee a cleeeen heart, Oh 

Gahhhhhd!" 

That's the responsorial my parish sang 

every Sunday of Lent, until the events of Holy Week 

moved us to Passion. No "Let my tongue be silenced if I 

ever forget you!" for us. Too drastic a proposition for 

our music minister, I guess. Whether it suited the day's 

readings or not, our cantor stepped up to the plate, 

looked at us wearily (as if to say "Don't shoot me, shoot 

the piano player") and led us in our all-purpose riff on 

Psalm 51... slowwwly.  

"Cree-yate in meeeeee a cleeeen heart, Oh 

Gahhhhhd!" 

I know that line is part of the Lenten cycle, but I'm 

not sure what "a clean heart" has to do with Lent. I'm as 

catechism-challenged as any other thirtysomething 

Catholic, but I thought sin dirties the soul. Low-density 

cholesterol dirties the heart. Being neither liturgist, 

catechist, nor cardiologist, I'd better leave that debate 

to those who know better. Let me concern myself with 

something more within the realm of my experience: 

Catholics and their music. 

The last time I remember hearing a church full of 

people really tear into a current crop of hymns, I was 

about twelve or thirteen years old playing guitar in St. 

John the Baptist Church, Jersey City, New Jersey. It was, 

if you will pardon the expression, the early 1970s. The 

songs were "Sons of God," "Shout from the Highest 

Mountain," "They'll Know We Are Christians," etc. And: 

Get ready to boo. I still like those songs.  

I will now sit back from the keyboard a moment 

while you finish drawing that mustache on my 

photograph.   

Hey, not bad. I may grow one. 

Granted, the social climate of both country and 

church left much to be desired in those early post-

Woodstock years. The right to liberty had become the 

right to be a libertine, the Constitution's penumbra was 

about to unleash a storm of abortions upon our 

inexplicably unopened penumbrellas, and at least one 

Catholic religion textbook I recall praised individuals 

referred to as the "unreligious religious." Pretty grim 

stuff. Liturgical songs had weathered the turbulence of 

the period with elements lifted from the radical play 

book -- exuberance and simplicity, elements those 

songs share with the greatest classical hymns.  

No need to draw a wart on my nose. I am not 

putting "Sons of God" on the same plane with a hymn 

set to "Ode to Joy," neither would I consider offering it 

an upgrade. But both can be sung by just about 

anybody.  

It would seem today's Catholic songwriters have 

Andrew Lloyd Webbers's concern for popular 

singability; that is to say, none. Anyone who can 

manage that dissonance at the beginning of "On 

Eagle's Wings" first thing on a Sunday morning is a 

better man/woman/child/person than I. 

Is it just me, or is anybody else ready to go 

screaming into the night next time they hear "On 

Eagle's Wings?" That song, aging though it is, is 

emblematic of the liturgical elevator music carpeting 

our Sunday worship these days. It doesn't roll off the 

tongue. You have to concentrate way too hard on the 

melody. You shouldn't have to worry so much about 

where a song is going that you have to think twice 

about the prayer you're supposed to be praying twice 

by singing in the first place.  

Does this mean people like Michael Joncas 

shouldn't be writing songs? No. I'm glad there are 

Catholic songwriters out there. I do however think we 

have enough singable hymns in the canon to get us by 

for awhile. There is no need to force new ones. 

Catholic songwriters have a much more important task 
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at hand -- creating a Catholic musical tradition apart 

from the Mass.  

In 1981, I was asked to sing at my brother's 

wedding. His Protestant bride chose the song: "My 

Tribute (To God Be the Glory)" by Andrae Crouch, her 

favorite song. Not just her favorite religious song, but 

her all-time favorite song. Can you imagine? How many 

Catholic girls' "favorite songs" have all you priests out 

there had to eighty-six over the years? A tenor friend of 

mine tells me he once sang "What I Did for Love" at a 

wedding ceremony. I assume the bride never gave the 

lyrics a good listen. 

While I lament the various Protestant disbeliefs, I 

envy the Protestant ability to enjoy sacred songs off-

hours. Why don't Catholics do it? For one thing, we've 

been cowed into confining our most overtly religious 

actions to the seclusion of our churches. The other, 

somewhat more pressing, problem is that nonliturgical 

Catholic songs pretty much do not exist. There is, 

however, no reason such songs cannot be created and 

their enjoyment encouraged. People will sing religious 

songs if good religious songs are there to be sung. Since 

the old folk songs have joined the Baltimore Catechism 

in the dustbin of neglect, I'll use their relative obscurity 

as an example.  

A few months ago, my wife and I were visiting her 

brother's family in Houston. After dinner one night, my 

brother-in-law and I sat around playing guitar and 

swapping songs. After a few failed attempts at a duet, 

we realized that just about the only songs we knew in 

common were those old "folk Mass favorites," as K-tel 

might call them. We played a few and had a darn good 

time doing it.  

What we were doing was less than worship, but 

more than mere reminiscence. We were singing songs 

we like, and like well enough to remember more than 

twenty years after either of us had played them 

regularly.  

Everybody loves a love song. But are we up to the 

challenge of singing about the greatest love in all our 

lives, out in the open, where somebody other than the 

choir can hear us? 

 

Jim Moore is a freelance writer. This column originally 

appeared in the June 1997 issue of Crisis Magazine. 

 


