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A Catholic College Where the Students Sing (in Latin) 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

2/23/09 

ecently I had the chance to speak with Jeffrey J. 

Karls, president of Magdalen College in Warner, 

New Hampshire. Like many people, I had a few 

misconceptions about the school. After speaking with 

him and getting the facts, I thought it would be nice to 

turn our conversation into an informal interview.  

With so many Catholic schools moving away from 

their religious identity, it's always good to see an 

institution that embraces it. 

ǅ ǅ ǅ 

Deal W. Hudson: I understand that Magdalen College 

is a place where the students sing. Could you tell me 

about that? 

Jeffrey J. Karls: Singing is at the heart of our life at 

Magdalen College. Other colleges might highlight their 

athletic programs, but we highlight the music program, 

especially the singing. Each student sings every year in 

the choir. Even students who don't think they can sing 

find their voices. Some enter the college a bit 

apprehensive about singing but are tutored in 

everything they need to learn to be a member of the 

team. They sing polyphonic harmony at Mass every day, 

and they chant the Mass in Latin.  

Everyone who visits here comments on how 

incredibly beautiful our liturgies are. The choir is invited 

regularly to sing at the cathedral for the Red Mass and 

other special liturgies. We are receiving so many 

requests for them to sing we may have to get a booking 

agent. But this is only one way we teach our students 

how to work together.  

I read that the Cardinal Newman Society college guide 

described your college as one of the top "joyfully 

Catholic colleges." Do you think your singing has 

anything to do with that?  

It has everything to do with it. Singing gets the students 

out of themselves, helps them to be creators of 

harmony and beauty, and it nurtures their sense of 

wonder. That is part of the reason that joy permeates 

our campus. We recently went through the process of 

finding a new tutor, and all the applicants noticed how 

engaging the students are, how polite, and how joyful. 

Plus, it doesn't hurt that Magdalen College is 

surrounded by some of the most beautiful country 

New Hampshire has to offer.  

Do you describe yourself as a "great books" college? 

No, we are careful to distinguish ourselves from places 

like St. John's College and Thomas Aquinas College. We 

are a classic liberal arts program with a core curriculum 

based upon the classic works of western civilization, 

but our students read other books as well. All the 

tutors choose every book read in our classes. The 

faculty does everything by consensus. We also have a 

four-year emphasis on theology and catechesis. If a 

student keeps above a B average, he receives an 

apostolic catechetical diploma in addition to a 

Bachelor of Arts degree.  

Are all of your classes run as Socratic-style seminars?  

Yes, for the most part, except for classes like geometry 

or Latin, which tend from time to time toward lecture. 

We have 10:1 student-faculty ratio, so the seminars 

are small; and often two tutors will lead a seminar, 

such as in philosophy. The discussion between 

students and tutors doesn't end with the seminar; they 

eat meals together -- breakfast and lunch -- in a dining 

room, not a cafeteria. It offers faculty and students the 

opportunity to interact with students from different 

classes; freshmen with seniors, juniors with 

sophomores, and so on.  

R 

http://www.magdalen.edu/newsevents/presidentdesk.asp
http://www.magdalen.edu/newsevents/presidentdesk.asp
http://www.magdalen.edu/
http://www.magdalen.edu/academics/musicprogram.asp
http://www.catholichighered.org/TheNewmanGuide/tabid/356/Default.aspx
http://www.magdalen.edu/academics/academiclife.asp
http://www.magdalen.edu/academics/catecheticalprogram.asp
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What you are telling me is somewhat at odds with the 

Magdalen that is perceived to have a reputation as a 

"Catholic boot camp."  

These rumors are very misleading; they were probably 

first circulated in the founding years, in the early 1970s, 

and never went away. Magdalen, at the beginning, was 

somewhat like an overprotective mother and could 

have a bunker mentality, but we think we have now 

achieved a much better balance. For example, there is a 

rumor that we looked in students' drawers to see how 

their socks were folded. The truth is that each dorm has 

a clean-up day, and the resident life assistants check to 

make sure all the rooms are neat and tidy. The campus 

is 17 years old, and we still have the original carpets and 

paint -- everyone takes pride in our campus.  

I have heard students are not allowed to date. Is that 

true? 

That's another misunderstanding about our college. Our 

students go out together all the time, and we have 

wonderful couples on campus. We place a great deal of 

value on having a thriving community life, and young 

people can fall into cliques. With 70 students, having 

that kind of community is important. Exclusive 

friendships at the expense of not participating in the 

community are what we are trying to avoid. A former 

student, Nancy Carlin (class of 2002), said on EWTN's 

Life on the Rock, "If I was at another college or 

university I would have been friends with two or three 

students just like myself, but at MC I have 80 friends." 

That is the kind of community we want to nurture. 

Couples actually thrive at Magdalen because the 

friendships are so strong.  

Francis Cardinal Arinze is speaking on campus in April 

to mark your 35th anniversary. How did you get the 

cardinal involved with Magdalen?  

I wrote inviting him to be the commencement speaker, 

but his calendar was full. Then he offered to come in 

April. The cardinal knew all about Magdalen College and 

wrote us a beautiful, very complimentary letter. 

Cardinal Arinze, evidently, had heard about our 

commitment to liturgy.  

Each day on campus begins with Mass at 7:30 a.m. -

- it is not mandatory, but there is 100 percent 

participation among the students. Confessions are 

heard every day before Mass, and there is singing at 

every liturgy. The altar servers have a great training 

program, and when Sean Cardinal O'Malley [of Boston] 

was here, he said they should come train his 

seminarians on how to serve Mass. The liturgical life 

coordinator, chaplain, altar servers, and choir directors 

put everything together in a beautiful, sacred way. 

Some Masses are the Novus Ordo Latin, and some are a 

combination of Latin and English.  

By the way, we have two Protestant students at 

Magdalen who were so motivated by the seminars 

they come to Mass every day. 

What is your vocation record? 

Thus far we have had 45 vocations to the priesthood 

and the religious life -- a little more than one per year. 

It is very natural for Magdalen students to consider a 

vocation, since the spiritual life is so front and center. 

Diocesan vocations directors come to the campus all 

the time, and religious orders come as well. Four 

Magdalen College graduates are in community with 

the Sisters of Mary, Mother of the Eucharist. Different 

religious orders come to campus each year to give the 

annual student weekend retreat. This way, students 

get the experience of different charisms. 

How have your alumni done in the world of work?  

Our alumni are found in all the professions, from 

education, business, medicine, technology, to the 

military. We help our seniors with writing their 

resumes and preparing for job interviews. An executive 

from Sun Microsystems was recently here interviewing 

students and was very impressed with the answers 

given by our students. He said Magdalen students 

could speak, write, and present themselves better than 

most students he had met. Magdalen students get 

intensive training in writing, including short stories, an 

autobiography, and a senior thesis presented to the 

whole school. Our students are not just learning a 

trade, they are learning the tools to sell a product, 

http://www.magdalen.edu/student_life/sociallife.asp
http://www.magdalen.edu/student_life/communitylife.asp
http://www.magdalen.edu/aboutus/alumniprofiles.asp
http://www.magdalen.edu/newsevents/35anniversary.asp
http://www.magdalen.edu/student_life/spirituallife.asp
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motivate others, provide leadership, communicate 

clearly, and think critically. Businesses need those skills 

but can't teach them. 

Tell me about the month-long program in Italy. 

Through a friend of the college, the prior at the 

Benedictine monastery in Norcia, we have created a 

program so students can spend time in Rome, Assisi, 

and Florence and live in a medieval walled city. In 

Norcia they walk in the footsteps of St. Benedict, read 

his Rule, and chant at Mass with the monks every 

morning. This program used to be done with the 

juniors, but now we schedule it for the month after the 

end of the sophomore year. The cost is rolled into the 

tuition, and students have chipped in by opening up a 

Norcia café on campus and donating all the profits to 

defray the costs of the program. 

Where do your students come from? 

We have as many students from California as New 

England. Many of our students -- 6o percent -- 

matriculate after having participated in our two-week 

summer camps for high school students. These camps 

are limited to 30-40 students, so we can get them all on 

one bus. Students are treated to academic classes, 

liturgy, recreation, and, of course, singing. By the end of 

the two weeks, the students are able to sing a full chant 

Mass in Latin. We also have two visitor weekends in the 

fall and the spring -- high school students can come and 

live with the college students and join in all our campus 

activities. In the fall, they can enjoy the New England 

fall foliage and our local fall foliage festival, and in the 

spring, they ski at a local ski resort and enjoy our drama 

weekend presentation. 

What do you say to parents who ask you about 

Magdalen College? 

Magdalen is a place where young people come to know 

and understand themselves better in relationship with 

others and with God and His beautiful creation. We 

provide the kind of academic environment described 

by Pope Benedict XVI in his address to Catholic college 

and university presidents last April: The Holy Father 

said that, first and foremost, every Catholic 

educational institution should be a place where its 

students encounter Jesus Christ and His love. That is 

very real at Magdalen College and is why our students 

are truly and joyfully Catholic.  

 

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

For more information about Magdalen College, please 

contact Rebecca Vinson at rvinson@magdalen.edu or 

by phone at 603-456-2656, ext. 13, or visit the Web site 

at www.magdalen.edu. 

http://www.magdalen.edu/academics/norciaprogram.asp
http://www.magdalen.edu/admissions/fees.asp
http://www.magdalen.edu/admissions/visitorweekends.asp
mailto:rvinson@magdalen.edu
http://www.magdalen.edu/
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The Perils of Preaching 
David Mills | Column 

2/23/09

istening to sermons at Mass, one often thinks, 

like the professor in the Narnia Chronicles, "What 

do they teach in school?" Not that the sermons 

are necessarily all that bad, but they are rarely as good 

as they would be had the priest been better taught. It's 

like listening to a fiddler who hits most of the notes but 

doesn't know how to keep time -- because, one 

suspects, he learned the fiddle from an accordion 

player. 

I am not going to deliver the usual lament about 

preaching (often delivered, a friend reminded me, by 

lapsed or lukewarm Catholics). When I was an 

Episcopalian, friends worried that I might become a 

Catholic always brought up the liturgy and the 

preaching. Even then this struck me as irrelevant, but 

they saw the two bodies as brands in competition, and 

so thought that I was about to spend the same amount 

of money for a bashed-up Saturn as I would for a 

perfectly maintained Mercedes. Why endure old Father 

O'Shea when you can sit at the feet of the Rev. Canon 

Horace Q. Swizzlestick III, D.D.? 

But in my experience of almost eight years as a 

Catholic, I have rarely heard a genuinely bad sermon, 

and I have heard a few very good ones. Even some of 

the most ineptly composed and delivered sermons 

included some striking insight that redeemed the mess. 

Perhaps I've been blessed -- or maybe my standards are 

low -- but I haven't found Catholic preaching to be the 

horror show I was led to expect, even by some 

Catholics. (I hear horror stories, and I'm sure they're 

true, but I cannot tell any.) 

That said, most sermons could be much better than 

they are. The content is either much better than the 

presentation or the presentation much better than the 

content (rare is the preacher who does well in both, but 

not so rare is the preacher who does badly in both); the 

treatment of Scripture is almost always inadequate; too 

little is said to connect the Scriptures with the Catholic 

Faith; and the insights are usually left unconnected to 

real life, or are connected abstractly and moralistically. 

Some priests only deal with the text when they're 

trying to explain it away. Many stick to certain all-

purpose themes -- "living in community" and "being 

Christ to the world" are two I've heard several times -- 

that produce vague and generic conclusions, which 

tend to be the same conclusion you heard last week, 

and in the weeks before that. One rarely gets the 

feeling that the words of the Word matter. I have 

heard sermons that offered a deeper, more exacting 

analysis of a popular song than of the Scripture 

readings of the day. 

Sitting in the pew, I often feel that the priest 

means well but simply doesn't see any need actually to 

prepare his sermon. The false starts, the hesitations, 

the repetitions, the truisms, the lack of any specific 

reference to the lessons, the conclusion that just trails 

off -- these all suggest that he spent at most 15 

minutes working on the ten to twelve minutes he 

would be speaking. That is more than a little insulting. 

Though I don't have any horror stories to tell, it's 

the general mediocrity (in both the dictionary and 

popular senses of the word) of Catholic preaching that 

leaves me depressed. It could easily be much better. 

The basic skills of preaching are not that hard to teach, 

or to learn. 

  

On the other hand, Protestant preaching is not 

necessarily that much better. Since the sermon is so 

central to their worship, these bodies choose their 

ordinands partly on their ability to preach and train 

them hard to do so, but still, this only takes them so 

far. If you listen to a randomly selected Southern 

Baptist minister and Catholic priest, the odds are about 
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six to one that the first will be the better preacher, but 

this isn't true across the Protestant board. 

Ministers in the mainline churches often offer 

literary essays with a "spiritual" angle but no uniquely 

Christian content. You get high production values but 

no substance, like gourmet cotton candy.  

And the skeptical theology in which many of these 

ministers were trained does not let them say much that 

is actually interesting on the day's lessons, since they 

think the lessons merely primitive expressions of 

someone else's experience of the Divine, if not a mode 

of social control and oppression (St. Paul being Exhibit 

One). They don't have to wrestle with the text in the 

way that creates the most interesting insights. Their 

sermons may appeal and soothe, but only because they 

have packaged the comforting clichés of the moment 

and made them sound religious or "spiritual." More 

conservative preachers take the Scriptures more 

seriously, but even with them there are problems. Some 

of them tend to preach versions of the same sermon 

over and over, particularly if they are of an evangelistic 

bent. 

And as good at exegesis as some of them are, they 

sometimes distort Scripture, because they read it 

outside of the Church. They discuss conversion as if it 

does not involve incorporation into the Body of Christ, 

for example. I have heard sermons on John 6 that went 

to great and confusing lengths to avoid admitting that it 

had anything to do with the Eucharist. 

A disturbing number preach more like leftist or 

rightwing political talking heads than Christian pastors. 

Their sermons reflect an embarrassing cultural captivity, 

whether to liberal pieties about poverty, government, 

war, and the like, or to rightwing culture-war 

stereotypes. Though generally conservative, I have 

heard sermons that made me want to run from the 

church and buy a red flag and a picture of Trotsky. 

Increasingly, Protestant ministers don't even preach 

the sermons they can preach. One superb expository 

preacher I can recall dropped the exploration of 

Scripture for life-application sermons, complete with a 

handout in the bulletin with fill-in-the-blank statements 

for his congregation to fill in as he spoke. 

This is the style favored by the megachurches. The 

sermons are not unbiblical, but they use Scripture for 

their own ends, and only to address the questions of 

their target demographic, rather than reading it as a 

Word from outside. They make Scripture relevant by 

turning it into an obscurely written self-help book. 

  

Adequate preaching can be taught, and almost every 

man called to the priesthood can learn it. I get the 

impression from talking to priests I know that most 

seminaries don’t take instruction in preaching as 

seriously as they ought to, and that some tend to focus 

on the theory of communication rather than the 

practical matters of composition and delivery. 

Many Catholic leaders seem to think that 

preaching well is a gift and that, alas, some 

seminarians and priests just don't have it. Preaching 

well is a gift, but preaching adequately is a skill, and a 

skill that can be learned. Next time I will offer 15 

layman's suggestions for doing just that. 

 

David Mills's book Discovering Mary: Questions and 

Answers About the Mother of God will be published by 

Servant in late summer. 
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Shrove Tuesday 
David Warren | Column 

2/24/09

he marvelous thing about penitence is you don't 

have to be particularly guilty to enjoy it. I write 

"particularly," of course, out of anxiety to cover 

my theological position: We are all "generally" or 

"originally" guilty, all born into the heritage of Adam, 

and unquestionably needful of Christ's redeeming 

grace. But penitence is not punishment, and the Lent 

that begins tomorrow is not for anything in particular 

we have done. (The expression, "That was for nothing; 

wait till you do something," teases me from my atheist 

days.) 

The Church herself enjoys penitence, some divinely 

self-imposed, and some imposed externally; and of that 

externally imposed, some deserved, and some not. An 

example of this last I watched as it arrived via the BBC 

one month ago. The headline on their Web site read, 

"Pope move ignites Holocaust row." It hadn't quite 

ignited this yet, at the time it appeared, but it soon 

would, as the BBC (which, like the rest of the 

Mainstream Media, is viscerally anti-Catholic) was 

obviously hoping. 

I immediately recalled the viciously irresponsible 

way in which the "Beeb" belatedly reported Pope 

Benedict XVI's address at the University of Regensburg 

in 2006. While other media outlets slept, the BBC 

became the first international news disseminator to 

realize that there was a single passage in the speech -- a 

600-year-old quotation -- which, if misrepresented in a 

sufficiently sleazy way in their headlines and leads, and 

followed by hints that Muslims should riot, would soon 

have the desired effect. Given the "inverted pyramid" 

form of journalistic presentation, they could cover 

themselves later in the story, by factually qualifying the 

impression left by the lead -- that the pope had 

intentionally made an incendiary, anti-Islamic remark. 

The damage would already be done, and they needn't 

fear their qualification would limit it. 

Ditto with their more recent, profoundly sleazy 

reporting, which likewise spread at electronic speed 

through the rest of the MSM. A very careful perusal of 

the whole story, in its original and most sophisticated 

version, would leave the reader in little doubt of the 

pope's innocence. But people do not read the media; 

they "watch" or scan it. And anyone merely watching 

or scanning could be forgiven for thinking the pope 

had intentionally lifted an excommunication from a 

"British" "bishop," in the full knowledge that he was a 

Holocaust denier. In other words, the Panzer Pope was 

being openly anti-Semitic. 

The various liberal (and, in particular, liberal 

Jewish) "human rights" organizations were quick to run 

with this slander, and within 24 hours I had poorly 

informed Jewish friends forwarding to me a petition 

from the Simon Wiesenthal Centre that made the 

BBC's original report look honest by comparison. The 

beauty of the slander, from the point of view of its 

perpetrators, was that explaining what had actually 

happened would take quite a few sentences more than 

the sound bite for which the contemporary media 

audience has patience. 

Needless to say -- or rather, it should be needless 

to say -- that the lifting of the excommunications on 

four bishops the late Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre 

appointed after he had broken with Rome had nothing 

whatever to do with the political and historical views 

of any of them. While it could perhaps be fairly argued 

that Vatican bureaucrats should have vetted the men 

for "other misdemeanors" before exposing the pope to 

this "media row," it was clear enough from the 

beginning that Benedict himself had no idea about 

Richard Williamson's abhorrent "take" on the Nazi 

death camps -- in which were murdered, among 

millions of others, René Lefebvre, the very father of 

the founder of the Priestly Society of St. Pius X. 
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That Bishop Williamson himself is "a real piece of 

work" I soon learned from a friend who'd met him, who 

directed me to the man's Argentine blog. He 

(Williamson, not my priestly friend) has since been 

condemned and berated not only by the Vatican but by 

the Superior General of the SSPX. A great deal of work, 

much of it by the pope himself, had to be put into 

patching up relations with Jewish representatives, and 

most in turn have been generous in accepting 

explanations. 

The whole ugly and unnecessary incident is now 

behind everyone but the media, and various other anti-

Catholic interests, who can be counted upon to raise it 

again, together with murky memories of Regensburg, 

when the next opportunity arises for a drive-by anti-

papal smear. For these are people who, in my 

experience, live outside the old social norms, in which 

apologies can be either made or accepted. It is hard to 

pray for them, but we must always try. 

And, in the meantime, we enter into Lent, with a 

poignant reminder that not only we ourselves, our 

families, our friends, and all our fellow faithful, but the 

whole Church must be tested through each penitential 

season. The redemption we require is not from the 

MSM, and will never come from there. It is instead from 

Christ, who precedes us to the Cross. 

 

David Warren is a Canadian journalist who writes 

mostly on international affairs. His Web site is 

www.davidwarrenonline.com. 

http://www.davidwarrenonline.com/
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The Third Commandment 

Mark P. Shea | Column 

2/24/09

ome time ago, a bumper sticker appeared urging 

us to "Support your labor union: the people who 

brought you the weekend." The folks who 

dreamed up the ad campaign seem never to have heard 

of the Third Commandment. For, of course, it was God 

who invented the weekend. The idea of a Sabbath rest 

was unheard of in antiquity except among these strange 

Jews. For the pagan slave, life was work -- always -- 

except for the feast day now and then. Only Judaism 

had this glorious insistence that every seventh day must 

be dedicated to God in rest, contemplation, and family 

jollification -- and that this included even the slave.  

What a lot of people don't know is why, even 

though Scripture is really pretty plain: The Sabbath was 

observed in honor of the seventh day of Creation, the 

day God "rested." 

It's a curious thing to speak of God resting. It should 

be our first dead giveaway that the Creation account in 

Genesis is not intended to be read as a newspaper but 

as a theological document that is getting at truths about 

God and our relationship with Him. In short, we need no 

more believe in six literal 24-hour days of creation than 

we need to believe that God, panting and sweating on 

the seventh day, flopped down on the heavenly sofa 

with a brewski and took a breather after hurling the 

galaxies into being and fashioning the aardvark, scarab 

beetle, and Eve's left eye. 

So what's the theological point of a Sabbath rest? 

To get at it, you need to know what "Sabbath" links 

together in the ancient Hebrew mind. The words for 

Sabbath and "seven" (shevah) are related. They are 

words of covenant and oath-making, for to swear an 

oath is to make a covenant; and, in Hebrew, to swear an 

oath is to "seven yourself." The author of Genesis tells 

the story of creation in a deeply liturgical way. The 

creation of the earth portrays the earth as a sort of 

temple or tabernacle, all ordered toward the worship of 

God. And, just as pagan shrines always had placed at 

their heart an image of the god, so the Creation account 

zeros in on an image as well: man and woman, the 

image and likeness of God Himself.  

The point is profoundly subversive of pagan 

thinking. The image of the God of Israel is, like the 

pagan image, made of the clay of the earth (adamah). 

But instead of the king or some other poobah having 

sole contact with the god, Israel's God is imaged in the 

lowest plowboy or slave. Man and woman -- any man 

and woman -- are the image of the true God. Yet the 

true God is not to be identified with any of the 

creatures worshiped by the nations. They are His 

creation, not His embodiment. Earth is His footstool, 

not His vesture. 

In the same way, the scriptural portrayal of the 

Sabbath is deeply liturgical as well. It is a sort of 

sanctuary in time, just as the tabernacle or temple 

were sanctuaries in space. The Sabbath was a sign, 

every seven days, that creation is all ordered toward 

God and finds its rest in Him. Not surprisingly, then, 

when the covenant relationship of God and man takes 

a profound step forward at Sinai, God reiterates the 

great sign of the covenant by commanding Israel, 

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

  

It is commonly noted that the Church "changed the 

Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday," but strictly 

speaking this is not so. The truth is, the real Sabbath 

was never a day of the week, any more than the real 

Lamb of God was a member of the species Ovis aries. 

On the contrary, the real Sabbath, like the real Lamb of 

God, is Jesus Christ, who is our Rest. The Old 

Testament Sabbath was not simply a sign that pointed 

backward to the covenant in creation, it was also a 

prophetic foreshadow looking forward to the Messiah 

who would bring true rest and deliver us into the 

ultimate Promised Land, Heaven. That is the point of 
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the somewhat obscure language of Hebrews 4, which 

urges Jewish Christians -- who are tempted to return to 

the Old Covenant and who have been observing the 

Sabbath all their lives till their acceptance of the 

Messiah -- to enter into a new sort of Sabbath rest via 

the New Covenant of Christ. Something more than the 

seventh day of the week is needed for the true Sabbath 

rest. That something is not Sunday but Jesus.  

That doesn't mean, "Don't observe the Lord's Day." 

It means that the Church observes the Lord's Day as a 

way of sacramentally realizing the grace of Christ in 

time, just as she realizes the grace of Christ in matter 

through the sacraments. The reason that happens on 

Sunday and not Saturday is because Sunday is the 

Eighth Day of Creation, the day of the Resurrection of 

Jesus, who is the sign of the New Covenant. This is, by 

the way, not a change that came in the "Dark Ages." It is 

something that was already recognized in the first 

century (Rv 1:10). 

The cool thing about the Sabbath rest who is Christ 

is that He continues all the best parts of the old 

observation of the Sabbath. The Church still, to this day, 

calls us out of the Rat Race and bids us to remember 

that the real story of our lives is not Work Buy Consume 

Die but Pray and Play. She can do this because a basic 

message of the gospel is that everything -- including 

work -- is a gratuitous gift. The Church that long ago 

told slaves that they were the equals of their masters, 

that they were men and not talking plows, and that life 

is a gift to be received with gratitude before it is a 

struggle to fight still tells us today that the first and last 

word in life is Eucharist -- thanksgiving -- not survival of 

the fittest. 

It is a classic example of the way in which holiness 

and merriment are bound up together. Holidays come 

from holy days. 

 

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor for 

www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for 

InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at 

markshea.blogspot.com. 

http://www.catholicexchange.com/
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The Future of the Legion and the SSPX 

John Zmirak | Column 

2/25/09 

here are two big questions hanging in the air 

among my friends:  

¶ What will happen to the members of the 

Legionaries of Christ and Regnum Christi? 

¶ What will happen between the Vatican and the 

Society of St. Pius X? 

These issues keep our attention for a shaggy passel of 

reasons, ranging from heartbroken concern for 

wounded souls and the fate of the Church to gossipy, 

prurient rubbernecking. It's hard to look away. Don't 

worry, we aren't obliged to. Instead, we need to train 

our gaze to look for the right things and through the 

proper set of lenses. The Irish monsignors (remember 

them?) used to talk about "custody of the eyes," and 

that's one virtue each of us might think about 

cultivating this Lent.  

I'm mentioning these movements (the Legionaries 

and the SSPX) together not simply because they both 

grabbed the headlines in the same month, but because 

they share essential elements in common: Each became 

important because it served as a refuge for confused 

and persecuted Catholics from local pastors and 

ordinaries who neglected their duties as shepherds -- 

some of whom proved to be wolves. So baptized 

Catholics who'd kept the Faith "fled the occasion." They 

abandoned the parishes where they were being 

scandalized, and sought alternative sources of 

wholesome, untainted teaching and reverent worship. 

Some clung to the ancient form of the liturgy, others to 

the veneration of the person of the pope. (The fact that 

Catholics had to choose between these is a scandal for 

which high clerics will answer to Christ.)  

Since I'm not the kind of person in whom high 

Vatican officials tend to confide, I have no answers to 

the big questions I posed above. But as a long-time lay 

activist and apologetic writer (that is, a buttinsky who 

types really fast), I can think of some likely scenarios, 

and the pastoral pros and cons that would pile up from 

each of them. In other words, I have suggestions.  

One thing we Catholic laymen know is that the 

parish suggestion box feeds straight into the shredder -- 

and maybe that's as it should be. But I hope that any 

readers who are involved in either of these troubled, 

promising movements will think over the prospects 

laid out here, and pray for the wisdom and prudence 

of our duly appointed leaders.  

  

As I implied in my last piece on this subject, the 

Legionaries and Regnum Christi face a crisis of identity: 

Centered as they were so fixedly on the personality 

and, above all, the techniques of a single man, they're 

threatened with simple dissolution. Not by some 

decree issued in Rome, but rather by the private, 

anguished decisions of thousands of members. The 

longer the leadership of these groups clings to the 

illusion that they can simply take Nuestro Padre's 

picture off the wall, but go right on using the methods 

they learned from him, the worse the damage will be 

in the long run to souls and to the Church.  

If they wish, as they should, to rescue the rich 

treasuries of what is good from the contaminated 

heritage of the man who manipulated them, they have 

to be bracingly honest with themselves: They have to 

face the likelihood that much of what they learned 

from Father Maciel -- even that which still seems to 

them innocuous or second nature -- was tainted, 

distorted, or twisted. A very smart, faithful Jesuit has 

written on how the Legionaries misread St. Ignatius's 

notion of obedience. I encourage every person who 

was formed in the Legionaries or Regnum Christi to 

read that article prayerfully, and fight against the 

temptation to follow old habits of mind. Consider, 

T 

http://www.dallasnews.com/cgi-bin/bi/dallas/2002/priests.cgi
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5429&Itemid=48
http://underachindolea.blogspot.com/2009/02/jesuit-obedience-and-legionaries-of.html
http://underachindolea.blogspot.com/2009/02/jesuit-obedience-and-legionaries-of.html
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really consider, whether these movements gave due 

respect to the human dignity of their members.  

Let's leave aside for a moment the many 

testimonies of ex-LC and RC members who use words 

like "cult" and "mind control." I'm not qualified to weigh 

their assertions against those of seemingly happy, 

healthy priests and laymen still in the movements. But 

think about this: The man who crafted these techniques 

of internal discipline was struggling himself with wild, 

unruly temptations to acts of appalling evil. To what 

degree was Father Maciel's interpretation of Catholic 

discipline and obedience conditioned by his dark 

cravings?  

Interpret his cult of secrecy and obedience as you 

like: See these things as the fruit of a control freak with 

a secret, or of an orthodox Catholic addicted to a 

perversion who projected his weakness onto others. 

Either way, it can't have produced a wholesome 

anthropology of the person. The spirituality that 

followed from such a fundamental distortion must itself 

be skewed and misleading -- despite the many solid and 

serious elements that it borrowed from the writings of 

the saints. All this needs to be dragged out into the light 

and interrogated.  

Men and women who want to save all the good 

things they built, all the spiritual progress that they 

made, can only manage that if they're willing to face the 

question honestly -- as honestly as John Henry 

Newman, in middle age, had to question his longtime 

Anglican faith. No aspect of the Legionary or Regnum 

Christi structure or apostolate should be off the table. 

What is healthy can well withstand the noonday sun. In 

fact, it has suffered too long the dankness of secrecy 

and the close proximity to sin.  

  

Ironically, the widely vilified and long-exiled Society of 

St. Pius X is undertaking, it seems to me, precisely the 

kind of purification the Legionaries need. In preparation 

for a hoped-for reconciliation with the Holy See -- and 

pressured by revelations of the political extremism of 

one leader and some of its members -- the leadership of 

the SSPX has removed the reckless Bishop Richard 

Williamson from his position at its seminary, suppressed 

anti-Jewish articles that offered scandal, and disciplined 

at least one other priest.  

While it hasn't renounced its claim to view critically 

non-dogmatic statements of Vatican II, this need not 

prove an insuperable obstacle to reunion. (Think of how 

many Catholics in formal union with Rome question 

timeless dogmas!) Its founder, Archbishop Marcel 

Lefebvre, remains above moral reproach and will surely 

retain the veneration of its members when (not if) 

Pope Benedict XVI is satisfied with its progress and 

welcomes the SSPX as a legitimate Catholic order. But 

the group still has much work to do, healing the 

"weirdness" that crept into the culture of these 

isolated Catholics who felt (often rightly) that they 

were the victims of selective clerical persecution. The 

feeling among traditionalists, amidst all the 

controversy, is one of deep gratitude and hope. 

Meanwhile, the thousands of deadly earnest 

Catholics who joined Regnum Christi, the hundreds of 

solidly orthodox and holy Legionary priests, are 

suffering as you read this a real Dark Night of the Soul. 

They need and deserve our prayers. The Church must 

be stern with their organization; we Christians must 

treat them with kindness. Their healing will happen 

fitfully, and some will never entirely recover. It's our 

job to help them keep their Faith and Hope -- through 

our Charity.  

  

What will Pope Benedict do? He surely knows best, 

and has shown (especially in his forthright handling of 

this case) that he deserves our trust. I imagine that he 

is considering even now whether it is wise to keep in 

place the organizational structure of either the 

Legionaries or RC, and appoint external authorities to 

step in and try to re-found these groups. If he did this, I 

imagine he'd purify their practices and reorient the 

groups toward a purer form of the Ignatian spirit 

they've always claimed -- eliminating the distortions 

and exaggerations introduced by Father Maciel. Of 

course, that poses the problem that the priestly group 

http://rorate-caeli.blogspot.com/2009/02/news-agencies-sspx-expels-father.html
http://the-american-catholic.com/2009/02/22/pope-benedict-the-sspx-and-the-dispute-over-religious-freedom-and-church-state-relations/
http://the-american-catholic.com/2009/02/22/pope-benedict-the-sspx-and-the-dispute-over-religious-freedom-and-church-state-relations/
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that would result would seem like a second Jesuit order, 

in unfriendly competition with the first. While the 

Franciscans and Benedictines have long had branches 

emerging from their central trunk, the Dominicans and 

Jesuits have not -- and creating a new Ignatian order 

might prove impolitic.  

An interesting alternative is the following: 

Incorporate the existing members and seminarians of 

the Legionaries directly into the Society of Jesus -- with 

careful oversight on the part of the Holy See to ensure 

that the culture clash didn't drive the newcomers out, 

or cause excessive strain on the Jesuits. The Regnum 

Christi movement would serve not quite as a third order 

of the Jesuits (there's no tradition of that) but could be 

organized along roughly similar lines.  

The Ignatian approach has the advantage of hewing 

close to the legitimate aspects of the existing 

Legionary/RC spirituality, and offering continuity to 

people who have proven they've got the taste for a 

centralized, militaristic organization. But therein lies its 

danger: If the fundamental flaw, as many observers 

have aptly noted, in the methods of Maciel was their 

callous disregard of the natural gifts and human dignity 

of the person, then shifting people who weren't formed 

in the balanced Ignatian spirit into the Jesuits (or 

keeping them separate, but treating them as Jesuits) 

doesn't treat the wound. It simply ignores it. So here's a 

more radical alternative -- which, I'd wager, based on 

my reading of the man Josef Ratzinger, would appeal to 

a mind like his: 

Incorporate the Legionaries, in small groups, into 

the Oratory of St. Philip Neri. This highly decentralized 

group stands at the opposite end of the organizational 

spectrum from the Jesuits -- placing as it does the 

highest premium on individuality and variety, within the 

bounds of fidelity to the Church. It's no accident that 

John Henry Newman chose the Oratory as his home 

when he joined the Church, and it would have proved a 

more congenial home for Gerard Manley Hopkins than 

did the Jesuits (a point Newman made to Hopkins when 

he begged him to reconsider his self-abnegating 

decision to join the Society of Jesus).  

What is more, the Oratory has proven a solid 

bulwark of orthodoxy in many places. Both Britain and 

Canada have been blessed by oratories that stood 

almost alone in preserving reverent liturgy and solid 

catechesis through decades of apostasy and confusion. 

Might small groups of Legionaries, with lay supporters 

drawn from Regnum Christi, profit from their example? 

The key advantage, to me, of this alternative is that it 

would address the most serious charge against the 

Legionary/RC spirituality -- its caricatured insistence on 

depersonalizing obedience and bureaucracy.  

  

The last alternative I'll offer is my own, and is 

probably a terrible idea for a long list of reasons that 

wise readers will write me. But I can't resist airing it 

here. What if Pope Benedict decided that the wisest 

course of action was to take two groups with radically 

different strengths, and complementary weaknesses, 

and lean them against each other? The Legionaries are 

very, very good at obedience -- to a fault, we can all 

agree. They are weaker in their grasp of popular 

devotion, small "t" tradition, the cult of the saints, and 

most of all in their appreciation of beauty. For all their 

orthodoxy, they are unrelentingly modern -- to the 

point that they long banned seminarians from even 

attending the Roman rite in its historic form.  

Conversely, the SSPX has a deep appreciation for 

Catholic history and a firm commitment to the special 

form of reverence that is proper to the liturgy. It clings 

to the musical and artistic heritage of the Church -- 

even in the grim circumstances to which its members 

sometimes were reduced. (I'm thinking of an SSPX 

chapel in Louisiana located in the back of a 

laundromat, where the Roman chant competed with 

the sound of the dryers behind the divider.) On 

obedience . . . well, they have "some issues."  

There is historical precedent for this idea, 

emerging from equally ugly circumstances -- the 

merger of exonerated Templars into the Knights of St. 

John Hospitaller. The fruit of that union still exists: the 

noble Knights of Malta.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oratory_of_Saint_Philip_Neri


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

14 

 

So there it is, my nuclear option for healing at one 

bold stroke both wounds in the Body of Christ: A 

merger of the Legionaries and the SSPX. The former 

can teach the latter how to read the documents of 

Vatican II through the hermeneutic of continuity, and 

the latter can teach the former how to wear Roman 

vestments and celebrate Solemn Mass. Each group 

would enrich the other, even if the members began by 

driving each other crazy.  

Like I said, there's a reason they don't put the laity 

in charge.  

 

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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Marx and Augustine Find Common Ground 

Peter Freeman | Column 

2/19/09

ver since Candidate Obama remarked that he'd 

like to "spread the wealth around," most 

conservative commenters have concluded that 

the infiltration of Marxism into our university system 

has now achieved its long hoped-for effect on American 

society. "Obama Affinity to Marxists Dates Back to 

College Days," read one FoxNews headline. Any number 

of blogs -- not to mention certain local news anchors -- 

asked "Is Obama a Marxist?" and then predictably 

shifted to Prof. William Ayers's disheartening Marxist 

allegiance, terrorism, and subsequent tenure.  

The assumption behind the headlines is that 

Marxism in the university threatens the American way 

of life and free discourse, and this can often be the 

case. But is Marxism in the classroom all about 

anarchist bombers and the redistribution of wealth? In 

truth, Marxist scholars often drive historical and cultural 

studies by focusing on the transmission of knowledge 

through human agents and the effect of social context 

on the creative process. These aspects of Marxism 

uncannily (if not at times surprisingly) resonate with our 

own Christian intellectual heritage -- and have even 

been used by our current pope. 

First, a negative example. When I was a spry lad in a 

Catholic prep school, juxtaposing Catholic moral 

teaching with secular art seemed to me like fair game. It 

was a rude awakening for me, however, when I 

attempted to employ such a reading one day in a 

literature class. To my surprise, my teacher sighed and, 

in her typically soft-spoken voice, pronounced, "Oh, 

don't you realize by now that all those rules and books 

were just made up by old men?" Spry as I might have 

been, I was woefully unprepared to offer a retort, and 

the conversation ended there. This, of course, is 

precisely the kind of thing that now-Pope Benedict XVI 

warned about in the appendix to In the Beginning. For 

all of its claims to relish in subversion, Marx has a nasty 

habit of disposing certain lines of threatening inquiry.  

Beginning with quotes from Marx himself on the 

topic of creation, Benedict writes: 

"Give up your abstraction, and you'll give up your 

question." "Don't think, don't ask me." It is precisely 

here that the logic of the Marxist system manifestly 

breaks down. Creation is the total contradiction of 

Marxism and the point at which Marxist 

"redemption" shows itself to be damnation, 

resistant to the truth (91). 

Benedict's focus in this text is on origins and how they 

define the nature of worldly conflict. But as 

problematic as Marxism might be for describing a God-

made world, it is precisely on the issue of man-made 

conflict that Marxism becomes a valuable tool within 

the literature classroom. 

  

Marx threatens theology through his claim that 

existence is, essentially, a fabrication of human 

society. Sure, there might be some kind of physical 

causation, whether natural or supernatural, but, 

ultimately, we can only understand existence through 

what we learn from society, particularly through 

language; thus, human social discourse is effectively 

the origin of all things, so far as humans are 

concerned.  

He writes: 

From the start the "spirit" is afflicted with the 

curse of being "burdened" with matter, which here 

makes its appearance in the form of agitated airs, 

sounds, in short, of language. Language is as old as 

consciousness, language is practical consciousness 

that exists also for other men, and for that reason 

alone it really exists for me personally as well; 

language, like consciousness, only arises from the 

need, the necessity, of intercourse with other men 

E 
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. . . . Consciousness is, therefore, from the very 

beginning a social product, and remains so as long 

as men exist at all. 

Of particular note here is how Marx argues that 

consciousness arises from language and language arises 

from society. Humans are like the M. C. Escher etching 

of hands drawing themselves. We can't be aware of 

anything; we can't even think of anything without the 

verbal tools passed on to us by other human beings. 

And Marx himself is getting this thought from socially 

constructed ideas.  

While his atheist conclusions might be scandalous, 

the road he takes to them has already been well-trod by 

Christian scholars who reach a very different 

destination. Indeed, Marx's view uncannily echoes St. 

Augustine's On Christian Doctrine (an insight I credit to 

one of my undergraduate students). 

Augustine is clear that the necessity to learn a 

literary critical approach to the Bible emerges precisely 

from the fact that Christians transmit God's word 

through human-constructed language: 

For, as I am dealing with Christians who profess to 

understand the Scriptures without any directions 

from man (and if the fact be so, they boast of a real 

advantage, and one of no ordinary kind), they must 

surely grant that every one of us learned his own 

language by hearing it constantly from childhood, 

and that any other language we have learned, -- 

Greek, or Hebrew, or any of the rest, -- we have 

learned either in the same way, by hearing it 

spoken, or from a human teacher. Now, then, 

suppose we advise all our brethren not to teach 

their children any of these things, because on the 

outpouring of the Holy Spirit the apostles 

immediately began to speak the language of every 

race . . . . No, no; rather let us put away false pride 

and learn whatever can be learned from man; and 

let him who teaches another communicate what he 

has himself received without arrogance and without 

jealousy. 

Entire passages of On Christian Doctrine read like 

Marxist new historical literary theory if you simply 

replace the phrase "Scripture" with "literary text" and 

"God" with "social energy." Augustine even points out 

that understanding pagan history and art is often key to 

understanding Scripture. According to Augustine, the 

failure to preserve and transmit ancient Mesopotamian 

culture often leads to a failure to understand even 

literal interpretations of the Bible, let alone the more 

important figurative meanings.  

This, of course, is precisely the kind of historical 

cultural studies that often rile more conservative 

literary critics who want to appreciate the text on its 

own and who shun interpretations that ask how a text 

appropriates or subverts a dominant culture. Yet 

Benedict himself argues for the value of this method in 

understanding the story of Genesis. When describing 

the origins of Genesis 1, Benedict writes: 

This faith [Judaism] now had to find its own 

contours, and it had to do so precisely vis-a-vis the 

seemingly victorious religion of Babylon . . . . It had 

to find its contours vis-a-vis the great Babylonian 

creation account of Enuma Elish, which depicted 

the origin of the world in its own fashion . . . . 

Hence this [Hebrew] creation account may be seen 

as the decisive "enlightenment" of history and as a 

breakthrough out of the fears that had oppressed 

humankind (In the Beginning 12-14). 

As Benedict observes, we understand Genesis more 

fully when we incorporate modern literary scholarship 

that reads the text as a subversion of the Babylonian 

status quo. 

The Marxist and Augustinian readers frequently 

overlap (although they disagree on Divine inspiration). 

One might even say that the Marxist believes his 

reading follows a perverted rule of charity, yielding 

interpretations that ought to serve the greater good. 

Of course, real Marxism fails because the actual world 

ultimately does not operate in the way that Marx 

fantasizes. But this is precisely why Marx is so useful in 

the literary setting. Marxism first assumes that the 
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world is manmade, and then concludes how the world 

will operate based on this assumption.  

In a completely manmade world, all people will 

strive to acquire or maintain power. This works in a 

literary text, which does present the reader with a truly 

manmade world (since it is a world generated in the 

mind of an author influenced by his social context). Not 

surprisingly, then, literature often follows Marx's 

predictions. While a work of literary genius might point 

us toward a higher good, the fact is that almost all 

literature is centered on conflict, and that conflict can 

almost always be rendered in terms of political power.  

What would Hamlet be without the dispute over 

the Danish crown? What would the Anglo-Saxons have 

sung about if their warriors didn't jostle for the best 

ring-gifts in the mead hall? What would our love poetry 

sound like if Petrarch never bowed before Laura? And 

how would we understand Christ the King if ancient 

Jewish scribes weren't so fixated on generations of 

dynastic disputes, subsequent foreign occupations, and, 

on occasion, revolution?  

 

Peter Freeman is an assistant professor of Renaissance 

English Literature at a liberal arts college in the United 

States. 
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Do the Nebraska Bishops Want Open Borders? 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

2/26/09

arly in the morning of December 12, 2006, 25 

unmarked cars filled with federal agents pulled 

up in front of the Swift & Co. plant in Grand 

Island, Nebraska, to arrest illegal immigrants. 

"Operation Wagon Train" was part of a six-state effort 

to crack down on Swift, which was known to be 

employing undocumented workers at its meat-packing 

plants.  

Swift was not charged with breaking any laws, but 

an undisclosed number of its Hispanic employees were 

arrested and taken to jail. 

The three bishops of Nebraska -- William Dendinger, 

Fabian Bruskewitz, and Elden Curtiss -- reference that 

enforcement raid at the beginning of their pastoral 

letter titled, "Immigration: A Call to Be Patient, 

Hospitable and Active for Reform," issued last month.  

They admit at the start that the topic of 

immigration is "often identified with unauthorized entry 

into or presence in the United States," and as such is a 

"subject of intensely felt concern and frustration."  

Further, the bishops tell us that Nebraska is one of 

the top ten states where immigration is on the rise 

(35,000 to 50,000 immigrants reside in the state). This 

influx, they admit, has led to "profound changes" in 

many communities, and particularly in Catholic 

parishes:  

Often, the local church becomes an anchor for 

immigrant families and refugees, thus requiring a 

balancing of social and cultural differences. 

The Nebraska bishops are bold in the face of this 

controversy, saying that immigration actually "presents 

opportunities" for Catholics: "understanding," "personal 

growth," "communication and dialogue," "outreach, 

charity, and hospitality," and "spiritual enrichment and 

a strengthening of faith in God's divine plan for all 

humanity." 

Of course, it's tough selling such intangibles to 

citizens deeply concerned about the cost of maintaining 

schools and hospitals that are already struggling to 

provide services to legal residents. 

  

The debate over immigration exploded in 2005. 

Fueled by mass demonstrations and the consternation 

of conservative talk-radio hosts, this issue divided the 

nation and reversed the 2004 gains made by the GOP 

with Hispanic voters. The U.S. Catholic bishops came 

out strongly on the side of "welcoming" the 

immigrants, launching a Catholic Campaign for 

Immigration Reform. (The Vatican and the USCCB were 

predictably accused of using Hispanics as "pawns" in 

an effort to increase their power in the United States.) 

So, do the Nebraska bishops bring anything new to 

this debate? Yes and no. Their arguments are the same 

as those found in the 2003 pastoral letter written by 

the U.S. bishops and the bishops of Mexico, "Strangers 

No Longer: Together on the Journey of Hope."  That's 

unfortunate, as this approach pits the right of an 

immigrant to cross borders out of "economic 

necessity" against the right of a nation to "control its 

borders." These conflicting rights are mediated by the 

principle that wealthier nations must accept their 

"greater level of obligation" to accommodate those 

entering their countries in search of work. Given the 

same set of facts, prudential judgments made on this 

basis will differ widely.  

Nevertheless, the Nebraska bishops should be 

commended for sending out teams to conduct 

listening sessions with both native Nebraskans and the 

immigrants themselves. As a result, their pastoral 

letter neither romanticizes the plight of the immigrant 

nor demonizes those who care about the rule of law: 

E 

http://www.nebcathcon.org/immigration.htm
http://www.nebcathcon.org/immigration.htm
http://www.justiceforimmigrants.org/
http://wonkette.com/171097/the-popish-plot-behind-illegal-immigration/
http://www.usccb.org/mrs/stranger.shtml
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Those who express, emphasize, and even prioritize 

their concern about illegal immigration and the rule of 

law... are not being unjust or immoral or 'un-Christian.' 

Indeed, patriotism and respect for the rule of law are 

virtues. 

The bishops argue -- and not convincingly -- that the 

solution to the problem is comprehensive immigration 

reform that both receives immigrants and respects our 

laws. After this reform there would be "no reason to 

use terms such as 'undocumented' or 'illegal.' All newly 

arrived immigrants will have legal status, having 

attained such in accordance with a rational, just, and 

humane policy and process, based upon proper regard 

for the security, economic capacity, and common good 

of the nation." 

Unfortunately, Bishops Curtiss, Bruskewitz, and 

Dendinger never explain how immigration reform will 

treat the Mexicans who continue to sneak across the 

Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California borders. 

How are they to be received in a manner that respects 

our laws? Are the bishops implying that the laws against 

clandestine border crossings should be eliminated -- 

that we should have open borders? Their letter does 

not say.  

Perhaps they are simply arguing that lowering the 

borders and allowing more workers to enter the 

country will slow the flow of those who arrive illegally. 

Fair enough. But it is clear that the Southwestern states 

want to decrease substantially the numbers who are 

crossing the Mexican border. Illegal entry will remain a 

problem, and the bishops are clearly uncomfortable 

with any concerted effort to find illegals and return 

them to their country of origin. 

 

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.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=12054
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 Marriage Stretch 
Marjorie Campbell | Column 

2/27/09

 watched the nubile yoga instructor demonstrate. 

"This is an awesome stretch," she crooned, lying 

down on her back on the mat. "Just put your hands 

like this over your head, flat on the mat. Now, spread 

your feet like this to anchor your energy," she 

continued, bending like a jointed Barbie. "Now, push 

up!" she chirped as she lifted her belly button toward 

the ceiling, and her spine arched into a curvy, backward 

"C." Her head dangled easily between her elbows and 

she made a toothy smile that was, in fact, upside down 

and frightening. 

My head started aching and I yelped, "You want us 

to do that?" I glanced furtively for the nearest exit.  

"Oh, you can do this Marjorie," the young woman 

urged with an unleashed cosmic enthusiasm. "You are 

so flexible!" 

"Flexible," I mumbled to myself. "Like hell I am." 

Silently, I dropped into a "child's pose" -- a face-to-the-

mat, modified fetal position assumed by yoga 

enthusiasts everywhere to say, "Sorry, I am resting. Go 

away."  

I blocked out the groans of the women around me 

struggling to back bend and nestled deeply into a tight, 

determined shell of solitude. "What am I doing here?" I 

quizzed myself in my routine litany of wonder about 

attending yoga classes. 

"For that matter," I puzzled, "what am I doing 

married?" (This is a frequent side effect of yoga -- 

where you start thinking about something that has 

nothing at all to do with yoga, and all that "mind 

clearing" leaves your brain room to wander.) 

Clutched unto myself, alone, my marital misgivings 

took off. I got married against all odds, I knew. My 

parents had given up. They introduced me as their 

"lawyer daughter" to summarily dispatch their friends' 

unasked questions about maiden names and no rings. I 

was ferociously single by determined choice well into 

my 30s.  

But God in His Great Humor had plans for me and 

my 40-year-old, determined bachelor husband, Bill, 

through years and tears wearing us down to His point of 

view. When I relented of my single determination, I 

found myself married to an unadulterated Alpha 

person whom I adored -- and committed to a set of 

terrifying in-laws worse than any yoga exercise ever 

conceived. He, I know, felt the same. 

  

"How did this happen?" I groaned quietly, now 

sticking to the grey mat in what was fast-becoming a 

permanent position. I disguised my moan, making it 

sound like blissful yoga breathing, that the other 

women stuck in back-breaking pain might envy my 

calm.  

They need not know my bewilderment over how I 

had gotten here, how Bill and I had made it this far. 

Within the first three years of my marriage, I felt like 

Marilyn in the in-law Munster family. But I had no 

point of reference for relating their truly bewildering 

behavior. 

Like the story about the time they checked into a 

motel on a car trip. Reportedly, my father-in-law had 

proceeded to the bathroom, when suddenly my 

mother-in-law heard him roar in outrage.  

"The water level in the toilet is much too high," she 

later complained to management. "His family 

treasures got wet in freezing cold water!" My in-laws 

proudly boasted at the dinner table of the healthy 

discount they received for this indignity. 

"A discount?" I yelped. "You got a discount for 

that?" Every Campbell head turned toward me and 

stared in silence, as if I were the Munster at the table. 
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The silence ended when they all broke into raucous 

laughter -- at me. 

"How do we survive this torture?" I mused, realizing 

that my legs were now completely numb tucked up 

under my body. Of course, called to conscience by 

discomfort, I admitted that my husband had his own 

moments with his in-laws -- my family.  

Like the time my parents passed by our house on 

the way home from a vacation, but decided not to stop 

for a visit. "They're in a hurry," I explained sheepishly. 

"A hurry?" he shouted. "They are retired, for 

goodness sakes. They haven't seen you or me, not to 

mention their three grandchildren, for a year, and they 

can't detour three miles to stop by and say hello for an 

hour?"  

I knew it was not part of my parents' plan that trip 

to stop, and that seemed oh-so-normal to me. But I 

belonged to my own Munster family. How do you 

explain this sort of thing? 

  

In the far away distance, I heard my yoga instructor 

announce that class was ending and we should lie 

quietly on our backs, breathe, and connect with the 

space above us. "You, too, Marjorie," she added with a 

note of disappointment. 

As I managed to turn, unfurl my limbs, and collapse 

onto my back for the best part of yoga class, I thought 

about the stretch required in this marriage we had not 

sought, but had nonetheless been given. 

But from the beginning of creation he made them 

male and female. This is why a man leaves his father 

and mother, and the two become one flesh. They are no 

longer two, therefore, but one flesh. So then, what 

God has united, human beings must not divide (Mk 6-

9). 

"Human beings," I realized, relaxing onto my back, 

"include in-laws." This marriage, I knew, demanded 

major, even painful, stretching if I -- if Bill -- were to be 

flexible, flexible enough to remain the one flesh we 

never wanted with this spouse we could not live 

without. "Next time," I mused, "maybe I will bring Bill -

- and we can try this ridiculous back bend together."  

 

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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Music and Meaning 
Robert R. Reilly | Review 

2/20/09 

efore starting any reviews this month, I must 

exercise (or is it exorcise?) my ire. The Economist 

magazine offered a December cover story, "Why 

Music?" that requires comment. The piece asks, "What 

exactly is it for?" Given the article's art work -- drawings 

of half-naked women emanating from the brain of a 

rock guitarist -- I could safely guess before reading that 

it must be about sex. The author tries to use evolution 

to answer the question of music's purpose (attracting 

mates), thereby indulging in the modernist propensity 

of understanding the high in terms of the low. How low 

does it go? In one of the most impoverished pieces of 

reductionist tripe I have encountered, the author tells 

us that "singing is auditory masturbation" and that 

"playing musical instruments is auditory pornography." 

This is because "both sate an appetite that is there 

beyond its strict biological need."  

Of course, all art is beyond strict biological need; its 

source is spiritual need. Yes, we have souls, too. The 

attempt to understand music only in terms of 

evolutionary biology is what leads to such nonsensical 

statements; they are pornographic. The best rebuttal to 

this bilge comes from St. Augustine, who said, "Cantare 

amantis est." "To sing is characteristic of the one who 

loves," or in Josef Pieper's translation, "Only the lover 

sings."  

In the March issue of the Gramophone magazine, a 

panel of three highly literate experts tackles a slightly 

different take on the question. They ask: can music 

mean anything? In other words, does music mean 

anything outside of itself, or are we hermetically closed 

in with, and by, the notes? What are its expressive 

possibilities? Since I write about music and am always 

searching for words to describe what a composer might 

mean to express, I was keen to read this piece.  

Alas, the only stab at describing meaning in music 

came from a reference to critic Deryck Cooke's work. 

David Owen Norris, a music professor and pianist, said, 

"the serial music of Schoenberg, shall we say, purports 

to convey a number of quite complicated meanings, but 

Cooke makes the point that its primary meaning is what 

extremely chromatic music has always meant, which is 

to say extreme stress and grief." I agree with that 

completely.  

But guess which word is missing from the panel's 

discussion? Transcendence. The panelists are not 

biological reductionists like their fellow countrymen at 

the Economist, but they fail to put the question of 

what music, at its highest, aims to express. As I have 

said in this column before, the goal of great music -- of 

any great art -- is to make the transcendent 

perceptible.  

You need not take this from me. Composers are 

literate and often tell us why they compose. In the 

February 21-22 weekend edition of the Wall Street 

Journal, American composer Morten Lauridsen 

explained what he was trying to achieve in his sublime 

choral work, O Magnum Mysterium. "In composing 

music to these inspirational words about Christ's birth 

and the veneration of the Virgin Mary," he said, "I 

sought to impart . . . a transforming spiritual 

experience within what I call 'a quiet song of profound 

inner joy.' I wanted this piece to resonate immediately 

and deeply into the core of the listener, to illumine 

through sound." As St. Augustine said, only the lover 

sings such songs. If you want to hear what St. 

Augustine meant, you might also listen to Lauridsen's 

Ave Maria, one of the most moving love songs to our 

Lady of our time. 

By the way, there is also good news from Fair 

Albion, and I do not mean only that the dollar has risen 

substantially against the pound, though that helps with 

what I am about to tell you. You may recall my 

frequent mentions of the brilliant British music critic 

Martin Anderson. Martin grew frustrated by the 

neglect of "forgotten music by great composers and 
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great music by forgotten composers," as it is stated on 

the Web site of his www.toccataclassics.com. 

Therefore, he began his own Toccata Classics CD label 

to remedy the situation.  

Now, Martin has launched the Discovery Club, 

which makes indulging in his catalog of fascinating 

works much more economical. I quote: "Membership of 

the Discovery Club brings you huge savings on all 

Toccata Classics recordings and all Toccata Press music 

books -- with the added advantage that you can enjoy 

the new releases and publications well before they 

reach the rest of the world. And you'll have the 

satisfaction of knowing that you are helping to rewrite 

musical history and right some historical wrongs!" The 

20 pound membership fee brings you your first two 

CDs, plus discounts on everything else in the catalog. I 

have already joined, and I encourage you to visit the 

site (just click on "Discovery Club" at the top of his 

page).  

Speaking of Cooke's characterization of serial music, 

one of the principal American proponents of it died on 

January 23. George Perle, 93, was a devotee of 

Schoenberg's system, about which he wrote a book, 

Serial Composition and Atonality. Not surprisingly, Perle 

was one of the knottiest American composers of the 

20th century. He was unrepentant till the end. "This so-

called revival of tonality," he said, "is a big joke, as far as 

I'm concerned." I am relieved to say that he did not 

have the last laugh. How far the reputation of 

Schoenberg and his system has fallen was indicated in 

another February Gramophone piece, a book review of 

Richard Taruskin's The Danger of Music, from which this 

acid quote was taken: "And let the kitsch component be 

recognized as such, especially the pretentious 

Variations for Orchestra op 31, with its screaming 

references to the musical cipher B-A-C-H proclaiming 

Germanic hegemony . . . . Above all let us drop the 

pretense that the history of Schoenberg's stylistic 

evolution represented in nuce that of the whole 

twentieth century . . . ." Amen to that. 

However, the whole of the 20th century has only 

slowly come into view after the demise of 12-tone 

hegemony allowed it to. The extent of the damage from 

the domination of serial music in the mid-20th century 

keeps popping up in the form of recently revived, 

heretofore neglected music from that era. Otherwise, 

how can one account for the fact that Vittorio Giannini's 

full-blown, romantic Piano Concerto and his Symphony 

No. 4 are each receiving only their second performances 

for the purposes of a new Naxos recording (8.559352)? 

They were debuted in, respectively, 1937 and 1960. 

Anyone who loves Rachmaninoff will be swept away by 

the big-boned, gorgeously melodic Piano Concerto, 

dashingly played by Gabriela Imreh, with the 

Bournemouth Symphony Orchestral, under Daniel 

Spalding.  

Giannini's Fourth Symphony leaves youthful 

romanticism aside for music that is more tautly and 

closely argued, though just as, if not even more, 

compelling than the piano work. Giannini said that he 

was motivated by "an unrelenting quest for the 

beautiful, with the humble hope that I may be 

privileged to achieve this goal, if only for one precious 

moment and share this moment with my listeners." He 

certainly achieved more than "one precious moment" 

in the second movement, Sostenuto e calmo; it has to 

be one of the most beautiful, stirring movements in 

the American symphonic repertoire. How could this 

possibly be only the second performance of something 

this wonderful?  

Conductor Daniel Spalding gets the British 

Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra to play as if to the 

American manner born. The first chair players in oboe, 

clarinet, horn, and violin all deserve huzzahs. Booklet 

notes are by the finest critic of American music, Walter 

Simmons. This release is a huge gift, at budget price. 

Please Naxos, give us the other four Giannini 

symphonies with these same forces.  

I leave you with one last quote: "If you want to be 

an artist you must realize that you must build and live 

in an interior world of Beauty and dedication to your 

art and service to God." No, it is not St. Augustine; it is 

Giannini, who understood why we sing. 

 

http://www.toccataclassics.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0520074300/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0520249771/insidecatcom-20
http://www.naxos.com/catalogue/item.asp?item_code=8.559352
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Robert R. Reilly is the music critic for InsideCatholic.com. 

E-mail him at rrreilly@msn.com. 
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How to Win the Culture War  
Peter Kreeft | Classic 

2/21/09
o win any war, the three most necessary things 

to know are (1) that you are at war, (2) who your 

enemy is, and (3) what weapons or strategies can 

defeat him. You cannot win a war (1) if you simply sew 

peace banners on a battlefield, (2) if you fight civil wars 

against your allies, or (3) if you use the wrong weapons.  

Here is a three point checklist for the culture wars. 

If you don't know that our entire civilization is in crisis, I 

hope you had a nice vacation on the moon.  

Many minds do seem moonstruck, however, 

blissfully unaware of the crisis -- especially the 

"intellectuals," who are supposed to be the most on top 

of current events. I was dumbfounded to read a cover 

article in Time devoted to the question: Why is 

everything getting better? Why is life so good today? 

Why does everybody feel so satisfied about the quality 

of life? Time never questioned the assumption, it just 

wondered why the music on the Titanic sounded so 

nice.  

It turned out, on reading the article, that every 

single aspect of life that was mentioned, every single 

reason for life getting better, was economic. People are 

richer. End of discussion.  

Perhaps Time is just Playboy with clothes on. For 

one kind of playboy, the world is one great big 

whorehouse. For another kind, it's one great big piggy 

bank. For both, things are getting better and better.  

There is a scientific refutation of the Pig Philosophy: 

the statistical fact that suicide, the most in-your-face 

index of unhappiness, is directly proportionate to 

wealth. The richer you are, the richer your family is, and 

the richer your country is, the more likely it is that you 

will find life so good that you will choose to blow your 

brains apart.  

Suicide among pre-adults has increased 5000% 

since the "happy days" of the '50s. If suicide, especially 

among the coming generation, is not an index of crisis, 

nothing is.  

Night is falling. What Chuck Colson has labeled "a 

new Dark Ages" is looming. And its Brave New World 

proved to be only a Cowardly Old Dream. We can see 

this now, at the end of "the century of genocide" that 

was christened "the Christian century" at its birth.  

We've had prophets who warned us: Kierkegaard, 

150 years ago, in The Present Age; and Spengler, 100 

years ago, in The Decline of the West; and Aldous 

Huxley, seventy years ago, in Brave New World; and C. 

S. Lewis, forty years ago, in The Abolition of Man; and 

above all our popes: Leo XIII and Pius IX and Pius X and 

above all John Paul the Great, the greatest man in the 

world, the greatest man of the worst century. He had 

even more chutzpah than Ronald Reagan, who dared 

to call Them "the evil empire:" He called Us "the 

culture of death." That's our culture, and his, including 

Italy, with the lowest birth rate in the world, and 

Poland, which now wants to share in the rest of the 

West's abortion holocaust.  

If the God of life does not respond to this culture 

of death with judgment, God is not God. If God does 

not honor the blood of the hundreds of millions of 

innocent victims then the God of the Bible, the God of 

Israel, the God of orphans and widows, the Defender 

of the defenseless, is a man-made myth, a fairy tale.  

But is not God forgiving?  

He is, but the unrepentant refuse forgiveness. How 

can forgiveness be received by a moral relativist who 

denies that there is anything to forgive except a lack of 

self-esteem, nothing to judge but "judgmentalism?" 

How can a Pharisee or a pop psychologist be saved?  

But is not God compassionate?  

He is not compassionate to Moloch and Baal and 

Ashtaroth, and to Caananites who do their work, who 
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"cause their children to walk through the fire." Perhaps 

your God is -- the God of your dreams, the God of your 

"religious preference" -- but not the God revealed in the 

Bible.  

But is not the God of the Bible revealed most fully 

and finally in the New Testament rather than the Old? 

In sweet and gentle Jesus rather than wrathful and 

warlike Jehovah?  

The opposition is heretical: the old Gnostic-

Manichaean-Marcionite heresy, as immortal as the 

demons who inspired it. For "I and the Father are one." 

The opposition between nice Jesus and nasty Jehovah 

denies the very essence of Christianity: Christ's identity 

as the Son of God. Let's remember our theology and our 

biology: like Father, like Son.  

But is not God a lover rather than a warrior?  

No, God is a lover who is a warrior. The question 

fails to understand what love is -- what the love that 

God is, is. Love is at war with hate, betrayal, selfishness, 

and all love's enemies. Love fights. Ask any parent. 

Yuppie-love, like puppy-love, may be merely 

"compassion" (the fashionable word today), but father-

love and mother-love are war.  

In fact, every page of the Bible bristles with spears, 

from Genesis 3 through Revelation 20. The road from 

Paradise Lost to Paradise Regained is soaked in blood. 

At the very center of the story is a cross, a symbol of 

conflict if there ever was one. The theme of spiritual 

warfare is never absent in scripture, and never absent in 

the life and writings of a single saint. But it is never 

present in the religious education of any of my 

"Catholic" students at Boston College. Whenever I 

speak of it, they are stunned and silent, as if they have 

suddenly entered another world. They have. They have 

gone past the warm fuzzies, the fur coats of psychology-

disguised-as-religion, into a world where they meet 

Christ the King, not Christ the Kitten.  

Welcome back from the moon, kids.  

Where is the culture of death coming from? Here. 

America is the center of the culture of death. America is 

the world's one and only cultural superpower.  

If I haven't shocked you yet, I will now. Do you know 

what Muslims call us? They call us "The Great Satan." 

And do you know what I call them? I call them right.  

But America has the most just, and moral, and wise, 

and biblical historical and constitutional foundation in 

all the world. America is one of the most religious 

countries in the world. The Church is big and rich and 

free in America.  

Yes. Just like ancient Israel. And if God still loves 

his Church in America, he will soon make it small and 

poor and persecuted, as he did to ancient Israel, so 

that he can keep it alive. If he loves us, he will prune 

us, and we will bleed, and the blood of the martyrs will 

be the seed of the Church again, and a second spring 

will come -- but not without blood. It never happens 

without blood, sacrifice, and suffering. The 

continuation of Christ's work -- if it is really Christ's 

work and not a comfortable counterfeit -- can never 

happen without the Cross.  

I don't mean merely that Western civilization will 

die. That's a piece of trivia. I mean eternal souls will 

die. Billions of Ramons and Vladamirs and Janes and 

Tiffanies will go to Hell. That's what's at stake in this 

war: not just whether America will become a banana 

republic, or whether we'll forget Shakespeare, or even 

whether some nuclear terrorist will incinerate half of 

humanity, but whether our children and our children's 

children will see God forever. That's what's at stake in 

"Hollywood versus America." That's why we must 

wake up and smell the rotting souls. Knowing we are at 

war is the first requirement for winning it.  

  

The next thing we must do to win a war is to know 

our enemy.  

Who is our enemy?  
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Not Protestants. For almost half a millennium, many 

of us thought our enemies were Protestant heretics, 

and addressed that problem by consigning their bodies 

to battlefields and their souls to Hell. (Echoes of this 

strategy can still be heard in Northern Ireland.) 

Gradually, the light dawned: Protestants are not our 

enemies, they are our "separated brethren." They will 

fight with us.  

Not Jews. For almost two millennia many of us 

thought that, and did such Christless things to our 

"fathers in the faith" that we made it almost impossible 

for the Jews to see their God -- the true God -- in us.  

Not Muslims, who are often more loyal to their half-

Christ than we are to our whole Christ, who often live 

more godly lives following their fallible scriptures and 

their fallible prophet than we do following our infallible 

scriptures and our infallible prophet. 

The same is true of the Mormons and Jehovah's 

Witnesses and Quakers.  

Our enemies are not "the liberals." For one thing, 

the term is almost meaninglessly flexible. For another, 

it's a political term, not a religious one. Whatever is 

good or bad about political liberalism, it's neither the 

cause nor the cure of our present spiritual decay. 

Spiritual wars are not decided by whether welfare 

checks increase or decrease.  

Our enemies are not anti-Catholic bigots who want 

to crucify us. They are the ones we're trying to save. 

They are our patients, not our disease. Our word for 

them is Christ's: "Father, forgive them, for they know 

not what they do." We say this of the Chinese 

communist totalitarians who imprison and persecute 

Catholics, and to the Sudanese Muslim terrorists who 

enslave and murder Catholics. They are not our 

enemies, they too are our patients. We are Christ's 

nurses. The patients think the nurses are their enemies, 

but the nurses know better.  

Our enemies are not even the media of the culture 

of death, not even Ted Turner or Larry Flynt or Howard 

Stern or Disney or Time-Warner. They too are victims, 

patients, though on a rampage against the hospital, 

poisoning other patients. But the poisoners are our 

patients too. So are homosexual activists, feminist 

witches, and abortionists. We go into gutters and pick 

up the spiritually dying and kiss those who spit at us, if 

we are cells in our Lord's Body. If we do not physically 

go into gutters, we go into spiritual gutters, for we go 

where the need is.  

Our enemies are not heretics within the Church, 

"cafeteria Catholics," "Kennedy Catholics," "I Did It My 

Way" Catholics. They are also our patients, though they 

are Quislings. They are the victims of our enemy, not 

our enemy.  

Our enemies are not theologians in so-called 

Catholic theology departments who have sold their 

souls for thirty pieces of scholarship and prefer the 

plaudits of their peers to the praise of God. They are 

also our patients.  

Our enemy is not even the few really bad priests 

and bishops, candidates for Christ's Millstone of the 

Month Award, the modern Pharisees. They too are 

victims, in need of healing.  

Who, then, is our enemy?  

There are two answers. All the saints and popes 

throughout the Church's history have given the same 

two answers, for these answers come from the Word 

of God on paper in the New Testament and the Word 

of God in flesh in Jesus Christ.  

Yet they are not well known. In fact, the first 

answer is almost never mentioned today. Not once in 

my life have I ever heard a homily on it, or a lecture by 

a Catholic theologian. Our enemies are demons. Fallen 

angels. Evil spirits.  

So says Jesus Christ: "Do not fear those who can 

kill the body and then has no more power over you. I 

will tell you whom to fear. Fear him who has power to 

destroy both body and soul in Hell."  

So says St. Peter, the first pope: "The Devil, like a 

roaring lion, is going through the world seeking the 

ruin of souls. Resist him, steadfast in the faith."  
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So says St. Paul: "We wrestle not against flesh and 

blood, but against principalities and powers of 

wickedness in high places."  

So said Pope Leo the XIII, who received a vision of 

the 20th century that history has proved terrifyingly 

true. He saw Satan, at the beginning of time, allowed 

one century in which to do his worst work, and he chose 

the 20th. This pope with the name and heart of a lion 

was so overcome by the terror of this vision that he fell 

into a trance. When he awoke, he composed a prayer 

for the whole Church to use to get it through the 20th 

century. The prayer was widely known and prayed after 

every Mass -- until the '60s: exactly when the Church 

was struck with that incomparably swift disaster that 

we have not yet named (but which future historians 

will), the disaster that has destroyed a third of our 

priests, two-thirds of our nuns, and nine-tenths of our 

children's theological knowledge; the disaster that has 

turned the faith of our fathers into the doubts of our 

dissenters, the wine of the Gospel into the water of 

psychobabble.  

The restoration of the Church, and thus the world, 

might well begin with the restoration of the Lion's 

prayer and the Lion's vision, because this is the vision of 

all the popes and all the saints and our Lord himself: the 

vision of a real Hell, a real Satan, and real spiritual 

warfare.  

  

I said there were two enemies. The second is even 

more terrifying than the first. There is one nightmare 

even more terrible than being chased and caught and 

tortured by the Devil. That is the nightmare of becoming 

a devil. The horror outside your soul is terrible enough; 

how can you bear to face the horror inside your soul?  

What is the horror inside your soul? Sin. All sin is 

the Devil's work, though he usually uses the flesh and 

the world as his instruments. Sin means inviting the 

Devil in. And we do it. That's the only reason why he can 

do his awful work; God won't let him do it without our 

free consent. And that's why the Church is weak and the 

world is dying: because we are not saints.  

And thus we have our third Necessary Thing: the 

weapon that will win the war and defeat our enemy.  

All it takes is saints.  

Can you imagine what twelve more Mother Teresas 

would do for the world? Can you imagine what would 

happen if just twelve readers of this article offered 

Christ 100% of their hearts and held back nothing, 

absolutely nothing?  

No, you can't imagine it, any more than anyone 

could imagine how twelve nice Jewish boys could 

conquer the Roman Empire. You can't imagine it, but 

you can do it. You can become a saint. Absolutely no 

one and nothing can stop you. It is your free choice. 

Here is one of the truest and most terrifying sentences 

I have ever read (from William Law's Serious Call): "If 

you will look into your own heart in complete honesty, 

you must admit that there is one and only one reason 

why you are not a saint: you do not wholly want to 

be."  

That insight is terrifying because it is an 

indictment. But it is also thrillingly hopeful because it is 

an offer, an open door. Each of us can become a saint. 

We really can.  

What holds us back? Fear of paying the price.  

What is the price? The answer is simple. T.S. Eliot 

defines the Christian life as: "A condition of complete 

simplicity/Costing not less than/Everything." The price 

is everything: 100%. A worse martyrdom than the 

quick noose or stake: the martyrdom of dying daily, 

dying to all your desires and plans, including your plans 

about how to become a saint. A blank check to God. 

Complete submission, "islam," "fiat" -- Mary's thing. 

Look what that simple Mary-thing did 2000 years ago: 

It brought God down and saved the world.  

It was meant to continue.  

If we do that Mary-thing -- and only if we do that -- 

then all our apostolates will "work:" our missioning 

and catechizing and fathering and mothering and 
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teaching and studying and nursing and businessing and 

priesting and bishoping -- everything.  

A bishop asked one of the priests of his diocese for 

recommendations on ways to increase vocations. The 

priest replied: "The best way to attract men in this 

diocese to the priesthood, Your Excellency, would be 

your canonization."  

Why not yours?  

 

Peter Kreeft is a professor of philosophy at Boston 

College. This article originally appeared in the June 1998 

issue of Crisis Magazine. 
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The Ethic of Control: Margaret Sanger, Eugenics, and Planned 

Parenthood 

Angela Franz | Classic 

2/25/09 
he Planned Parenthood Federation of America 

(PPFA), despite coming under frequent attacks by 

pro-lifers, remains one of the most respected and 

well-funded organizations in the country. Add the 

International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) to 

the equation, and you've got a billion-dollar industry in 

human fertility.  

One would expect that the aims and agenda of such 

a huge organization would come under severe scrutiny, 

but Planned Parenthood has been immune from such 

questions, largely because its stated goals of population 

control and family planning are supposedly in 

agreement with America's interests at home and 

abroad. But is PPFA's stated agenda the whole story? 

One way of determining PPFA's real agenda is to 

study its history. PPFA was founded with the 

establishment of the nation's first birth-control clinic in 

1916 by Margaret Sanger. The clinic was located in 

Brownsville, New York, a poor neighborhood of mostly 

Jews and Italians, establishing a pattern of targeting 

poor and minority populations for family planning. The 

organization went through various name changes -- the 

American Birth Control League (ABCL), the Clinical 

Research Bureau, the National Committee for Federal 

Legislation for Birth Control (NCFLBC), the Birth Control 

Federation of America -- before becoming Planned 

Parenthood in 1942.  

Sanger's motives in promoting birth control have 

often been questioned, by radical feminists and pro-

lifers alike. Some feminists who otherwise support the 

"reproductive rights agenda" have taken issue with 

Sanger for selling out, maintaining that she abandoned 

her radical socialist background in order to court society 

women who helped her financially and socially. In so 

doing, some say Sanger allowed a misogynist medical 

profession to take over what should have been a 

women's movement.  

When Sanger is attacked by pro-lifers, they often 

attack her sexual life, arguing that she was 

fundamentally a sexual libertine fighting for 

respectability. While Sanger certainly wished for the 

freedom to carry on with her numerous lovers (the 

short list includes sexologist Havelock Ellis, writers H. 

G. Wells and Hugh de Salincourt, anarchist Lorenzo 

Portet, and architect Angus Snead McDonald), mere 

sexual self-absorption cannot adequately explain her 

tireless fixation on birth control. Sanger's critics often 

invoke what they perceive as blatant racism on her 

part, but this approach leads to hasty and uncritical 

conclusions. Sanger made few statements that 

explicitly profess the superiority of one race over 

another; rather than racism, what is at issue is elitism, 

a more subtle -- but just as dangerous -- form of 

bigotry. This bigotry is shared by many of her 

contemporaries in what was called the "eugenics 

movement:" Ellis, Sanger's mentor, was actively 

involved in establishing and supporting the Eugenics 

Education Society of England, and Sanger approvingly 

quoted eugenist, and later Nazi supporter, Harry H. 

Laughlin in her anthology The Case for Birth Control as 

saying, "Society must look upon germ-plasm as 

belonging to society, and not solely to the individual 

who carries it."  

Sanger's elitist bigotry was the motivation for her 

birth control advocacy. Looked at as a whole, Sanger's 

writings, speeches, and organizational connections 

with the eugenics movement all served the end of 

controlling the "unfit" -- those determined by Sanger 

to be unable to manage their own childbearing 

behavior. What Sanger promulgated was an ethic of 

control.  

T 
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Sanger's involvement with eugenics was extensive. In 

her essay, "The Need of Birth Control in America," 

published in Birth Control: Facts and Responsibilities, 

Sanger defines "what we mean by birth control today: 

hygienic, scientific, and harmless control of procreative 

powers [italics hers]. Thus comprehended, birth control 

places in our hands the key to that greatest of all 

human problems -- how to reconcile individual freedom 

with the necessities of race hygiene." This was indeed 

the central dilemma for Sanger, and she solved it by 

determining who was and was not worthy of "individual 

freedom," in light of the race's needs. Contemporary 

family planning advocates, under the rallying cry of 

"choice," insist that they are only interested in the 

freedom part of the equation, but it seems the second 

factor weighs as heavily as ever, albeit under new 

names, such as the need to protect "society" or "the 

environment" or, more recently, "public genetic 

accountability."  

Sanger is responsible for such reasoning. In Woman 

and the New Race, she argues that women incur a "debt 

to society" through their thoughtless reproducing, 

"unknowingly creating slums, filling asylums with the 

insane, and institutions with other defectives." Drawing 

on the pseudoscientific eugenic studies of her day, she 

compares "typical" small and large families in "The 

Need of Birth Control," concluding that the latter group 

"is correlated for the most part with poverty, distress, 

tuberculosis, delinquency, mental defect, and crime. 

Poverty and the large family generally go hand in hand," 

she concludes. "[T]his type is pari passu multiplying and 

perpetuating those direst evils which we must, if 

civilization is to survive, extirpate by the very roots." 

The phrase "this type" shows the ideology at work. 

A large family is the sign of being unfit. In Sanger's 

world, the poor are poor because they are unfit, and 

they have large families because they are unfit. In the 

June 1917 issue of the Birth Control Review (which 

Sanger edited), she refers contemptuously to "the great 

horde of unwanted" that lacks the "courage to control 

its own destiny." The real problem, she notes in The 

Pivot of Civilization, arises when "the incurably 

defective are permitted to procreate and thus increase 

their numbers." At this point the state should interfere 

"either by force or persuasion." She acknowledges that 

personal liberty is important, but in the present 

situation society must segregate and sterilize its 

undesirables. The "defective" must be controlled, even 

if as Sanger insists, it requires "drastic and Spartan 

measures."  

Sanger's scapegoat was invariably the poor and 

uneducated. Yet, while Sanger herself made few racist 

statements, there are overtones of racism in her 

organizations. While she herself did not define eugenic 

"fitness" along racial lines, she attracted supporters 

who did, and she often published their statements 

without comment. For example, ABCL National Board 

member and eugenist C. C. Little notes, in the August 

1926 issue of the Review, that racial problems are not 

as "acute" where he works in New England as they are 

in New York, where there is "an immense diversity of 

racial elements." He continues, "I happen to be 

working in Maine, where the proportion of the old 

New England stock is very, very high... I don't want to 

see that particular element in the situation mixed up.... 

I want to keep it the way a chemist would prize a store 

of chemically pure substances..." Obviously, in such a 

formulation, poor white Southerners fare as badly as 

blacks.  

In fact, this sort of elitist bigotry was often an 

unspoken assumption. ABCL National Council member 

and eugenist Leon J. Cole, responding to a letter from 

Sanger about whether or not the ABCL should endorse 

forced sterilization, notes:  

I think you will see that to my mind there is fully as 

much necessity of giving attention to means of 

restriction of propagation in this lower 

irresponsible stratum of society as there is of 

providing a means of voluntarily reducing the 

numbers born in the better classes. (I use these 

terms such as 'better classes' without definition as 

I know you will understand the way in which I 

intend them.) 

The "restrictive measures... imposed by law" that the 

benevolent scientist recommends "are naturally 
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sterilization and segregation." Sanger devoted a whole 

issue (March 1928) to the former topic, stating, 

"sterilization as well as birth control has its place as an 

aim of the American Birth Control League."  

Such class-consciousness points to one important 

reason for promoting birth control for the unfit -- the 

burden they place on what Sanger, in Pivot, called "the 

normal and healthy sections of the community." She 

claims that the healthy classes unduly bear the costs of 

"those who should never have been born." Indeed, 

Sanger's movement only took off when the wealthy 

elite, including the eugenic Rockefeller Foundation, 

rallied to her side.  

These elite often came into the birth control 

movement as a result of their eugenic interests. 

Planned Parenthood has argued that Sanger herself was 

not a eugenist, quoting an article in the February 1919 

Review in which Sanger says, "Eugenists imply or insist 

that a woman's first duty is to the state; we contend 

that her duty to herself is her first duty to the state." 

PPFA neglects to quote the title of the article in 

question, "Birth Control and Racial Betterment," and its 

first three sentences:  

Before eugenists and others who are laboring for 

racial betterment can succeed, they must first clear 

the way for birth control. Like the advocates of birth 

control, the eugenists, for instance, are seeking to 

assist the race toward the elimination of the unfit. 

Both are seeking a single end but they lay emphasis 

upon different methods [emphasis added].  

The Pivot of Civilization explains Sanger's position on 

eugenics in more detail. She disapproved only of 

"positive" eugenics -- namely, encouraging the fit to 

reproduce more -- simply because she did not believe in 

encouraging anyone to reproduce more. She did, 

however, approve wholeheartedly of "negative" 

eugenics: preventing the reproduction of the unfit by 

persuasion or force. The unfit were often portrayed as 

livestock, to be controlled and genetically manipulated 

by the eugenist -- all in the name of human betterment. 

Consider another eugenic claim: 

Since the inferior is always numerically superior to 

the best, the worst would multiply itself so much 

faster . . . given the same opportunity to survive and 

procreate... that the best would necessarily be 

pushed to the background. Therefore a correction 

in favor of the better must be undertaken.  

Compared with earlier quotations, this statement 

seems mild. But once the reader realizes that this last 

quote is not from America's own birth control crusader 

but from Adolf Hitler's Mein Kampf, then the real threat 

of the unnamed eugenic "correction" -- and of Sanger's 

own negative eugenic program -- becomes apparent. 

From such sentiments come genocidal dreams, even in 

America.  

Ironically, that population which would suffer the 

worst effects of eugenic doctrine in this century, the 

Jews, didn't see the writing on the wall. Dr. Hannah 

Stone, a Jewish physician who served as Sanger's clinic 

director, and wrote in Eugenics, the journal of the 

American Eugenics Society (AES): "Not to unlimited 

procreation but rather to controlled propagation 

based upon a knowledge of the laws of genetics and 

eugenics must we look for the production of a superior 

race and a higher intellectual status." Perhaps her lack 

of foresight was due to the elitist, as opposed to racist, 

overtones of American eugenics. Although racism 

certainly played a role, groups were usually designated 

"unfit" according to their perceived level of 

intelligence, morality, and income; poor black and 

Mexican minorities seemed to fall victim the most. 

Hence the great danger of elitism: Any dispossessed 

group can become its scapegoat. 

  

In addition to her many eugenical statements, 

Sanger's organizational connections to the eugenics 

movement are substantial. The people with whom she 

chose to surround herself were committed, often 

professional, eugenists. Of the ten people listed on the 

board of directors of the ABCL in the mid-1920s, at 

least half had made public eugenic statements. At least 

twenty-three of the fifty people on her national 

committee were involved at a prominent level in 
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eugenics, either as board members of the AES or as 

known public supporters of the eugenics agenda. 

Sanger herself was a dues-paying member of the AES 

and listed the organization as one of three that, in 1932, 

publicly endorsed her NCFLBC. Further, pro-eugenics 

groups such as the Brush and Rockefeller Foundations 

provided funds for the ABCL. (Ironically, in 1914 Sanger 

had advocated the assassination of Rockefeller in her 

radical magazine, Woman Rebel.)  

As Germaine Greer has pointed out in her Sex and 

Destiny, "Negative eugenics is not dead: It lingers in the 

corridors of the health establishment, emerging in swift 

guerrilla raids on the Hippocratic tradition." A small 

cadre of feminists radical enough to criticize the 

mainstream feminist establishment (Greer, Linda 

Gordon, and Betsy Hartmann, for example) have 

challenged the common wisdom that contemporary 

family planning groups are acting out of a disinterested 

humanitarianism. While remaining, to varying degrees, 

pro-contraception and pro-abortion, these women have 

had the courage to point out the unspoken elitism and 

"crypto-eugenics" behind the seemingly benevolent 

fronts of organizations such as Planned Parenthood.  

Many female patients of PPFA have realized that 

the "choice" that Planned Parenthood's abortion clinics 

provide is really PPFA's choice -- the counselor's choice 

whether or not she will inform the patient about the 

danger of post-abortion syndrome, the risks of sterility, 

or even alternatives to the procedure. One shell-

shocked former patient of a Planned Parenthood 

abortion clinic wrote to the organization, saying, "I 

really wished I could have been told the relevant piece 

of information that I was carrying a life in being. There 

is a high probability that I would not have done the 

procedure." Yet deciding against abortion is exactly 

what PPFA's counseling intends to prevent the 

disadvantaged from doing.  

Former PPFA president Pamela Maraldo insisted in 

1993 that "Planned Parenthood has never strayed 

from the fundamental principles she [Sanger] 

espoused or from her determination to confront the 

glaring social and health needs of the day." Indeed, the 

ethic of control continues to be imposed on our 

country and on much of the developing world by 

Sanger's followers who choose to rid the world of the 

unfit. 

 

Angela Franz has written widely on Planned 

Parenthood and abortion. This article originally 

appeared in the January 1998 issue of Crisis Magazine.

 


