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Obama's Choice of Sebelius Heats Up the Pro-Life Battle

Deal W. Hudson | Column
3/2/09

resident Barack Obama has selected a pro-

abortion Catholic governor, who has been told

by her bishop not to present herself for
communion, to head the Department of Health and
Human Services. Writing last year in his diocesan
newspaper, Bishop Joseph Naumann of Kansas City,
Kansas, discussed a meeting with Gov. Kathleen
Sebelius where he told her "that someday she's going to
have to stand before God and account for her public
service."

The Catholics United/Catholics in Alliance/Catholic
Democrats axis of Obama supporters immediately
cheered the selection of Sebelius, with Catholics United
having enough notice of the pick to put up a Web site
called "Catholics for Sebelius." The site presents a list of
"Catholic leaders" supporting the nomination, including
Doug Kmiec; Nicolas Cafardi; Margaret Steinfels, former
editor of Commonweal; and Father Thomas Reese,
former editor of America.

When Sebelius's name was first floated for HHS, Bill
Donohue, president of the Catholic League, noted that
almost every Obama appointee is pro-abortion, but the
selection of Sebelius would create "a battle between
those Catholics who are honestly pro-life, and those
who feign a pro-life position while always embracing
the likes of Sebelius."

The battle may have already started. Obama's
Catholic supporters are definitely feeling confident, as
they have attacked both Bishop Naumann and Donohue
for their criticism of Governor Sebelius. They seem
unconcerned with the recent wrist-slapping given
Speaker Nancy Pelosi by Pope Benedict XVI at the
private audience she requested in Rome, or the
subsequent statement of Denver's Archbishop Charles
Chaput that Pelosi should not present herself for
communion.

Sebelius's record on abortion refutes any attempt
she or her supporters may make to soften her image.
She has claimed to "have worked hard to ensure that
abortions are rare, safe, and within the bounds of the
law." But Sebelius vetoed bills that would have created
abortion safety regulations and protected women from
being coerced into having abortions.

Most notoriously, Sebelius hosted a 2007 party
honoring Wichita late-term abortionist George Tiller,
who by his own account has performed over 60,000
abortions. Two months after the Sebelius party in
Tiller's honor, he was arrested and arraigned on 19
criminal counts for illegal late-term abortions.

Obama's selection of Sebelius came the day after
he rescinded the HHS "conscience exemption" put in
place by the Bush administration. In December, Sec.
Mike Leavitt announced a '"right-to-refuse" rule
allowing medical care personnel not to participate in
practices they found morally objectionable, such as
abortion.

As expected, the new Obama administration is
removing, one by one, all the restrictions set up
against abortion and its federal funding, that have
been put in place since Roe v. Wade in 1973. Obama
lifted the Mexico City policy only days after his
inauguration, allowing federal dollars to be given to
organizations performing abortions overseas.

Although the Freedom of Choice Act (FOCA) has
not yet been introduced, the strategy of the Obama
administration appears to be pursuing the equivalent
outcomes of FOCA without passing FOCA itself. Putting
someone like Governor Sebelius at the helm of Health
and Human Services will put tremendous pressure on
all health-care institutions to provide abortions under
the cover of "women's health care."
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The first Catholic hospital system to bend to the
pressure is Caritas Christi, owned and operated by the
Archdiocese of Boston. Only a few days ago, maybe
eager to cozy up to the Obama administration and
Sebelius, Caritas Christi announced a joint venture with
the Centene Corporation to join a state-mandated
health-insurance program that would include coverage
for abortion and contraceptives -- what the Catholic

hospital system calls "confidential family-planning
services."

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).

insidecatholic.com

w


http://www.catholicculture.org/news/headlines/index.cfm?storyid=2140
http://www.boston.com/news/local/massachusetts/articles/2009/02/27/caritas_bids_to_join_state_network_of_health_insurers/
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

Murder and Hope

Mark Stricherz | Column
3/2/09

n the months before his death, Bilal Russell worked

with emotionally disturbed kids at Black Family and

Child Services of Arizona, a non-profit social services
agency in Phoenix. He loved the work, visiting foster
kids who had a history of physical and emotional abuse,
or neglect. In fact, he and a friend hoped to make it a
ministry of sorts. By the time he would have graduated
from Howard University Law School, to which he had
been accepted this fall, they planned to submit a
proposal to the state for a contract to create a foster
home for emotionally disturbed kids.

| can guess what the children thought of Bilal. A
former starting forward on Howard University's men's
basketball team, he must have struck them as a sweet,
soft-spoken, gentle guy -- the one who could teach
them old-school hip-hop songs, like LL Cool J's "I Need
Love."

In thinking about the events that led up to my
friend's death, | was reminded of the disappearance
long ago of a girl from my hometown of Walnut Creek,
California. Lisa Dickinson was last seen on a bike
wearing blue shorts, white sandals, and a yellow Snoopy
t-shirt with the word "Happiness" at the bottom. Her
parents had planned a trip on the subway the following
week, so after dinner, she scoped out the route they
would take. She hopped on her bike, stopped for traffic
along Ygnacio Valley Road, and rode through the vast
Heather Farms Park, making a shortcut to the Pleasant
Hill BART station. It was the last time she was seen alive.

Bilal Russell and Lisa Dickinson shared little in
common. He was an African American who'd spent his
entire life in cities; she was a young white girl from the
suburbs. But they each met a tragic and senseless end.

Bilal's came around 10 p.m. on Thursday, January
15. He was sitting in his new apartment in Phoenix
when there came a knock on the door. Getting up to
answer it, two or more men burst through the door. He

ran for his life and jumped through a bedroom window.
He might have escaped, but he was shot multiple times
in the back on the way out. His father said the intruders
just "shot him down like a dog."

In the Bible, God tells the fratricidal Cain that his
brother's blood cries out from the ground. Yet it is not
just the blood of victims that cries out; so too do their
loved ones. In 1997, the Atlantic Monthly published a
two-part series about the families of homicide victims,
the first installment titled "A Grief Like No Other." In
the words of author Eric Schlosser, the emotional and
psychological distress suffered by the relatives of
murder victims in many ways resembles that of rape
victims, combat veterans, and prisoners who have
been tortured.

So great is the grief that relatives can lose not only
their faith in society, the legal system, and old friends,
but also their faith in God. This scenario will be familiar
to anyone who has read Catholic writer Andre Dubus's
Killings or the 2001 Hollywood version, In the
Bedroom. Although the families of victims don't
typically enact revenge on the alleged murderer (as in
the film) the response is frequently severe. Most suffer
bouts of uncontrollable crying or turn to drugs or
alcohol. Many married couples divorce. Some family
members commit suicide.

The theological term for this is despair. The
Catechism defines it: "Man ceases to hope for his
personal salvation from God, for help in attaining it or
for the forgiveness of his sins," adding that "despair is
contrary to God's goodness, to his justice -- for the
Lord is faithful to his promises -- and to his mercy."

That the relatives of murder victims succumb often
to despair is understandable. Both Bilal and Lisa were
two people who embodied humanity at its best. Bilal
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was compassionate, smart, gentle, courageous; Lisa was
innocent, sweet, adventurous. Why shouldn't their
relatives, like Job, be furious at the Lord and indulge the
view that He is a fraud?

This is of course the question that the devil wants
us to ask. He steals our joy and then leads us to blame
God. Overcoming despair is not easy, but it is possible.
The way surely lies in a mature theological love: a
recognition that this life is a vale of tears and that the
next one truly matters, and that the living can carry on
the work of the beloved dead. Death is not the end; it
merely begins a new relationship.

That's how Bilal's father is dealing with it. Days after
his son's murder, Mr. Russell told an Arizona Republic
reporter, "We're not going to let that little bullet stop

what Bilal started." His son's spirit would survive, he
added, in a new home for emotionally disturbed kids
that he and his family were building at the apartment
where Bilal was killed.

Mark Stricherz, a contributor to InsideCatholic.com, is
the author of Why the Democrats are Blue: Secular
Liberalism and the Decline of the People's Party
Books). He
www.newcatholicpolitics.com.

(Encounter blogs at
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The Fourth Commandment

Mark P. Shea | Column
3/3/09

ith the Fourth Commandment ("Honor

your father and your mother, that your days

may be long in the land which the Lord your
God gives you" [Ex 20:12]), we begin to enter into
territory that is closer to what we call "natural law."
Basically, the command to honor your father and
mother is one of those things knowable to anybody
with a pulse. It is (or would seem) to be up there with
stuff like "Don't murder." It's one of those things that
even pagan piety spoke highly of. And so not a few
moderns ask the same question as Christopher
Hitchens: In what sense is this common-sense
injunction to observe normal social requirements
"revealed"?

It's a question that is fairly potent -- as long as we
go on speaking of family in the abstract. If all families
were like the Cleavers or the Huxtables, it would be a
snap to honor your father and mother. But given the R-
rated story of the family that is the Old Testament (and
quite possibly our) family, the commandment comes
into clearer focus. The bottom line is this: God doesn't
command us to obey the law of gravity. Why? Because
we will, whether we like it or not. But in the case of the
"natural law" commandments of the Decalogue, there
will always be moments when what appears to be easy
and natural suddenly becomes a radical challenge to
what we would, in our fleshly mind, want to do. So
when Dad comes home three sheets to wind for the
umpteenth time; or Mom ditches Dad, you, and the
siblings to take up with some boy-toy personal trainer
and (as she wrote in the farewell letter) "do what | need
to do for me". . . well, that's when the command to
honor your father and mother gets a severe test.

Similarly, all the little aggravations of domestic life
can pile up. That story Dad tells guests about the stupid
thing you did when you were nine. Mom's racist hissing
about "those people." Dad farting in front of the guy
you are trying to impress on your first date and then

(cringe) drawing even more attention to it with lame
jokes about barking spiders. The chintziness, the small-
mindedness, the bullying, the neglect, the violence -- all
the various ways in which our parents can make us wish
we were adopted. All these and a million more things
make the obviousness of the Fourth Commandment
fade into the void when we have some beef, whether
real or imagined, against our parents, grandparents, or
some other authority/parental figure.

Hence the commandment, which acts as a sort of
anchor to say, "Yes, it's tempting to toss the old goat
overboard right now. But stop. Cool off. Remember
your sacred obligation."

It's worth noting that the Old Testament, even as it
enshrines this commandment as one of the Big Ten,
does not hesitate to offer some very harsh critiques of
a great many parental figures. Indeed, the Jewish
tradition (and the Christian tradition following it)
manages to couple the command to Honor Your Father
and Mother with some of the most vociferous (and
unique) language of criticism in the ancient world.
Where pagan literature is all about the glories of the
King who is Father to his People, his Most Favored
Monarch status with the gods, and his inexorable
power, Hebrew Scripture is full to bursting with frank
assessments of kings who, for the most part, "did what
was evil in the eyes of the Lord" and of constant
declarations that not only "we" but "our fathers" did
what was wicked and were justly punished for it by the
Lord. It is not far off the mark to say that, virtually
alone in the ancient world, the Jews invented the
entire genre of penitent, self-critical literature and
practiced the most withering form of raw and brutal
self-assessment of their national faults and failings --
and those of their ancestors.
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Nor does this stop with the birth of the New
Covenant: Jesus speaks as a typical Jewish prophet
when He blasts the elders in Jerusalem with:

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for
you build the tombs of the prophets and adorn the
monuments of the righteous, saying, "If we had
lived in the days of our fathers, we would not have
taken part with them in shedding the blood of the

prophets." Thus you witness against yourselves,
that you are sons of those who murdered the
prophets. Fill up, then, the measure of your fathers.
You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you to
escape being sentenced to hell? Therefore | send
you prophets and wise men and scribes, some of
whom you will kill and crucify, and some you will
scourge in your synagogues and persecute from
town to town, that upon you may come all the
righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of
innocent Abel to the blood of Zechariah the son of
Barachiah, whom you murdered between the

sanctuary and the altar (Mt 23:29-35).

Note, once again, the typical habit of the Hebrew
prophet in linking the sins of father and son, not so
much by blood as by the fact that they make the same
sinful choices. Indeed, Jesus' cavalier disregard for the
connections of blood was famous -- and infamous to His
detractors. He replies to typical florid Oriental flattery
about the blessedness of the mother who bore Him and
nursed Him with, "Blessed rather are those who hear
the word of God and keep it!" (Lk 11: 28). Still more
shocking to first-century Family Values, He declares,

If any one comes to me and does not hate his own
father and mother and wife and children and brothers
and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my
disciple (Lk 14:26).

Put yourself in the shoes of an average Jew of the
time and listen to the Master saying:

Do not think that | have come to bring peace on
earth; | have not come to bring peace, but a sword.
For | have come to set a man against his father, and
a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-

law against her mother-in-law; and a man's foes will
be those of his own household. He who loves father
or mother more than me is not worthy of me; and
he who loves son or daughter more than me is not
worthy of me (Mt 10:34-37).

Would you trust your daughter to go join the
Unification Church if you heard that from Reverend
Moon? Many of Jesus' contemporaries felt exactly the
same way and regarded Him as a manifest enemy of the
family.

And yet, paradoxically, nothing else in the history
of the world has been a greater friend of the family
and the hearth than the Church Christ founded. What
is the answer to this riddle? It is found in Jesus' own
remarks about dying to self to find life. A culture that
raises families and the ties of blood to the supreme
good is a culture that cannot get past tribal allegiances.
This was the great stumbling block of the Jews: Jesus
accepted the Wrong Sort of people. Not just
prostitutes and tax collectors and such riff-raff, but
foreigners: Samaritan half-breeds, Syro-Phoenician
dogs, and even Roman thugs who had long ago worn
out their welcome what with oppression, murder, and
general raiding of the public kitty. The notion that
these awful people could somehow now be chosen
right along with Israel was more than many in Israel
could take.

And yet it was so, and the Church is the living
proof. Since the coming of Christ, the supernatural
family of the covenant has expanded to include
anybody who would accept baptism. That's what
Catholic means. The Christian picture is not "'Honor
but rather is ""Honor

God' versus 'Honor your parents
God First' followed by 'Honor your parents.

Of course, the challenge to honor one's parents goes
on through all generations and my generation has not
done a bang-up job. As that most narcissistic and self-
absorbed generation in human history -- the Baby
Boomers -- is slowly discovering, revelation is a
description of the way things are, not of the way we
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wish things were. So that little tag -- "that your days
may be long in the land which the Lord your God gives
you"-- turns out to be not a threat so much as a
Product Warning Label placed on the human person by
the Manufacturer. Ignore it at your peril, just as you
ignore the "Don't use the hair dryer in the shower" label
at your peril.

We clever Boomers set about reinventing
everything from culture to religion to sex in the
confident assurance that we could do it right and that
our fathers and mothers were fools for countless
generations past. We did excel our parents in one
special way: by being greater fools than any other
generation. Generation Narcissus, extolling itself for
discovering sex in the Sixties and Seventies for the very
first time in human history, is also the generation that
discovered AIDS, a massive STD rate, massive
destruction of the family, and a staggering abortion
death toll so that we could go on indulging ourselves.
The generation that praises itself endlessly for first
figuring out that war is bad and laughing off the
dummies who fought Hitler, Tojo, and the Commies
("Never trust anyone over 30!") has ended by marching
its children off to a foolish war of choice in Iraq. The
Flower Children who lectured their Depression-era
parents on simplicity and getting back to the earth have
brought the economies of the world to the brink of
collapse with their reckless self-indulgence. And the
Discovery of New Spiritual Pathways from the Age of
Aquarius have chased after everything from Jim Jones
to Pyramid Power in their cocksure certainty that they

have it figured out.

Moral: We are dwarfs who stand on the shoulders
of giants. When we do not honor our fathers and
mothers we succeed only in creating a world where our
children have nothing to honor in us. Indeed, my heart
goes out to Gen X and Y as they try to rise to the
challenge of honoring their Generation Narcissus
parents. It does not surprise me at all that millions of
them simply looked over their parents' heads to the
generation that preceded them and celebrated the
Greatest Generation or went in droves to hear Pope
John Paul Il speak. More power to those folks.

On the other hand, there is also the reality that
kids imitate their parents. Generation Narcissus has,
like every generation, helped to create a world in
which the young will imitate us. Many of the young
who survive Generation Narcissus's assault on unborn
life will learn an important lesson: Inconvenient people
should be killed. When Generation Narcissus gets too
old to change the Beatles CD and the children get
restless and impatient with their self-absorbed and
increasingly inconvenient parents, that lesson will, |
fear, be acted upon. That's a world in which all our
improvements upon the Ten Commandments will be
tested by fire and found wanting. The remedy, as ever,
is hard and simple: Repent, and believe the Good
News.

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

Thomas Howard | Column
3/3/09

have just been re-reading an old book. Not old in

the sense of its being 18th century -- it is Dacre

Balsdon's Oxford Life, which came out in the early
1950s. One does not have to have been a scholar or a
commoner at one of the colleges in Oxford in order to
find high pleasure here. For one thing, the prose itself is
glorious: understated, droll, well-tempered, urbane,
and what the English would call "spot on."

This itself raises one preliminary question, namely,
how do we arrive at prose like this? Certainly it has
nothing to do with one's trying to cobble up a "style."
Nor can it be taught in any writing seminar. It is clearly
the fruit of one's having been wholly at home, perhaps
from childhood on, through school (an English public
school) and university, in the centuries-old domain of
civilized discourse. Such discourse appears to have
disappeared from the American map. There is nothing
in our journalism, television, politics, or education that
remotely echoes such prose. It is difficult for a gloomy
man not to suppose that somewhere in the last half
century we (America) have seen the collapse of
discourse. To be sure, we muddle along through our
exchanges of speech, somehow getting the idea across.
But Dr. Johnson, or the nonagenarian president of
Magdalen, Dr. Routh, would find our modes of
discourse not only impenetrable but appalling.

But a larger question presents itself in connection
with the ancient topic that lies between Athens and
Jerusalem, asked by Tertullian in the second century.
What, in other words, do the very highest achievements
of human culture (Athens) have to do with the Eternal
(Jerusalem)?

The topic has been canvassed by theologians and
philosophers for almost 2,000 years now. How do we
harmonize, or else set in opposition, the two regions of
high human culture on the one hand and holiness on
the other?

Lest the word "holiness" appear to introduce a
laughably capricious element into such an exalted topic,
we may recall that the word bespeaks one of the only
two options that we mortals have. Either we are going
nowhere in the end, and art, music, poetry, drama,
architecture, and civility must supply the only
consolations offered to our brief moment on stage; or
we are, in fact, going somewhere else, and the only
route thence is the route of holiness.And this "else"
itself, far from being merely a state of affairs
somewhere over the rainbow, rustles and swells and
whispers and oozes in every single detail of this mortal
trek of ours -- not only in Bach and Mozart, or in
Caravaggio and Vermeer, or in Dante and Shakespeare,
but (perhaps more crucially?) in every instance of
generosity, fidelity, and purity that appears in the
actions and attitudes of "holy and humble men of
heart."

The question may be trivialized, of course. On the
one hand, one may adopt the merely cultured attitude:
| will become discriminating. | will surround myself
with porcelains and fabrics and landscapes and friends
of the most delicate sensibilities. Let Calvinists and
Puritans and other riff-raff burden themselves with
virtue and the terror of the Last Trump. So amusing.
Or, on the other hand, one may announce one's
disdain for all matters of culture: All questions of taste
and discrimination and civility are beneath me. | am
zealous for "the Lord."

The difficulty with both of these simplifications is
that they are, well, simplifications. Neither has come
to grips with what sort of creature we mortal men are.
We are neither angels, who apparently can look
straight at Reality and bear up, nor beasts whose
existence seems to be wholly material (although on
that last point, | am one of the ones who hopes that
the animals are in on something that will only be
revealed to us all at the Last Day, and that will turn out
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to be glorious). The first man, perhaps an aesthete, has
impoverished himself by failing to grasp the mystery of
our having been made for God, and the rigorist has
perhaps failed to explore just how the truly noble
achievements of human culture trumpet the majorem
gloriam Dei.

But back to my book about Oxford. The book is the
work of an Oxford man, and is itself a very fine thing.
And Oxford? Here, certainly, we find the highest order
of scholarly and literate culture. This university stands
as a sort of paradigm for all human inquiry, at least in
popular imagination -- and, to some extent, perhaps
justly.

Is it a good place? Hum. Tertullian might find
himself scrutinizing the matter. On Athens's accounting,
we would all have to say yes, in that the university's
contributions to human culture are undoubted. On
Jerusalem's accounting, one will most certainly find
centuries of true piety and virtue at work in the hearts
of countless scholars there.

But then, Oxford is like every human place. It is
made up of us mortal men. Hence the good qualities of
Athens are to be found there: courtesy, gravity, genius,
jollity, brilliance, hard work. But other qualities of

Athens are also to be found there: jealousy,
niggardliness, malice, vanity, venality, cravenness,
hatred. By
qualities spell,

pusillanimity, humbug, Jerusalem's

touchstone, these latter finally,

damnation.

That seems severe. Only a prig would write off
Oxford (or Padua, or Yale, or Tubingen, or Main Street,
or your house or mine, for that matter) with such a
compendious judgment.

So we end up with a platitude (the platitudes are
true, come to think of it). Our mortal scene is a jumble,
not to be unscrambled until the Day of Wrath (and
Mercy). Athens and Jerusalem locate themselves not
so much in Greek or Levantine geography as in the
inner man. And who but an oaf does not wish to find
some testimony to Athens in his own imagination,
while he makes his way along toward the only City that
will finally survive the Shaking of the Foundations?

Thomas Howard is retired from 40 years of teaching
English in private schools, college, and seminary in
England and America.
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Dealing Cynically with the U.S. Constitution

David R. Carlin | Column
3/4/09

t's funny the things that sometimes irritate you. At

the moment | am greatly -- some might say

unreasonably -- irritated by a bill that passed the
United States last week. If this bill becomes law, it will
expand the number of seats in the United States House
of Representatives from 435 to 437 -- one of these two
new seats being given to the state of Utah, the other to
the District of Columbia.

The argument for giving a seat to the District is that
the residents of DC are American citizens, they pay U.S.
taxes, they serve in the military, etc., so it's simply not
fair that they should not have a vote in Congress. The
reason for the new Utah seat is that DC, being
overwhelmingly Democratic, will almost certainly elect
Democrats to Congress; and so, to appease Republicans
who might object to a pure DC bill, an equal and
opposite seat will be given to solidly Republican Utah.
The national press assures us that the bill, having
already passed the Senate, will pass the House and
eventually be signed into law by President Obama.

What irritates me about this pending law is that it is
so plainly unconstitutional. Section Two of Article One
of the Constitution says quite unambiguously: "The
House of Representatives shall be composed of
members chosen every second year by the people of
the several states." A statute cannot amend the
Constitution, and so it is inevitable that the new law will
be ruled unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court.

Or perhaps | should say that such a ruling is almost
inevitable -- for a High Court that has a track record of
amending the Constitution by "finding" (i.e., inventing)
in our organic law such imaginary rights as a right to
abortion and a right to sodomy may exhibit its
hermeneutic ingenuity by declaring that Article Two of
Section One does not mean what it says. Of course, the
Court as presently constituted -- equally divided
between four conservatives (Scalia, Thomas, Roberts,
and Alito) and four liberals (Breyer, Ginsberg, Stevens,

and Souter), with Justice Kennedy having the casting
vote in all 5-4 decisions -- will probably not overrule the
Constitution: which is to say that Justice Kennedy, who
is slightly more conservative than he is liberal, will
probably not wake up on the day of the decision and
say to himself, "Today would be a good day for the
Court, custodians as we are of a 'living' Constitution, to
declare part of the Constitution to be
unconstitutional." But by the time the new act reaches
the Court, perhaps the composition of the Court will
have changed, becoming more liberal and thus more in
love than it is at the moment with the idea of a "living"
Constitution. Who knows what will happen then?

| should note in passing that | am not unpersuaded
by the fairness argument when it comes to DC. | agree
that the residents of DC should be able to vote for
members of both the House and the Senate. But there
are at least three fully constitutional ways of
accomplishing this end:

 Make DC a state.

f Amend the Constitution so that DC, without
being a state, can elect members to the House
and Senate.

 Return DC to the state of Maryland, within
whose boundaries the land of the District was
originally located.

I've been wondering: Why am | so very irritated by
this pending unconstitutional law? Why not worry
about more important things while the Congress and
president go through the foolish ritual of enacting a
law that they are confident will be ruled

unconstitutional by the Supreme Court?

For one, I'm bothered by the

irresponsibility of senators and representatives who

cynical
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would vote for a bill while knowing it to be
unconstitutional (and, of course, since these members
of Congress -- despite a widespread myth to the
contrary -- are not stupid, they do know it). This is not
to mention the cynical irresponsibility of a president
who once taught Constitutional Law at one of the
nation's premier law schools. These took an oath to
protect the Constitution. Since the gods no longer do
what they used to do in the primitive world when you
broke an oath, i.e., strike you or your children dead,
does this mean that oaths don't count anymore?

I'm bothered by the racism-
masquerading-as-its-opposite that is implicit in passage
of this bill. What is driving the bill, of course, is the fact

that the great majority of DC voters are African

For another,

Americans, while there are voices of demagogic black
"leaders" that charge that it is anti-black racism that
stands behind any unwillingness to give House
membership to DC. To fend off potential accusations of
racism, then, members of Congress will vote for this bill
while leaving it to the Supreme Court to say what is
obviously true, namely, that the bill is unconstitutional.
But this attitude is itself racist, since it presumes that
African Americans are too stupid to understand the
plain language of the Constitution. (You'd think that the
mere fact of a President Obama would destroy that
nasty stereotype, but it

persists among both

conservatives and liberals.)

Finally, and most of all, | am bothered because very
powerful people are, once again, playing fast and loose

with the American social contract. The U.S. Constitution
is that contract. We all agree to it, and our agreement is
one of the chief factors allowing a nation of more than
300 million people to live in peace and cooperation. The
degree of peace and cooperation is not perfect, of
course, but there is a very high degree of it. Undermine
the Constitution, and you undermine that peace and
cooperation. In the past 40 years or so, the social
contract has been undermined by certain reckless and
arbitrary rulings of the Supreme Court (I am thinking,
for instance, of the abortion and sodomy rulings), and
now it is being undermined by the cynical votes of

members of Congress.

We Catholics believe that we have a divine
guarantee ("Thou art Peter," etc.) that the Church will
endure forever. We Americans, by contrast, have no
divine guarantee that the United States will last
forever. To make it endure, we have to work at it. In
the vote to give DC membership in the House,
Congress is working in the opposite direction.

David R. Carlin, a professor sociology and philosophy at
the Community College of Rhode Island, is the author
of Can a Catholic Be a Democrat? He can be reached at
drcarlin@hotmail.com.
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The Dark Night of the Civilization

John Zmirak | Column
3/5/09

l ve lived through a lot of Lents, but none has felt
quite like this one. Most years, we try as well or
badly as we can to follow Christ a few steps into

the desert -- dipping our toes in the sand of some
manageable sacrifice, penance, or works of charity. We
give up some of the things that God made, and which
are good, for the sake of something better -- closeness
to Him.

And it works for us, or it doesn't. Either way, at
Easter time, we follow the kindly counsel of St. John
Chrysostom, which is read every year at the Russian
Catholic parish | attended back in New York:

Let us all enter into the joy of the Lord!

First and last alike receive your reward;

rich and poor, rejoice together!

Sober and slothful, celebrate the day!

You that have kept the fast, and you that have not,
rejoice today for the Table is richly laden!

Feast royally on it, the calf is a fatted one.

Let no one go away hungry. Partake, all, of the cup

of faith.

Enjoy all the riches of His goodness!

But this year we don't have very much choice in the
matter of fasting. Economics, politics, culture . . . Lent
rains down on us now like bitter manna from heaven.
Or else, if you like, it seems that the hedge that God had
built around us has been uprooted, and we are now put
to the test. Will we, stripped of every consolation and
earthly hope, emerge purified and stronger? Or will we
curse God and die? | really can't say.

This drama played out in a conversation between
two Catholics | know, which I'll try to reproduce here.
(The names have been changed to protect the
immanent.)

Franz: I'm done. Finito, like Mussolini. | really just can't
afford to worry about what happens in politics

anymore. Our situation is, humanly speaking, hopeless,

and I'm not going to sit around waiting for a miracle.

This isn't my country anymore -- | just happen to live

here under occupation.

Rayne: Really? I'm sure God will be very pleased to
hear that He has exhausted your patience.

Franz: He can think as He likes. He surely will. And
maybe He'll punish me for this -- | can't control that. Or
anything else. I've finally gotten around to admitting
that, and now I'm going to try my best to stop caring. |
want to just go live in a city with pretty buildings, read
Evelyn Waugh and Tolkien . . . and drown my hopes in
bourbon. I'm glad | don't have any kids for the future
to experiment on.

Rayne: Good luck. You've got activism down in the
marrow of your bones.

Franz: It has just been burned out. I've been active in
pro-life politics for . . . let me count. .. 33 years. That's
as long as Jesus walked the earth. And things are
worse than ever, with absolutely no prospect of
anything changing. The Supreme Court will soon be
stacked with enough pro-abortion judges to keep the
issue away from the voters for the rest of my natural
life. The president just appointed as head of Health
and Human Services a so-called Catholic who has as
one of her close friends perhaps the worst abortionist
in the country -- some guy who has done over 70,000
of them, including partial-birth
procedures. And Obama the Messiah plans to push the

ninth-month,

government into every corner of the medical industry,
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using the massive taxes he's going to impose on every
citizen who pokes his head up out of middle-class
misery. How long do you think Catholic hospitals will
survive that kind of pressure? At best, they will close. At
worst, they'll cave.

Rayne: So we won't have Catholic hospitals. That will be
sad, but health care isn't the Church's primary calling.
We're here to preach the Gospel.

Franz: Along the way, we also built a civilization, and it's
one I'm kind of attached to. No, I'll go further -- it's what
attracted some of us in the first place. Maybe I'm not
typical, but what kept me interested in the Church
through all the kumbaya/Sandinista nonsense that was
Catholic school in the 1970s was the gorgeous evidence
of Christian culture: Gregorian chant, chivalry, Gothic
cathedrals, Flemish Madonnas, illuminated manuscripts,
the solemn Latin liturgy, Mozart's Masses, Raphael's
frescos, Zurbaran's crucifixions . . .

Rayne: So you're in it for the art?

Franz: And what the art represents: a civilization where
individuals matter, where they can better their lives and
look out for their families, where the State doesn't take
all their wealth, or micromanage their lives, where they
have the right to stand up to unlawful authority and say,
"Hell no." The cussed stubbornness of English yeomen
and Swiss villagers when faced with tyranny -- which we
carried over here in America, in our Yankee Protestant
style. We Catholics put our own stamp on that when
our bishops told us that Prohibition was an unjust law,
and we didn't have to obey it. That was the proudest
moment in American Catholic history.

Rayne: Ha. Let me go get a drink.
Franz: Enjoy. | gave it up for Lent.
Rayne: Psych!

Franz: Why don't you go comfort Job?
Rayne: Touché.

Franz: Il admit, my path into the Church isn't
everyone's.

Rayne: Didn't you once say that you'd choked down the
Beatitudes for the sake of the Crusades?

Franz: | will neither confirm nor deny that statement.
But yes. If Christianity really did boil down to what the
Quakers say, | would persecute it myself.

Rayne: You'd feed such people to the lions?

Franz: No. They might make the poor lions sick. The
thing that the liberals and biblical critics are always
sniping at, the "Constantinian Church" -- that's the only
Church | know or want to know.

Rayne: Perhaps its day has passed.

Franz: Yeah, maybe we'll end up squatting in
catacombs, scrawling lambs on the walls of subway
tunnels.

Rayne: Those "churches" will still be more reverent
than the quarter-billion dollar cathedrals they build
nowadays. ..

Franz: Which are meant to look like . . . catacombs.
How fitting -- since buildings like that are really a kind

of auto-persecution, of the Church by churchmen.
Rayne: Amen, brother.

Franz: Don't worry -- they'll soon be mosques. The
problem is, the same thing is probably true of Chartres,
Westminster Cathedral, the Escorial . . . Our mother
continent is being swamped by an enemy civilization,
and it's going down without a fight. Really, the only
"hope" for Europe is that its Muslims get infected by
European values and stop having children. In a war
between Islam and the Culture of Death . . . it's almost
hard to know who to root for.

Rayne: At least that's not happening in America.

Franz: No, you're right. Here we aren't importing jihad,
thank God. What we are doing is throwing away a
flawed but functional culture in favor of some polyglot
multicultural nightmare that will end up like Lebanon.
We're too lazy to mow our own lawns, too cheap to
pay Americans decent wages to do it, so we're
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importing the population of chaotic, impoverished
countries -- who will bring with them the same civic
values that currently have drug gangs controlling the
northern quarter of Mexico. Hardworking as the first
generation of immigrants are, their kids too often grow
up and assimilate to gang culture and the welfare state.
They keep the benches warm in church for one
generation -- so our bishops want to keep the border
open. Meanwhile, the former "majority" in the country
is going to end up like the white farmers in Zimbabwe.

Rayne: So where does that leave you?

Franz: Pretty close to the mouth of a .45, frankly.
Rayne: Thank God for the doctrine of hell!

Franz: It has saved better men than me.

Rayne: Aren't you overlooking something?

Franz: Oh yeah -- our imperial, delusionary foreign
policy that's going to push us into war with Iran, or
Russia, or China . . . whomever the neocons pick by

throwing darts at their Risk board pinned to the wall.
Rayne: Shut up!
Franz: Okay, what?

Rayne: That auto-persecution. It's ending, isn't it?
Would you ever, in 1980, have imagined that after --

just by the way -- Communism imploded, that the Latin
Mass would be liberated, that orthodox religious orders
would be the only ones that were growing, while the
liberal groups were busy trying to hire people to wipe
the corners of their mouths while they faded out of
existence?

Franz: No, | wouldn't.
Rayne: Well, culture comes from "cult," doesn't it?
Franz: Er, yes.

Rayne: Worship first, action later. St. Benedict before
St. Joan of Arc.

Franz: Okay . ..

Rayne: Then maybe God's sowing the seeds of hope
everywhere. And that smell you keep complaining
about? Well, think of it as fertilizer.

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.
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The Bust: How It Happened, and Where We're Heading

Alfred A. Lagan | Column
3/5/09

or the securities industry to unravel as

spectacularly as it did in September, many parties

had to pull on many threads. Mortgage bankers
gave loans to Americans for homes they could not
afford, often based on inflated house appraisals and no
documentation of income or assets. Mortgage bankers
immediately transferred these mortgage loans to
Fannie Mae or Freddie Mac, who packaged them into
debt securities for sale to institutions. Investment
houses also gathered in the mortgage Iloans,
repackaging them into complex debt instruments
whose risk they didn't always understand. Rating
agencies gave their seal of approval, investors (many of
them hedge funds) borrowed heavily to buy them, and

regulators ignored the warning signs.

Efforts to reign in Fannie and Freddie were blocked
in the House and the Senate by powerful legislators. But
at the center of it all -- and paid hundreds of millions of
dollars -- were the five major investment banks: Bear
Stearns, Lehman, Merrill Lynch, Morgan Stanley, and
Goldman Sachs. These firms fed a market hungry for
yield and ever higher returns with more and more
unusual debt instruments. Wall Street's function is to
create supply to meet demand, and they fulfilled this
function, as they always do. As it turned out, however,
they were, in effect, dispensing the equivalent of high-
octane financial steroids.

The first block to fall was Bear Stearns, the smallest
of the five stand-alone investment banks. It sank within
months after it was unable to price sub-prime mortgage
instruments it had created and sold into hedge funds it
had set up and managed. In March 2008, the
government brokered the sale of Bear Stearns to J. P.
Morgan Chase, giving Chase a guarantee that it would
be made whole on most of the sub-prime instruments it
held.

After the Bear Stearns brush with death, the Federal
Reserve, for the first time ever, allowed investment

banks to borrow from the government on the same
basis as commercial banks. Access to the discount
window was thought to be a blank check that would
insulate the remaining four investment banks from a
similar fate. However, by allowing investment banks
access to the discount window, it reduced the sense of
urgency the banks had in facing their own sub-prime
problems, and ultimately proved to be the camel's
nose in the tent.

Given such assurances, or implied assurance, that
they were protected from failure, the surviving
investment banks -- Lehman, Merrill Lynch, Goldman
Sachs, and Morgan Stanley -- essentially continued on
their merry way. Richard Fuld, CEO of Lehman, was
quoted by the Wall Street Journal saying, "We have
access to Fed Funds. We can't fail."

While they felt a sense of relief, however, the
investment banks knew they had essentially the same
problem on their books that torpedoed Bear Stearns.
They began to total up their sub-prime mortgages,
now distinctly soured. Merrill Lynch had $55 billion in
sub-prime mortgage assets. Lehman wrote off a bunch
of sub-prime mortgages in the second quarter,
reporting its first loss in a quarter in 14 years. Lehman
followed the report with an announcement that it was
facing a worse loss in the third quarter: $4 billion.

The other investment banks started demanding
increased collateral to trade with Lehman. Rating
agencies announced they were considering
downgrading Lehman debt. The Federal Reserve, in a
secret meeting on Saturday, September 13, tried to get
the other investment banks to come up with a plan to
invest capital in Lehman, a la the Long Term Capital
lifeboat in 1998. All refused, stating that they were
facing massive write-offs

sub-prime  mortgage

themselves. John Thain of Merrill Lynch said effectively
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that the same fate might happen to anyone of them,
and who would be left to rescue the sole survivor?

At that point, it was every man -- or every
investment bank -- for himself. According to the Wall
Street Journal, that very weekend Thain negotiated the
sale of Merrill to Bank of America. Goldman Sachs and
Morgan Stanley fled into the arms of the government
and became commercial banks. No large stand-alone
investment banks remain in Wall Street today.

The quick unraveling of the sub-prime debt market
brought a violent halt to the financial markets and
slammed the door on all mortgage lending. Fear
replaced complacency, and banks simply withdrew from
all lending. Commercial banks would not even lend
overnight fed funds to each other. The lynchpin of
business financings, the commercial paper market,
simply dissolved, virtually overnight. On Friday,
September 19, the Federal Reserve announced a
massive $700 billion bailout, TARP. The stock market
cheered the event, with the DOW rising 650 points the
next trading day. On Monday, September 29, the day
the plan failed to pass in the House, it declined 771
points.

Banks started failing both in the United States and
overseas. Washington Mutual and Wachovia were
essentially forced into unwanted marriages. Several
German banks went under. A large Belgian Dutch bank,
Fortis, failed. All three Icelandic banks collapsed.
Volatility in the stock market hit a record on October
18: The Treasury, Federal Reserve, and Federal Deposit
Insurance Corporation joined in a massive effort to do
CPR on an economy that came to a screeching halt in
the fourth quarter.

So where does that leave the economy in early 2009?
Unfortunately, if one looks at the raw data alone, it's
not a pretty picture. The final numbers for the third
quarter GDP showed the economy contracting at a 0.5
percent rate. Turmoil in the financial markets, rising
unemployment, and tight credit conditions were even
more acute in the fourth quarter. This was starkly

illustrated by the brutally weak data reported in
November and December for new orders, retail sales,
and employment. It is quite likely that the economy
contracted at a severe 5 percent rate, or more, in the
final quarter.

Ours is a consumer-led economy. Consumers
accounts for about 70 percent of the total GDP, so their
condition has a lot to say about how quickly we can pull
out of this downturn. In the fourth quarter, consumers
were hit by a perfect storm of negatives: Economists
estimate that the consumer lost about $13 trillion in
wealth between the decline in the equity value of
homes and the decline in the stock market. Moreover,
unemployment picked up in the quarter and now
stands at 7.2 percent. Judging from initial jobless
claims, which are rising, unemployment is going
higher. We could see as much as another three months
of negative job postings. Finally, income growth has
stagnated of late. On an annual basis, personal
incomes increased just 2.5 percent from November
2007 to November 2008.

There are certain common-sense things people do
when they are worried about loss of jobs and an
uncertain economy. For starters, they turn off the
spending spigots. This was apparent from the reports
of retail sales over Christmas. They certainly don't buy
a new car, and the $6 billion lifeline the government
just threw at the automobile industry is not going to
change that. And they pay down debt. Consumer
credit actually declined in October and November, and
probably December also.

While these things are often portrayed as
negatives for our economy, over the long term they
are in fact positives. They indicate a constructive
return to spending within one's means, to saving for
the future, and to avoiding unnecessary purchases --
things that have more to do with status or style than
maintaining a healthy and sound lifestyle for their
families. Thrift also sets the stage for recovery by
reliquifying the consumer. This process already
appears underway.
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Housing is the other area of critical importance that
was brought to its knees by the financial crisis and the
tightness of credit. Both new and existing homes sales
are as low as they have been for many years -- though
at least here it seems we may be nearing the bottom.

The inventory of new homes has declined to
372,000 units. This is bittersweet, in a sense, because it
reflects mainly the collapse of residential construction,
but it is necessary to clear up the inventory. The
important point is that, from a GDP standpoint, the
decline in residential construction has already had most
of its negative impact on the GDP.

Sales of existing homes have also declined sharply,
and are now as low as they have been since November
1997. The inventory has also been whittled down to
about 4.2 million units. But winter isn't the best time to
get a picture of house sales, even using seasonally
adjusted numbers; by late spring or early summer, the
picture should be brighter. Affordability has clearly
improved dramatically: The 30-year fixed-rate mortgage
is about 5.01 percent, a rate we haven't seen in many
years. And the median price of a house has also
declined substantially. It may take a little while and a
more confident attitude by the consumer, but at some
point in the not-too-distant future, house affordability
today will be viewed as a bargain.

Other sectors of our vast economy -- exports,
manufacturing, business spending, construction --
which previously had held up pretty well, all succumbed
to the financial panic in the fourth quarter. The
numbers are grim, but they're abnormal -- and
meanwhile, they have obscured some positive trends.

Primarily, the consumer received a strong tailwind
from the decline in gasoline prices. The decline in the
price of gasoline from a peak of $4.17 per gallon in July
to around $1.70 currently is the equivalent of a very
large income tax cut -- a cut for everyone who drives,
not a so-called targeted cut. Economists have tried to
quantify the effects of the reduced cost of gasoline in a
number of ways. One interesting study done by

Deutsche Bank economists estimated that each $1
decline in the price of gas is equivalent to a $100 billion
change in household cash flow on an annual basis. To
put this into perspective, $100 billion is approximately
the amount of the tax rebate the Bush Administration
enacted in the second quarter of 2008.

Another favorable factor is the outlook for inflation.
The downturn has brought down the price of all
commodities, and both core inflation and headline
inflation are retreating rapidly. It is likely that this trend
will persist for most, if not all, of 2009. Corporate
America should benefit over time, as lower input costs
work their way through the supply chain. There is a
reasonable chance of the manufacturing sector
reaching stability by the third quarter, especially since
costs seem to be under strict control.

The Federal Reserve also benefits from current
inflation trends. Monetary policy is clearly free from
any consideration of fighting inflation, and the
Treasury is benefitting from the flight to quality, which
has brought interest rates on Treasury debt down
dramatically. In fact, around year end, the discount bill
out to about three months' maturity carried a negative
return, meaning that the investor was paying the
Treasury a small premium to safeguard his or her
money.

The big question, of course, is when do we pull out of
this recession, and what are the conditions that will
lead our economy to begin growing again?

We believe we are looking at the worst of the
economic numbers now, in the first quarter. We will
soon learn just how bad things became toward the end
of last year. The reports will be ugly. As | mentioned
earlier, business came virtually to a standstill in
October and November. Unemployment will continue
to increase, and this is an important influence on
consumer attitudes, which are likely to remain edgy.
Unemployment, however, is a lagging indicator, not a
leading indicator.
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Meanwhile, the raw material for an improvement in

the economy is building:

1.

Oil prices have declined about 76 percent in the
last six months, creating a strong tailwind for
consumers and businesses.

Fiscal and monetary policy is extraordinarily
aggressive. Both operate with a lag -- some
estimate about six months. Most of the
monetary stimuli enacted in the fourth quarter
are just now starting. For example, the new
program by the Federal Reserve to purchase
mortgage-backed securities directly from
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac in support of the
housing market started recently. This program
greatly expands the original one announced in
late November and, according to the financial
press, is being well received.

Interest rates domestically are essentially zero,
and are heading there around the world.

Cash is plentiful. The $8.55 trillion held in cash,
bank deposits, and money market funds is equal
to about 75 percent of the market value of

Standard and Poor's 500 companies. Cash on
the balance sheet of American corporations is
also high and being hoarded. At some point the
cash will start to be put to use.

5. We anticipate new and expanded spending
programs by the new administration, focused
on infrastructure spending.

6. Growth is the natural condition of the American
economy. We often forget that we are blessed
with a natural optimism and entrepreneurial
spirit which is most evident in the large
number of new business startups every year.
Tax policy and the regulatory environment
have been basically supportive of this
intangible spirit.

Alfred A. Lagan is founder and chairman of the
Congress Asset Management Company.
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How's Your Lent Going?

Danielle Bean | Column

3/6/09
l ' ow's your Lent going?" my husband asked
me the other day.
| raised an eyebrow. He burst out
laughing.

"Isn't that what Catholics are supposed to say to
each other this time of year?" he asked innocently.

My convert husband has never quite gotten over his
amusement with some of the things we cradle Catholics
take for granted.

In my opinion, "How's your Lent going?" isthe
Catholic equivalent of secular small talk such as, "Did
you catch the game last night?" and (living in New
England), "Cold enough for you?"

I'm not used to making "small talk" with my
husband. Living and working and raising these kids here
in this house together as we do, he knows darn well
how my Lent is going.

But it's a fair question to ask, and sometimes an
important one, too.

So, how is your Lent going? Are you observing the
season in an appropriate way? Are the challenges you
have chosen for yourself too much, not enough, or just
right?

For kids, the answers can be pretty simple. Every
year, for example, my kids give up sweets for Lent. A
few years ago, they decided to give up television
instead, but their father was so scandalized by the sight
of them eating cupcakes during a season of penance
that he outlawed the sweets anyway. They spent the
entire 40 days television-less, cupcake-less, and deeply
regretting their decision. They never made that mistake
again.

Many mothers have a simple Lent, too. We don't
always have the luxury of choosing our Lenten penances

when pregnancy, breastfeeding, and life with small
children make some kinds of prayer and penance
inadvisable, if not impossible. A few years ago, | told
anyone who dared to ask that "first-trimester nausea"
was what | was "doing" for Lent.

Other times, though, Lenten choices can be a bit
more complicated. Have you ever noticed, for
instance, the power of Lenten practices to alter the
way we look at everyday things, even after the season
is over?

One year, | gave up listening to the radio in the car
during Lent. Since | spend a fair amount of time
shuttling my kids back and forth, | gained a lot of quiet
from the practice, and it was very good for me.

Ever since that time, though, Lent or not, | feel just
a little bit guilty whenever | do listen to the radio in the
car; it feels like a shameless indulgence.

"Shouldn't you be doing something better with this
time?" a little voice in my head seems to ask.

When Lenten choices are left in our own flawed
hands and hearts, can we ever be sure that we are
challenging ourselves enough -- physically, spiritually,
and otherwise? Do we run the risk of challenging
ourselves so much that we give up altogether? Or do
we run the risk of selling ourselves short?

| think the answer lies in knowing ourselves,
accepting our circumstances, and being open to
outside opinions.

For example, one day not too long ago, | decided
that one of the routines in a strength-training program
| follow was especially difficult. So difficult, in fact, that
| considered dropping it from once-a-week status to
never-do-it-again status.
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| made the mistake, however, of telling my husband
my plans.

"The other workouts are challenging enough," | told
him, "I am going to drop that one and replace it with
something easier."

"If you think it's hard," he suggested, "Maybe that
means you should do it twice a week until it's easy."

| hadn't even considered that.

| found his words to be an appropriate challenge
not only for those of us choosing fitness regimens, but
for anyone who decides to do something that is difficult
and yet potentially fruitful. Especially during Lent, a
time when the Church Herself challenges us to choose
what is difficult, to deny ourselves licit pleasures, and to
quiet our own passions, we should take care not to
surrender too soon.

Does the fact that we find something difficult mean
that it's not right for us . . . or that we should be trying
harder? How can we find a balance between doing too
much and doing too little?

For me, the answers lie in keeping my ears and
heart open to what the little voice inside my head says
to me. A little voice that's beginning to sound
maddeningly similar to my husband's.

Danielle Bean, a mother of eight, is senior editor of
Faith & Family magazine and author of My Cup of Tea:
Musings of a Catholic Mom (Pauline 2005) and Mom to
Mom, Day to Day: Advice and Support for Catholic
2007). Visit her blog at
www.daniellebean.com.

Living  (Pauline
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Appalachian Gothic

Christopher Scalia | Review
3/6/09

Serena
Ron Rash, Ecco, 384 pages, $25.99

n his powerful novel Serena Ron Rash offers a

haunting depiction of greed, inhumanity, and single-

minded ambition. Put in more stark terms, he writes
about the force of evil.

Set in the Appalachians of Western North Carolina
during the Great Depression, the book tells the story of
a logging company owner named Pemberton and his
new wife, Serena. Though she is a stranger to the
region, Serena's understanding of logging and her
physical strength quickly earn the respect of the men
around her. Her eccentric ambition earns their fear. In
an early illustration of this woman's extraordinary will,
she trains an eagle to hunt the rattlesnakes that
threaten the loggers. As she rides through the
mountains on her white Arabian horse, the eagle
perched on her arm, she draws comparisons to mythic
and divine creatures. Even her husband is often
surprised by her will -- indeed, he loves her in part
because she gives him "a sense of being unshackled into
some limitless possibility."

A number of forces test this possibility and the
couple's ambitions. One is the federal government's
attempt to acquire the Pemberton's property for a
national park. The Pembertons try to outwit the
Secretary of the Interior and his agents, and to log as
much land as possible before the government seizes it
through eminent domain. Meanwhile, Serena hopes to
extend the Pemberton Lumber empire into Brazil,
where there are virgin forests and "no law but nature's

law.

An affair from Pemberton's past also threatens the

couple's fortunes. The novel opens with an
unforgettable scene in which the newlywed couple is

met by "a young woman pregnant with Pemberton's

child. She was accompanied by her father, who carried
beneath his shabby frock coat a bowie knife." This
woman and the child she bears -- as well as the people

who care for them -- endanger Serena's sense of

security, and thus become targets of her ruthlessness.

Reviewers have to Lady

Macbeth, but unlike Shakespeare's character, the

compared Serena

woman at the center of this story is never remorseful.
Her unrelenting ambition more closely recalls one of
Christopher Marlowe's overreaching characters. (It is
appropriate that the novel's epigraph is a line spoken
by the diabolical Duke of Guise from The Massacre at
Paris.) This sense of limitless possibility, which had at
first attracted Pemberton, eventually frightens him.
Serena sees him flinch.

One of the pleasures of this novel is that its title
character is not its only fascinating personality; there
are many memorable minor characters as well. The
henchman who performs Serena's bidding is a
terrifying villain, a methodical monster who hunts as
effectively as Serena's eagle. Rash also frequently
writes scenes of an eclectic cutting crew that doubles
as a sort of Appalachian Greek chorus. In more comical
turns, they debate biblical exegesis and the nature of
electricity.

The crew also reflects on the Pembertons, both by
exchanging outlandish gossip ("l heard she's just eating
bloody beef for her breakfast and supper") and
providing sharp insights into their machinations.
Reflecting on the deadly power of Serena's eagle, one
of them remarks: "I'd no more strut up and tangle with
that eagle and I'd tangle with the one what can tame
such a critter." (The language of Rash's characters is
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often poetic, from the colloquial voices of the loggers to
the elevated diction of their bosses.)

The novel bleeds death. Logging accidents suddenly
kill sawyers, and Nature claims victims of her own. And
there are murders. This is where the novel earns its
Shakespearean comparisons. Sometimes the novel
shows the murders, often it only implies them, but
either way they are generally stunning in their
brazenness and inhumanity. Rash presents Serena's
final act of malice with particular skill. (This scene
recalls the final moments of Rash's short story
"Speckled Trout," which won an O. Henry Prize in 2005.)

The victims of the Pemberton's quest for lumber
and money include the mountains themselves, as well
as the laborers the company underpays, exploits, and
endangers. Yet the Pembertons never come across as
cartoonish fat-cats lighting cigars with dollar bills, and
as the novel intimates the government's own
qguestionabledealings to seize the land, it doesn't double

as an environmentalist pamphlet. There are even

moments when the reader may feel sympathy for the
Pembertons because of their own personal tragedies.
Still, the novel makes no excuses for their behavior, and
Serena in particular is as evil as a character can be
without being a caricature.

| began by saying that this is a novel about evil. To a
lesser degree it is about justice, justice consistently
frustrated and delayed. When the novel's final
reckoning arrives, it delivers a fierce vengeance that is
as troubling as anything that Serena executed. It is not a
happy ending, but it is in keeping with the brutal
beauty of this novel.

Christopher Scalia is an assistant professor of English at
the University of Virginia's College at Wise. He is the
literary editor of InsideCatholic.com.
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The Biblical Basis of Western Science

Rev. Stanley L. Jaki | Classic
2/28/09

cience may be a refined form of common sense,

but at times all-too refined. Some basic laws of

science can, of course, be fully rendered in
commonsense terms. One gives the full truth of the
three laws of thermodynamics by saying that, first, you
cannot win; second, you cannot break even; third, you
cannot even get out of the game.

Those three laws mean that ultimately all physical
activity tends toward an absolute standstill. This is true
even if the present expansion of the universe were
followed by its contraction. The next cycle of expansion-
contraction would be less energetic, and the one after
that even less so. Physics, the most exact form of
science, tells us, if it tells anything, that all physical
processes are part of a one-directional, essentially
linear process.

Scientists were not the first to perceive that such is
the case. In a more commonsense form it was the Bible
that first spelled out this unidirectional process of
everything. First, there is creation, then cosmic and
human history, all tending toward a final judgment and
to a final consummation for all in a new heaven and a
new earth.

Wherever we find this linear perspective we find
the Bible in the background. This is best appreciated if
we take a look at the cosmic view of all great ancient
cultures. They are all dominated by the belief that
everything will repeat itself to no end, or by the idea of
eternal returns. Only on occasion does one hear about
this. One hardly ever hears that this belief was
responsible for the fact that science suffered a stillbirth,
indeed a monumental stillbirth, in all ancient cultures.

| coined this phrase, the stillbirths of science, about
thirty years ago. The phrase certainly did not catch on in
secular academia. The reason is obvious. Nothing irks
the secular world so much as a hint, let alone a scholarly
revelation, as

demonstration, that supernatural

registered in the Bible, is germane to science. Yet

biblical revelation is not only germane to science -- it
made the only viable birth of science possible.

That birth took place in a once-Christian West. Still
today it is that birth that fuels neocapitalism that not
only needs free markets, but also merchandise to bring
to market, and needs that merchandise in ever larger
guantities. Only science can deliver them. The rise of
that science, so crucial for Western man and for the
modern world, has distinctly biblical origins insofar as
the Bible is a record of Christian faith.

Whether modern man would be willing to learn in
detail about the dependence of science on the Bible is
strongly doubtful. But Christians will overlook those
details only at grave peril in a great cultural
contestation where science plays such a prominent
role.

Genesis 1 and Science

The notion of cosmic linearity, already mentioned, is
rooted in the biblical teaching of creation out of
nothing. This teaching is not yet present in the classic
biblical document about creation, the first chapter of
the Book of Genesis, or simply Genesis 1. To read that
teaching into that chapter is forgivable in comparison
with efforts to see in that chapter something, namely
science, which is certainly not there in any form
whatsoever. The sad fact is that nothing has brought
so much discredit to the Bible as the chronic effort to
take Genesis 1 for a science textbook. This effort did
not start yesterday. But as long as this process goes on,
any argument about the biblical basis of Western
science will surely boomerang.

Primarily, Genesis 1 is not about creation. It is
about the importance of the Sabbath observance. In
Genesis 1 God is set up as a role model who works six
days and rests on the seventh. But once God is set up
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in this role, he is to be assigned the highest conceivable
work which is the making of everything.

Genesis 1 states this in three steps, each time using
the same metaphor. In English we have the metaphor
"lock, stock, and barrel," or the three main parts of a
rifle. We often use that metaphor to state literally that
we mean everything under consideration. When the
Bible states that God made the heaven and the earth, it
uses the two main parts of the Hebrew world view, to
convey the message that God made everything. The
same procedure is repeated in reference to the work
done on the second and third days, the special
formation of the two main parts, the firmament and the
earth. It is with the same thrust that Genesis 1 speaks of
the work of the fourth and fifth days, the main
decorations of those two main parts. The procedure is
to assert that the object of God's work is that totality
which is the universe.

The Bible nowhere suggests that the six days can be
taken for six geological ages. Nowhere does the Bible
suggest that we should read the modern biological
notion of species into Genesis 1, where it is stated that
God created all the living things according to their kind.

With all that discredit piling up on the Bible through
its very first chapter, we should not be surprised that it
is well-nigh impossible to sell to secular modern culture
a most fundamental biblical message: the total
dependence of all on God. In the Bible even the
heavens and the stars are on equal footing with muddy
earth in respect to their dependence on God. Within
the biblical world view it was ultimately possible to
assume that the heavens and the earth are ruled by the
same laws. But it was not possible to do this within the
world vision that dominated all other ancient cultures.
In all of them the heavens were divine.

And the Greeks drew the logic of this with a
particular precision, which is the reason why science
suffered a stillbirth even among the Greeks of old, those
mythical models of modern rationality. Within the
Greek ambiance it was impossible, in fact it would have
been a sacrilege, to assume that the motion of the
moon and the fall of an apple were governed by the

same law. It was, however, possible for Newton,
because he was the beneficiary of the age-old Christian
faith.

The faith was Christian in that most fundamental
sense, in which the Bible holds Christ to be the only-
begotten (monogenes) Son of God. When faced with
that proposition, a well-educated Roman or Greek had
his major intellectual shock, apart from shock relating to
the moral level. For in Greco-Roman antiquity, the word
monogenes was an attribute of the universe itself.
Therefore, such a pagan, ready to convert, had to face
up to the following choice: either Jesus or the universe
was the only begotten. In other words, Christian faith
and pantheism were concretely irreconcilable with one
another because of the concreteness of Jesus. This is
why only genuine Christian faith, and it alone, can
resist the modern juggernaut of nature worship.

A belief in Jesus, in whom God created everything,
is the very same belief that concretely opposes efforts
to take the universe as a necessary fact that cannot be
otherwise. Such efforts are apt even today to lead
science into a blind alley.

Only one aspect of this intricate subject can be
discussed here. It has to do with the Christian, biblical
teaching of the creation of the universe in time. God,
of course, could have created the world eternally. This
is a possibility which neither philosophy nor science
can determine in one way or another. Science could
prove the eternity of the universe only if it were
possible to perform an experiment that would extend
from eternity to eternity. Such an experiment would
take a chain of an infinite number of Rip Van Winkles
to perform.

The Bible strongly suggests, and Christian faith
explicitly states, that the world was created in time,
which means that its past history is finite. How long
that history has been, nobody will ever know. We
know that physical processes have been going on for at
least 15 billion years. But there is no science that can
pinpoint that absolutely first moment of existence. For
in order to do so, science would have to be able to
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observe the transition from non-being into being, which
is not a physical process.

Making Science Possible

Science owes to Christian faith the very spark that made
Newtonian science possible: That science is based on
the three laws of motion. Once those laws were
formulated, a science was at hand which from that
point on developed on its own terms, with no end to its
progress, with no end to its ever new findings, and with
no end to the ever new merchandise it makes available
for the free, and, at times, not-so-free markets of
neocapitalism.

But that irresistible progress needed a spark, the
idea of inertial motion, which is the first and most
fundamental of Newton's three laws.

The formulation of the first law preceded Newton
by more than three hundred years. It first appears in
the commentaries on Aristotle's book on cosmology, On
the Heavens, which John Buridan gave at the Sorbonne
around 1348. By then
philosophers had commented on that book and

many other medieval
radically disagreed with Aristotle's claim that the
universe was eternal, that the celestial sphere rotated
eternally. The Aristotelian world machine is a perpetual
motion machine. As such it blocks the possibility of
perceiving an absolute beginning for physical motion. It
was, however, this perception that sparked Buridan's
insight.

Unlike his many theological predecessors, he did
not merely restate the fact of an absolute beginning. He
also inquired about the how of that beginning. In reply
he said almost verbatim: In the beginning when God
made the heavens and the earth, he gave a certain
guantity of motion to all celestial bodies, which quantity
they keep because they move in an area where there is
no friction. This is, of course, an uncanny anticipation of
Newton's first law, the law of inertial motion. Only after
that first law had been formulated was it possible to
think about the other two laws.

Secular academia still does its very best to play
down the importance of Buridan and of Pierre Duhem,
who almost a hundred years ago set forth the evidence
about Buridan and medieval science in huge, heroically
researched volumes.

Whether a dent will be made on that resistance to
the biblical origins of Western science depends, first, on
the Bible being read intelligently and, second, on the
history of science being studied sedulously. Both are
needed if one is to make not so much a spirited, but an
intellectually respectable case on behalf of the biblical
origins of Western science.

In saying intellectually respectable, | also mean
biblically genuine. For of all places it is in Paul's Letter
to the Romans, that great document on God's grace,
that we find the warning: Christian worship must be
intellectually respectable. Paul's words, logike latreia,
certainly do not mean logic chopping. Rather, they
mean "reasonable," or being "respectful of reason."
Why? Because God created men in his own image, an
image that certainly includes rationality.

That rationality imposes nothing less than full
respect for the ability and rights of reason. This is why
Saint Augustine had already laid down the rule that
whenever a phrase of the Bible conflicts with what can
be known by reason with certainty, it is that phrase
that should be reinterpreted accordingly. Otherwise,
he said, infidels would raise their laughter sky high and
rightly so. The rule of Augustine had already been
quietly obeyed in respect to the difference between
the Bible's view of the earth as a flat disk and the truth
established by Greek science that the earth is
spherical.

Unfortunately, Augustine himself did not exploit
his rule with respect to the firmament, which he
blandly located in a vapory layer in the orbit of Saturn.
Nor was Augustine's rule heeded when it became
imperative, through the work of Copernicus, to
attribute two motions to the earth. With an eye on the
Bible, Martin Luther called Copernicus a fool; later
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Rome condemned Galileo, again with an eye on the
Bible.

A God of Gaps?

The proper lesson was at long last drawn by the Catholic
Church when she left Darwin alone. Darwin is still
resisted by many Christians on the ground that God
made all plants and animals according to their kind.
They resist for the wrong reasons a Darwin who himself
failed to realize that the strongest reasons on behalf of
evolution were offered by the metaphysical abilities of
the human mind which he tried to discredit once and
for all. For only that mind can see an interlocking unity
across all time and space: from subatomic particles on
to the human body itself, with no gaps in between
whatsoever.

Of course, evolutionary biology is far from having
filled all those gaps. Some of them, buried in the past, it
may never bridge. But to try to fill those gaps with a
recourse to God and to the Bible, would be a most
unbiblical thing. First, the history of science has
provided countless examples of filling gaps of
knowledge, each time exposing to ridicule a God whom
some ill-advised Christians let perch over this or that
gap in their science. They took improbabilities for
impossibilities, which is an elementary fallacy in
reasoning.

One can indeed make an impressive sport of
calculating the improbability of this or that physical
process. But time and again science performs the
"impossible." It should be enough to think of the
synthesis of urea by Wohler in 1828, who in one stroke
eliminated the allegedly absolute difference between
inorganic and organic matter. After he did that the
laughter of some materialists reached high heaven.

Another reason for holding evolution to be true
relates to the emphatic affirmations in the Bible that all
matter is good. By saying that matter is good, the Bible
certainly implies that matter is not evil, but it also says
that the edifice raised by God is as good as any other

edifice which is good. But an edifice is good only insofar
as it is compact, solid, consistent in its working. In other
words, such a material edifice fully obeys the rationality
of its architect. Why not say all of this, and in a
superlative sense about the material universe made by
God? Is God a second-rate architect, is God a second-
rate materials physicist or chemist, or molecular
biologist who always has to improve on what he has
done already?

Indeed, all the praises accorded by materialists to
matter should pale beside the praises which Christians
should accord to that same matter. Herein lies the
reason why a Christian should be an all-out materialist,
provided the human mind is excepted. This is why a
Christian should be an all-out evolutionist, provided
the human mind and the human mind alone is
considered as a special creations of God.

Anything short of this would add to the
materialists' laughter that reaches to high heaven. |
hope that Carl Sagan is now in heaven. So God has the
last laugh, that God whose infinite mercy has souls for
its object. Even Almighty God cannot be merciful with
mere matter. But Carl Sagan has the next-to-last laugh.
This chief village atheist of our times, or rather the
chief atheist
evolutionary science, now can laugh fully, knowing

performer of the village called
that there is no Christian physics, no Christian
chemistry, no Christian evolutionary science as long as
these are science and not philosophies. But Sagan also
laughs at his folly of having promoted the cause of an
atheistic science. This is what gives science its
unlimited competence in everything material, whether

living or dead.

This shows that nothing is so dangerous as to latch
philosophies to purely quantitative considerations,
which are the exclusive business of science. For unless
we grant science everything which is its right, we
cannot deny anything to science which it cannot
rightfully claim.
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The Business of Science

Nothing which is non-quantitative is the business of
science. But everything which is quantitative is its
business. Non-quantitative aspects of existence, such as
purpose, freedom, design, honesty, cannot be handled
by science because they are not quantitative
propositions. But every bit of matter is quantitative and
therefore the business of science. Does not the Bible
say that God "disposed everything according to

measure and number and weight"?

Please note that the Bible does not say that
measure, number and weight, or quantities in short, are
everything. But the Bible says that everything has
measure, number, and weight or quantitative
properties. Wherever there is matter, quantities are
present. This is what gives science its unlimited
competence in everything material, whether living or
dead. But this is also the reason for the radical
limitation of science to what is material insofar as it can

be measured.

Herein lies an apparent paradox. It will certainly
bother those who do not want to use properly their
God-given reason. They do not have to over-exert
themselves. It is enough to consider that of the various
categories of human conceptualization, there is one
that stands utterly apart from the rest. That category is
the category of quantities. About all the other
categories, various qualities for instance, it is possible to
apply the phrase, "more or less." Goodness can be
realized in various degrees, more or less. Alertness too.
Any food can taste good, more or less. But it is not
possible to state about the number five that it is more
five or less five.

This profound difference between quantities and
any other concepts may not exist for pure spirits and
certainly not for God. But it exists for us as long as we
are in this mortal body. Chafe as we may, we cannot do
anything about the fact that God created the human
mind in such a way that, for it, quantities and
everything else remain in two separate conceptual

compartments. In other words, what God has

separated, no man should try to join. Those busy with
integrating theology and science should pause.

There were, of course, some who tried to make it
appear that if you pile quantities upon quantities you
get qualities and even mind and free will thrown in for
good measure. Unluckily for them, they tried to write
science on that basis, but only made a mockery of it and
utter fools of themselves. Examples are the Hegelian
Right and the Hegelian Left. They made a horrible mess
not only of human life, but also of science -- including
the science of evolution.

What Darwin Failed to See

It matters not that Darwin's mechanism of evolution is
incomplete. It may indeed be grievously faulty. It is
always useful to learn about the latest fault lines in
Darwinian theory, because its materialist champions
love to present it as something scientifically faultless.
But this leaves intact Darwin's basic insight. Only those
who are inclined to resist either facts or sane
philosophy or both resist Darwin. Yet nothing supports
evolution so strongly as sane philosophy and especially
that biblical precept that everything God made is good
and that he arranged everything according to measure,
number, and weight. That Darwin failed to see this is
largely irrelevant. Without any doubt he proposed his
mechanism of evolution as a rebuttal to belief in God,
who at that time, and certainly in Darwin's broader
ambiance, was equated with the God of innumerable
special creations.

It was not the first time in intellectual history that
God allowed a monumental half-truth so that full truth
might be perceived the more effectively. The half-truth
was the combination of an inadequate mechanism of
evolution with a magnificent vision of the coherence of
all material beings, together with a much needed
radical exclusion of special creation. Darwin's greatest
mistake was that he did not take that vision for what it
was: a genuinely metaphysical vision.

Metaphysics, and not so much science, is the chief
rational basis for stating that the material realm is fully
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coherent, that is, it needs no special interventions from
an outside factor, such as God, to keep it running.
Science is and will remain profoundly materialistic as
long as it is science and not something else. Science can
be materialistic only because all matter was created by
God. Only a God who is a Creator was capable of giving
autonomy to his material creation, without suffering
thereby a loss to his omnipotence. Such a God is the
God of the Bible.

We shall do the worst disservice to the idea of the
biblical origin of Western science as long as we hanker
to find in science that "something else" on the basis of
science and in its own terms. For if we take the phrase
"according to their kinds" of Genesis 1 in a scientific
sense, we have to take everything there also
scientifically. What is sauce for the gander is also sauce
for the goose. Then we must explain how visible light
came before the making of the sun on the fourth day. It
is rather ridiculous to claim that the light of the first day
was electromagnetic radiation, let alone that it was the
2.79K cosmic background radiation. Then some
explanation has to be found for the firmament and for
the astronauts. The Bible deserves much better than to
be exposed to endless ridicule by taking it for a science
textbook. But the Bible also demands serious
intellectual effort if one is to make a case on behalf of

its having served as the origin of Western science.

We must make that case partly because the future
of Western culture hangs in the balance. That culture
needs much more than science. We must use both the
best means and also the most effective means if we
want to obtain a hearing for that "much more." A most
effective means is nowadays a reference to science.
Science, unfortunately, has become one of the three
most effective marketing means. The other two are
Sports and Sex, writ large. Such are the three S's that
rule modern life.

Science, of course, deserves much better, and it
deserves the best in the way of intellectual efforts. At
times it is enough to use common sense. Science may
be much more than a refined form of common sense,
but in interpreting science correctly, some such sense
is indispensable. The Bible is an unexcelled source of
common sense, and also a chief depository of
information about that infinitely "much more" which is
the Kingdom of God. To seek first that Kingdom has
been the God-enjoined method of obtaining the rest,
which, as history shows, includes even science.

Rev. Stanley L. Jaki is Distinguished Professor of Physics
at Seton Hall University. This article originally appeared
in the October 1997 issue of Crisis Magazine.
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The Theology of the United States

Thomas G. West | Classic
3/4/09

iberals believe that the American principle of

religious liberty requires not only the separation

of church and state, but also the separation of
religion from politics. They argue that a prohibited
"establishment of religion" exists whenever government
promotes religion at all.

Some conservatives agree that government should
be neutral between religion and its opponents, but they
point out that neutrality is hardly served by excluding
religious expression and views from public life, while
allowing non-religious and anti-religious expression.
Other conservatives say that government may support
religion, as long as it supports "religion in general," not
any particular faith or denomination. No one defends
government promotion of particular religious views.

Yet all of these current views of religious liberty are
opposed to the approach of the American Founders.
Jefferson, Washington, and Adams would have gladly
endorsed this prayer, clearly inspired by the Bible,
delivered by a Jewish rabbi at a Rhode Island high
school graduation. It was outlawed by the Supreme
Court in 1992:

God of the Free, Hope of the Brave.... For the liberty
of America, we thank you. May these graduates
grow up to guard it.... We must each strive to fulfill
what you require of us all: To do justly, to love
mercy, to walk humbly.

Conservatives often believe they are defending the
original understanding of religious liberty when they
argue that government may aid religion, as long as it
does so nonpreferentially. They seem not to realize the
pitfalls of this approach.

If government sponsors prayers of the sort just
qguoted, evenhandedness requires that graduating girls
also be given the opportunity to pray to "Our Sweet
Sophia." At the 1993 "Re-Imaging" conference co-

sponsored by the Episcopal Church of the United States,
these words were addressed to that "goddess":

We are women in your image. With the nectar of
our thighs, we invited a lover.... With our warm
body fluids we remind the world of its pleasures
and sensations

Even the bloodthirsty gods of the Aztecs would have to
be invoked at least occasionally by a resolutely
nonpreferentialist government.

These conservative and liberal views of religious
freedom would have been rejected with laughter, or
anger, by America's founding generation.

Washington and Jefferson

In his letter to the Hebrew Congregation at Newport,
Rhode Island, Washington called the free exercise of
religion an "inherent natural right." But that right
means only that government may not molest or injure
anyone for holding religious views different from the
ones it wishes to promote. It does not mean that
government must hold its tongue on all theological or
religious matters.

Therefore Washington concluded his letter to the
Hebrews with a prayer affirming belief in an afterlife:

May the Father of all mercies scatter light and not
darkness in our paths, and make us all in our
several vocations useful here and, in His own due
time and way, everlastingly happy.

The First Amendment requires a separation between
church and state: there must be no denomination or
sects designated as the official religion of the country
and supported at taxpayer expense. But the
Amendment does not require a separation between
God or religion and state. How could it, when the
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Declaration of Independence declares that God is the
source of the rights that government is bound to secure
and protect? Without the Declaration's "laws of nature
and of nature's God," America would be wandering in
the dark.

Consider Jefferson, who is often thought to agree
with today's liberal view of religious liberty. He issued a
number of public prayers in his official capacity as
president. In his famous letter to the Baptists of
he wrote that the First
Amendment builds "a wall of separation between
Church and State."

Danbury, Connecticut,

This letter has been used for fifty years to denounce
any presence of religion in American public life,
especially government-sponsored prayer. Yet the letter
itself concludes with a government-sponsored prayer: "|
reciprocate your kind prayers for the protection and
blessing of the common Father and Creator of man."
Jefferson of course composed this prayer on
government time at taxpayers' expense, and he
delivered it in his official capacity as president. If today's
view of religious liberty were correct, Jefferson would
have breached the wall of separation at the very

moment he proclaimed it.

Founding Theology

The Declaration of Independence is a striking example
of government promotion of a particular theology. The
Declaration contains four distinct references to God. He
is the author of the "laws of nature and of nature's
God." He is the "Creator" who "endowed" us with our
inalienable rights. He is "the Supreme Judge of the
world." And he provides "the protection of Divine
Providence."

The Supreme Court has ruled that government may
not "teach or practice religion." It may not exert "subtle
coercive pressure" on students by prayers or religious
instruction. If the Declaration were taught in a public
school as the truth, the teacher would "teach religion."
She would be exercising "subtle coercive pressure" on
students. She would be teaching them that God is our

lawgiver, creator, judge, and providential protector. By
the logic of the Court's view of religious liberty, teaching
the Declaration of Independence in public school is an
unconstitutional establishment of religion.

Of course, teaching the Declaration has not been
declared unconstitutional, but that is only because the
Court has been unwilling to admit the logical
consequences of its view of "establishment." To avoid
the public outrage that would follow if the Declaration
were banned from the classroom, the Court falsely
assumes that that document is not really religious.
Reading the Declaration in school, asserted Justice
Brennan, "no longer ha[s] a religious purpose or
meaning. The reference to divinity in the revised
pledge of allegiance, for example, may merely
recognize the historical fact that our nation was
believed to have been founded 'under God."

In other words, the Supreme Court will allow the
theology of the Declaration to be taught in the
classroom as long as it is understood that it belongs to
"a world that is dead and gone," that it has nothing to
do with the world that we live in here and now, that it
is not a living faith that holds God to be the source of
our rights, the author of the laws of nature, and the
protector and Supreme Judge of America.

The Great Seal

The Great Seal of the United States is the most obvious
example of the Founders' conviction that the

government should "teach religion." The Seal was
adopted in 1782 and reaffirmed by Congress many
times afterwards. It is printed today on the dollar bill.
The pyramid side of the Seal is a memorable
representation of the theology of the Declaration of
Independence. This fact is not widely recognized, in
part because practically everyone believes that the
pyramid and eye symbols are Masonic in origin. | don't
know how many times | have seen this asserted with
complete confidence, yet | have been unable to find

any substantial basis for it.
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The definitive history of the Seal (Patterson and
Dougall's, The Eagle and the Shield, 1976) finds no
evidence to support the claim of Masonic inspiration or
meaning. None of the Seal's designers were Masons, as
far as we know. Founding-era Masons did use the eye to
represent God (but not in a triangle). However,
Patterson and Dougall report that that symbolism was
well established outside of Masonic circles.

This concern over the Great Seal's alleged Masonic
origins has distracted us from the most obvious and
reliable way to understand its -- by observation and
reflection. Of particular help is the report of the Seal's
co-designer, Charles Thomson, which is part of the 1782
law officially approving the Seal.

The reverse side of the Great Seal consists of two
parts: a heavenly eye and an earthly pyramid. Each part
is labeled with a Latin motto.

In the earthly part, a pyramid rises toward the
heaven. Thomson's report explains that "The pyramid
signifies strength and duration." On the base of the
pyramid is the Roman number MDCCLXXVI (1776), the
date, as Thomson remarks, of the Declaration of
Independence. The pyramid has thirteen rows of bricks,
signifying the thirteen original states. (The number of
rows is not specified in the law, but there are thirteen in
co-designer William Barton's original drawing, and on
the 1778 fifty-dollar bill from which the pyramid idea
was originally taken.) The pyramid is the United States,
a solid structure of freedom, built on the foundation of
the Declaration. It is unfinished because America is a
work in progress. More states will be added later.

"In the zenith" above the unfinished pyramid, the
1782 law calls for "an eye in a triangle, surrounded with
a glory." This design and placement of God's eye
suggests that America is connected to the divine in
three ways.

First, the eye keeps watch over America, protecting
her from her enemies. Thomson's report explains: "The
eye over it and the motto allude to the many signal
interventions of providence in favor of the American

cause." The Declaration of Independence had expressed
"a firm reliance on the protection of divine providence."

Second, the complete triangle enclosing God's eye
is a model for the incomplete or imperfect triangular
shape of the pyramid below. The perfect divine shape
symbolizes God's perfection, the divine standard for
imperfect human beings. God's shape, in turn, guides
and governs the construction of the earthly pyramid.

The Declaration says that America, grounded on
"the laws of nature and of nature's God," seeks to
secure the rights with which the Creator endowed all
men. The incomplete triangular pyramid, in contrast to
the perfect triangle of God, implies that America is a
work in progress in a deeper sense than its number of
states. No matter how many rows of bricks (new
states) are added to the pyramid, America must always
look to the Supreme Being as, and at, her "zenith," to
be true to what she is and aspires to be.

Third, the all-seeing eye is not only America's
protector and ruling guide. God is also her judge. This
theme is not as obvious as the first two, but it is
implied by the motto annuit coeptis, "He approves of
what has been started." These words imply that God
will no longer approve if America strays too far from
the right path.

In the Declaration, America "appealled] to the
Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our
intentions." Facing the injustice of slavery, Jefferson
therefore trembled for his country when he reflected
"that God is just, that his justice cannot sleep forever."

In sum, America is a nation "under God" in three
ways. God protects America; God is America's guide
and goal; and God judges America.

Virgil on the Dollar

The Seal has two Latin mottoes, one for the heavenly
and one for the earthly part. Both mottoes are taken
from the great Roman poet Virgil.
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The pyramid is labeled novus ordo seclorum, "a new
order of the ages." Thomson's report explains, "the
words under it signify the beginning of the New
American Era, which commences from that date
[1776]."

The phrase is a variant of a line in Virgil's fourth
Eclogue: "a great order of the ages is born anew." This
Eclogue describes the return of the golden age, an age
of peace and plenty. The change of words is significant.
America is a "new order," not just a "great order."
Virgil's golden age has come before and will come again,
but nothing like the American founding has ever
happened.

The words over the eye, annuit coeptis, are taken
from Virgil's Aeneid, where Aeneas leads a remnant of
men from conquered Troy over the sea to a land far to
the west. After they arrive in Italy, the natives mount a
ferocious attack against them. In the midst of the battle,
Aeneas's son Ascanius prays to Jupiter to "nod in assent
to the daring things that have been started." Jupiter
hears the prayer; Ascanius shoots, and his arrow pierces
the enemy's head. That victory enables the small band
of Trojan warriors to stay in Italy. They will eventually
become Rome, the greatest empire in world history.

The two mottoes point to the founding of Rome (the
Aeneid) and the golden age (Eclogue 4). Taken together
they suggest that America, with divine approval and
support, will become a New Rome, combining the glory
of the old Rome with the freedom, prosperity, and
peace of the golden age. America's foundation, like
Rome's, had to be laid in violence.

But unlike Rome, the new order will not grow to
greatness through warfare and conquest, but through
the arts of peace. (On the front of the Seal, the eagle's

head is pointed toward the olive branch in his right
talon, not the arrows of war in his left.) As Washington
wrote in his letter to the Hebrew Congregation, in
America "everyone shall sit in safety under his own vine
and fig tree and there shall be none to make him
afraid."

The example of the Seal shows us why the
Founders' understanding of religious liberty does not
prohibit, but
promotion of religion. That promotion is necessary

actually encourages, government
because even Jefferson -- on the "left wing" of the
spectrum of opinion in the founding era -- knew that
government cannot afford to be indifferent to the

religious convictions of the people:

And can the liberties of a nation be thought secure
when we have removed their only firm basis, a
conviction in the minds of the people that these
liberties are of the gift of God? That they are not to
be violated but with his wrath?

That means, of course, that the religious convictions
promoted by government must accord with "the laws
of nature and of nature's God." For these divine and
natural laws are at once both the ground and goal of
America's greatness.

Thomas G. West is Professor of Politics at the
University of Dallas. This article originally appeared in
the December 1996 issue of Crisis Magazine.
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