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So Much for the 'Mythical' Freedom of Choice Act 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

3/9/09 

any Democrats are wise enough to have a 

healthy fear of FOCA, the Freedom of 

Choice Act. Those on the religious left who 

support President Barack Obama are particularly 

sensitive to the symbolic power of FOCA to undercut 

their messaging about "abortion reduction." If FOCA 

were to cause much-beloved Catholic hospitals to begin 

shutting their doors, the political impact would be 

devastating.  

Thus, it came as no surprise several weeks ago 

when some of Obama's religious supporters began 

accusing pro-lifers -- particularly Catholics -- of using 

FOCA as a scare tactic when it had not yet been 

introduced into the 111th Congress.  

Amy Sullivan, an editor at TIME, wrote an article 

titled, "The Catholic Attack on a Mythical Abortion Bill," 

singling out the U.S. Catholic bishops for their national 

postcard campaign against FOCA. Catholics United was 

predictably quoted in the story, as they are now in 

every media story giving pro-abortion Catholics political 

cover: "These right-wing organizations are deliberately 

misleading people in order to stoke the culture war."  

Sullivan, who wrote a good book about the "God 

gap" in the Democratic Party, went way out on a limb to 

defuse FOCA anxiety. "Congress," she wrote, "isn't 

about to pass the Freedom of Choice Act -- because no 

such bill has been introduced in the current Congress." 

True, but as Sullivan surely knows, there are several 

members of Congress who are itching to reintroduce 

FOCA, regardless of any misgivings Democratic 

strategists may have about its consequences in the 

2010 election.  

For the abortion lobby, the passage of FOCA is the 

holy grail of their activism, and the just desserts for 

their strenuous -- and expensive -- efforts on behalf of 

Obama.  

FOCA, as it turns out, is going to be reintroduced in 

the not-so-distant future. On March 6, a spokesman for 

Rep. Jerrold Nadler (D-NY), chairman of the House 

Judiciary Committee, told the St. Louis Post Dispatch 

that FOCA "is among the congressman's priorities. We 

expect to reintroduce it sooner rather than later." 

Ilan Kayatksy, the spokesman, added that Sen. 

Barbara Boxer (D-CA) would introduce the same bill in 

the Senate "with some minor tweaks." (Representative 

Nadler introduced FOCA in the 108th and 110th 

sessions of Congress.) 

Three weeks earlier, an unnamed spokesman for 

Representative Nadler had told Sullivan at TIME that 

FOCA would not be reintroduced "anytime soon." It 

sounds as if Nadler's staff needs to get its story 

straight. At the same time, the conflicting statements 

coming from the same congressional office represent 

the division among Democrats about the wisdom of 

making FOCA a legislative priority.  

But whether or not FOCA reaches the floor of the 

Congress this session may not make much difference: 

Obama might get everything he wants without the bill. 

He has been using Friday nights to issue statements 

about his plans to overturn restrictions on abortion 

and its funding (Friday being the best time to damp 

down media coverage). This past Friday, Obama 

announced he will sign an executive order requiring 

federal money be spent on embryonic stem cell 

research, removing all the restrictions placed by the 

Bush administration.  

Friday-night statements from the White House 

may eventually approximate the outcome of FOCA 

without the controversial bill ever ending up on the 

president's desk.  

 

M 

http://www.lifenews.com/state3672.html
http://www.amazon.com/Party-Faithful-How-Democrats-Closing/dp/0743297865
http://www.stltoday.com/stltoday/news/stories.nsf/religion/story/E6E47067257DB95E862575710014DD57?OpenDocument
http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-obama-stem-cells-2009mar07,0,4706070.story
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Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in 

the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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The Lord of the World 
Rev. James V. Schall, S.J. | Column 

3/9/09

n 2001, St. Augustine's Press published a new 

edition of Robert Hugh Benson's 1907 novel, The 

Lord of the World. A friend of mine in Vermont 

recently urged me to read it, and I did.  

Ralph McInerny, in a brief introduction, writes: "The 

novel wonderfully conveys the flatness and boredom of 

a world without God. Boredom becomes a condition for 

recognizing our need for something more than this -- a 

few more decades of life and then a total void."  

This novel is remarkably similar in theme to Pope 

Benedict XVI's encyclical Spe Salvi, one of the very great 

encyclicals. That is, the novel is about the futility of a 

this-worldly utopia with the instruments of death 

(abortion, euthanasia) and endless life (prolongation of 

life, cloning) that are designed to make it come about. 

Indeed, in a lecture he gave at the Catholic University in 

Milan on February 6, 1992, Josef Ratzinger cited The 

Lord of the World and the deadly Universalist, inner-

world atmosphere it depicted. 

My father had this Benson novel around the house 

when I was a boy in Iowa, and I remember reading it 

then. What I remember most about it at that young age 

was how frightening it was, with its vivid end-of-the 

world description. Indeed, I have often said that this 

novel and C. S. Lewis's That Hideous Strength are the 

most frightening books that I have ever read. Now, no 

longer a youth (and then some), when I ask myself why 

this fright, it is because both books make the this-

worldly triumph of evil so plausible, so intellectual, so 

logical. 

Both books seem to exemplify the validity of a 

remark of Herbert Deane in his book on Augustine: "As 

history draws to its close, the number of true Christians 

in the world will decline rather than increase. His 

[Augustine's] words give no support to the hope that 

the world will gradually be brought to belief in Christ 

and that earthly society can be transformed, step by 

step, into the kingdom of God" (38). The anti-Christ 

figure in The Lord of the World becomes the "Man-

God," the "Lord of the World," precisely by promising 

universal brotherhood, peace, and love, but no 

transcendence. 

  

The hero of the book is an English priest, Percy 

Franklin, who looks almost exactly like the mysterious 

Julian Felsenburgh, the American senator from 

Vermont. The senator appears as a lone and dramatic 

figure promising the world goodness if it but follow 

him. No one quite knows who he is or where he is 

from, but his voice mesmerizes. Under his leadership, 

East and West join. War is abolished. Felsenburgh 

becomes the President of Europe, then of the world, 

by popular acclaim. Everyone is fascinated with him, 

yet still no one knows much about him. People are 

both riveted and frightened by the way he demands 

attention. Most follow without question. 

The only group who in any sense oppose him are 

the few loyal Catholics. The English priest is eventually 

called to Rome, since he has been an acute observer of 

the rise of Felsenburgh and his agenda. Apostasies 

among bishops and priests increase. The pope, John 

XXIV, is a good man -- not unlike Pius X, who was pope 

when this novel was written.  

Belief in God is to be replaced by belief in man. All 

those who oppose this doctrine are slated for 

extermination. With the English priest's inspiration, the 

pope forms a new religious order, the Order of Christ 

Crucified. Its members, including the pope, vow to die 

in the name of the faith. Many do.  

The English prime minister and his wife form a sub-

plot: The wife desperately wants to believe in this new 

world movement, but she is horrified when she sees 

the killings that are justified in the name of world 
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unity. Meanwhile, the prime minister's mother is 

brought back to the faith by the English priest, much to 

the horror of the prime minister. But the wife is upset at 

the whole thing. Finally, to escape it all, she applies for 

and is granted public euthanasia. She dies not believing, 

but somehow knowing that what is coming with 

Felsenburgh is utterly horrible. 

As the world comes to an end, the pope calls all the 

cardinals to Rome. Meantime, some English Catholics, 

against orders, plot to blow up the Abbey where the 

politicians meet. Percy Franklin, now a cardinal, along 

with another German cardinal, are sent back home to 

try to prevent this plot, which they are warned about. 

But word gets out. In retaliation, Felsenburgh orders 

that Rome be destroyed, which it is, together with the 

pope and all the cardinals but the three not in Rome. 

These three quickly elect the younger Englishman as the 

new pope, Sylvester III. The old cardinal in Jerusalem 

dies. The German cardinal is hanged. 

The last pope goes to the Holy Land, to the places of 

the last days pictured in the New Testament. In a final 

act, Felsenburgh and all the world leaders fly in 

formation to destroy the remaining signs of faith on 

earth. In response, Sylvester and the remaining 

Catholics are at Mass. As they sing together the music 

of Benediction, the Tantum Ergo, the attack strikes. 

With that, the world ends.  

The last words of the novel are: "Then this world 

passed, and the glory of it." It could not be more 

dramatic, or more moving. Somehow, I no longer find 

it so frightening. It is almost consoling.  

 

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

Georgetown University. His latest book, The Mind That 

Is Catholic, is published by Catholic University of 

America Press. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0813215412/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0813215412/insidecatcom-20
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The Fifth Commandment 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

3/10/09

t's a simple-sounding proposition: "You shall not 

kill" (Ex 20:13). And some people, such as pacifists, 

are absolutists in understanding it to mean that all 

killing is forbidden. But, in fact, that is not what the 

commandment means. In Hebrew, the Fifth 

Commandment forbids the taking of innocent human 

life. Both war and the death penalty have always been 

permissible (under certain circumstances) throughout 

Jewish and Christian history. So the command is more 

accurately rendered, "You shall not murder." 

That small clarification made, it may nonetheless be 

asked whether the proposition "Murder is bad" really 

required all the smoke and thunder of Sinai. Everybody 

knows murder is wrong. So why command something 

that everybody already knows and accepts?  

Because we only know it sporadically, and the same 

faculty we use for making legitimate distinctions (as in 

the first paragraph above) can, under the influence of 

sin, also be used to make excuses for ignoring this basic 

principle of natural law. Situations arise in which we 

have to be reminded that what we know to be true and 

right in happy moments continues to be true and right 

even when the temptation to murder can be very 

strong indeed.  

Our culture is chockablock with examples of this. 

We modern westerners wonder how it could be 

possible the Germans were capable of exterminating 11 

million people in their mad zeal for racial hygiene. But 

the reality is that they gave exactly the same rationales 

we give for our extermination of four times as many 

people since 1973 in the United States alone: by re-

defining the victim so as to exempt ourselves from guilt 

for violating the commandment. Jews, Poles, and 

Gypsies were re-classified as untermenschen or even 

"bacteria" (it was all very scientifically worded), and 

their deaths were treated like the death of cattle -- "no 

innocent human beings were harmed in the making of 

this Holocaust." We do the same trick: reclassifying 

babies as "fetal material" (another tidy scientific-

sounding euphemism).  

Why do we labor to justify murder? For the same 

reason the Nazis did it: because we regard it as a matter 

of us-vs.-them self-preservation. They believed anything 

was justified to preserve the Volk from their own 

delusional fears of racial impurity. A culture of death is 

a culture of fear, and the Germans whipped 

themselves into a frenzy of fearful hatred of 6 million 

innocent men, women, and children, killing them as 

enemies of the state and the Volk. We have whipped 

ourselves into a frenzy of fear of responsibility for our 

choices and believe anything is justified to preserve 

ourselves from the burden of raising a "parasite" (as 

the pro-choice rhetoric so delicately puts it). Ends 

justify means: the usual excuses. 

Another trick we often use to justify the taking of 

innocent human life is the Minimum Daily Adult 

Requirement approach to Catholic moral teaching. This 

involves that notion that the Ten Commandments 

describe the uppermost limits of human achievement. 

So, for instance, when a nation is in the grip of war 

fever (as ours was in 2003), just war requirements 

(which are intended to make it extremely difficult to go 

to war) get treated as a sort of imprimatur and 

blessing on war, instead of what they are: a set of 

hard-to-satisfy requirements that aim to fill us with 

very grave doubts about the wisdom of ever taking this 

horrible step.  

Rather than seeing the just war requirement as a 

massive restraint intended to remind us of the gravity 

of war, we labor to jerry-rig arguments (often very 

specious ones) to show that just war requirements are 

"satisfied" -- and then, once we have skated past 

these, we go to war with alacrity and eat popcorn 

while boasting about the cool "shock and awe" visual 

effects on the nightly news. Those who are eager to go 

to war are fairly easy to spot: They tend to be itching 
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to fudge the definitions, to claim that Special 

Circumstances make it okay to ignore this or that 

particular criterion, and to be quick to make much the 

same sort of appeals about the need to bring just war 

doctrine "up to date" as abortionists do when they talk 

about "updating" our definitions of "innocent," 

"human," and "life."  

  

In all this, we see a basic itch to find some way to 

minimize the Fifth Commandment, just this once, 

because our particular end is so good and noble, or so 

desperate and urgent, that surely we can cut a few 

corners and get on with pulling the trigger. The 

wheedling voice says, "Look. We've jumped through (or 

given serious thought to jumping through, or convinced 

ourselves that, in our special case, we don't need to 

jump through) all the hoops just war doctrine requires. 

Now can we start killing?" 

Put that baldly, we begin to see the truth about the 

Ten Commandments, and most especially this 

commandment: They are given in order to reinforce 

minimal moral requirements in the face of temporary 

assaults on reason. They show us not the height of 

sanctity, but the bottom-most limits of morality and 

virtue: If you can't love your neighbor, at least don't 

beat his head in with a baseball bat.  

It's important to remember that these bottom limits 

are merely the bottom, not the heights, of what we are 

called to in Christ. Merely not killing somebody is not 

exactly a glittering example of the splendor and holiness 

of Christ's love, so boasting that we are "good enough" 

simply because we observe minimal morality is 

insufficient. We still need a Savior. Indeed, the Savior 

Himself warns us that the commandment against 

murder is not satisfied merely because we haven't 

actually shot the guy who cut us off on the freeway. As 

Jesus points out in the Sermon on the Mount, if you 

hate somebody from the heart, you are already guilty of 

murder, because the heart is where murder is born.  

So God is, as George MacDonald says, easy to 

please, but hard to satisfy. On the one hand, we cannot 

pat ourselves on the back as saints merely because we 

keep a tight lid on our hatred and don't actually throttle 

our neighbor to death when he has the loud party. On 

the other hand, under the power of grace, minimal 

morality is a starting place in those desperate 

moments when we are really tempted to murder that 

jerk at work who has abused us for years. And since 

God is pleased with our faltering efforts as much as 

with the great deeds of giants like St. Paul, He can turn 

the widow's mite of our struggles with anger into a 

great spiritual fortune for His glory.  

The main thing for us to remember is that 

commandments like the one against murder give us a 

sure floor to stand on and a limit below which we must 

not go. But to fulfill our destiny in Christ, we must 

reach for the heavens and beatitude, through the 

imitation of Christ -- and not merely by living up to 

Minimum Daily Adult Requirement morality. 

 

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor for 

www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for 

InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at 

markshea.blogspot.com. 

http://www.catholicexchange.com/
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Where Have All the Prayers Gone? 
Anthony Esolen | Column 

3/10/09

ord, teach us to pray, even as John also 

taught his disciples" (Lk 11:1). 

Then Jesus gave us the Our Father. But 

that was by no means the limit of His teaching or His 

example. We hear Jesus bursting out into praise, 

glorifying the Father for concealing things from the wise 

and prudent of the world, and revealing them unto 

babes. We see Him venturing alone into the silence of 

the mountains to fast and pray. We are with Him at the 

table of the Last Supper, when He gives the traditional 

Jewish blessing of the bread and the wine, and then 

transforms that prayer into the first Eucharist. We 

watch with Him in the garden, as He kneels and pleads 

with the Father that His cup of suffering might pass, 

though "not my will, but thine be done." We hear His 

terrible cry of loneliness upon the Cross, "My God, my 

God, why hast thou forsaken me?" And then the quiet, 

intimate words of faith and obedience, words that 

storm the kingdom of death: "Father, into thy hands I 

commend my spirit." 

When Jesus is risen from the dead, prayer rises with 

Him, too. "Peace be with you," He says to the Eleven 

hiding in fear. When He parts from them, He blesses 

them, and instructs them to baptize all nations, in the 

name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 

Spirit. They receive the Holy Spirit on Pentecost and 

speak in tongues. It is the birthday of the Church, and 

she has, throughout the centuries, in the power of the 

Holy Spirit, continued to teach us how to pray. 

Yet here I am, Catholic from my infancy, and I am 

almost as speechless as an infant when it comes to 

prayer. No doubt I'm partly to blame. But during the dry 

decades of my youth, the Church's rich heritage of 

prayer was quietly stowed away in some subterranean 

vestry. Formal prayers, except for the few that make up 

the Rosary, were out; but then so too were those 

devotional practices, like Eucharistic adoration, or 

fasting, or keeping silence, that lent themselves to 

spontaneous prayer, even to those prayers that are the 

groanings of a troubled heart, to be interpreted only by 

the Spirit. I recall years ago hearing the Angelus, and 

suddenly realizing that I could not say it by myself, since 

I had only a dim recollection of it from childhood. 

It's never too late to learn, but in these matters I 

feel sometimes like a person who is trying to figure out 

what baseball is -- 30 or 40 years after I should have 

begun. I open the terrific medieval handbook of 

spiritual counsel, The Cloud of Unknowing, and read: 

Feel sin in its totality -- as a lump -- without 

specifying any particular part, and that all of it is 

you. And then cry ceaselessly in your spirit this one 

thing: "Sin! Sin! Sin! Help! Help! Help!" 

That isn't meant to be a random impulse. The author 

attempts to lead his spiritual charges, step by step, 

away from admiring themselves as they mouth empty 

words, and into the mystery of the imperious love of 

God. For He "will brook no rival," says the author. "His 

will is that you should look at him, and let him have his 

way." I read these things and hardly know where or 

when to stand or sit or kneel. Such spiritual discipline 

as this -- in one sense patient and formal, in another 

utterly thrown open to the cry of the moment -- is a 

part of the Church's spiritual heritage I can as yet only 

admire from without, not understanding more than a 

trace of what is there. 

Or I open the Sarum Missal, and read this 

communion prayer: 

LORD Jesus Christ, Who didst commune Thy 

disciples, eating in common with Thee, with Thy 

Body and Blood, and as a friend didst establish 

between them the communion of all their goods: 

grant me Thy wretched and unworthy servant that 

in the hour of my death, having worthily and 

savingly received the same communing, I might be 

"L 
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worthy to feast in common with my brethren, the 

Saints and the Angels, at Thy table. Who with God 

the Father and the Holy Spirit reignest, God: 

through all the ages of ages, Amen. 

And I know that never once in my life have I returned 

from communion with such thoughts; never once have I 

prayed that at the hour of my passing I might one final 

time partake of the wayfarer's food, so as to be 

admitted to the feast that knows no end. I have 

returned to the pew, knelt down, thought in some 

perfunctory way of some intention or other, said in my 

mind one of the few formal prayers I know, and that is 

all. There's nothing wrong with that, in itself. But there 

has been little else in my repertory. And so I have had 

to make an effort, in some sense an unnatural and 

awkward effort, to think the thoughts of Catholics who 

composed and said prayers such as the one above. The 

effort is far from entirely successful. 

Or I open a book of the prayers of St. Anselm, 

selections of whose philosophy and theology I have 

taught for many years. And I read: 

A thing to be wondered at -- 

at what a height do I behold the place of Mary! 

Nothing equals Mary, 

nothing but God is greater than Mary. 

Then I understand, with a start, that I really know very 

little about this Anselm, who could conceive such a 

prayer. I recall my many years of shame: my being 

ashamed of what was looked down upon as the foolish 

devotion of simple old ladies. So I was taught by the 

theologians au courant, when, for sheer intelligence, 

not to mention fidelity, Anselm could have bought up 

the whole lot of them. I know now that the children of 

Fatima were right and the theologians were wrong; but 

knowing it still does not restore to me either my 

knowledge of the saints or a childlike turning to the 

woman full of grace. 

I must exert myself, I know. And there are plenty 

of handbooks and prayer books now available to help. 

It's a start, anyway, to admit that I know far too little 

for my own good, or for the good of those for whom I 

am praying. I write this essay mainly in the hope that it 

will move someone who knows more than I do, and 

who is in a position to instruct me and thousands of 

people like me, to get out the rusty keys, open the 

closet, and take out the Church's treasures of prayer 

for all to behold.  

 

Anthony Esolen is a professor of English at Providence 

College and a senior editor for Touchstone magazine. 

His latest book is The Politically Incorrect Guide to 

Western Civilization (Regnery). 

http://www.touchstonemag.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980591/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980591/insidecatcom-20
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The Money Meltdown: A Conversation with Thomas Woods Jr. 

Brian Saint-Paul | Column 

3/11/09 

he economy is in free fall and we may be facing 

another Great Depression. In response, the 

government is scrambling to spend its way back 

to health. Is this really the best solution? Brian Saint-

Paul spoke to Thomas Woods Jr., author of the New 

York Times bestseller, Meltdown: A Free-Market Look at 

Why the Stock Market Collapsed, the Economy Tanked, 

and Government Bailouts Will Make Things Worse. 

ǅ ǅ ǅ 

 

Brian Saint-Paul: The popular media is blaming the 

economic collapse on the free market and "laissez-

faire capitalism." And yet these same commentators 

seem largely ignorant of what a laissez-faire economy 

actually involves. So first things first: What is free 

market capitalism? 

Thomas Woods Jr.: Well, it's not nearly as scary as 

people think it is. Free market capitalism simply involves 

the free exchange of property between individuals. The 

idea is that you're free to enter into contracts with 

other people. These contracts are reached on a 

voluntary basis; both parties must consent to the terms. 

The system proceeds along the lines of mutual respect. 

In other words, the free market is civilized behavior, 

institutionalized: You can't initiate physical force against 

somebody else to make him do something -- you have 

to get his consent.  

It's a system based on private property and free 

exchange. And that's really it.  

So government intrusion into the economy -- say, 

pressuring banks to make loans they would not 

normally make -- is not a feature of a free market 

economy? 

No, because that involves the threat of physical force. If 

the bank doesn't comply with the demands, then they 

can be fined, they can go to jail, etc. With a free market 

approach, people make deals on the basis of mutual 

respect. If they're deemed to be credit worthy by 

certain traditional criteria, they get the loan. But in a 

free market, they don't get a loan by asking the town 

bully to physically force the banker. That involves 

violence and the free market eschews all violence.  

On a related point, a free market economy is not 

centrally planned? 

Right, it doesn't have ideological commitments like, 

say, creating an "ownership society." It's nothing more 

than the summation of individual exchanges. So in the 

same way, it would be wrong to say that the free 

market 'poorly distributes wealth.' The free market 

doesn't distribute wealth at all -- there's no 

distribution mechanism whatsoever.  

Again, we're talking about nothing more than the 

voluntary exchange of property titles.  

In your book, you identify a number of culprits in the 

financial meltdown -- contributing factors to the 

disaster, but not the main cause. For example, you 

argue that Democratic-led efforts to increase lending 

to low-income earners was not a primary cause. Why 

is that? 

Because I don't think the numbers support it. The 

scope of the sub-prime mortgage problem has been 

exaggerated. Of course, those things didn't help. In the 

effort to make homes more affordable to low income 

families, they did discard things like the traditional 

down payment requirement. We also saw the rise of 

'liar loans,' where you could approach a lender and 

make up an income, and no-one would verify it. The 

Adjustable Rate Mortgage is another factor, though 

there can be some merit to that in some 

circumstances.  

T 

http://www.mises.org/store/Meltdown-P557.aspx?AFID=14
http://www.mises.org/store/Meltdown-P557.aspx?AFID=14
http://www.mises.org/store/Meltdown-P557.aspx?AFID=14
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But when you combine these all together and make 

these loans available to people who would be called 

sub-prime, there's almost no way to limit it to that. 

More and more people began using these types of 

mortgages, so the ready availability of very easy 

mortgage terms spilled over into the non-minority, non-

low income market. It gave an artificial stimulus to 

speculation in homes, and made it seem as if the 

quickest way to become wealthy is to buy several 

investment properties, because everyone believed 

they'd appreciate forever. And of course, you could buy 

them on easy terms.  

So this seems to be a bigger contributing cause than 

the sub-prime issue because the default problem is 

much more severe among prime Adjustable Rate 

Mortgages than it is among sub-prime mortgages. 

These are the mortgages that are most likely to have 

been purely speculative, and this unsustainable wave of 

speculation crumbled at the first sign of a housing 

collapse. People just walked away from these 

mortgages. They had no stake in them.  

So this was more of an issue with speculators than 

'predatory lenders'? 

Right. I hasten to add that I don't think speculation is a 

bad thing, but when you're in the middle of an asset 

bubble, people who don't belong in speculation get 

drawn in. They get caught up in a kind of mania where 

they think they can do no wrong -- not at the stock 

market, not at flipping houses. I think that's what 

happened here.  

Most mainstream commentators are blaming the 

collapse on a simple lack of regulation over the 

markets.  

If we're going to argue that the mortgage market itself 

needed to be regulated, then what about Ben 

Bernanke? He told us himself that his own regulators 

looked into the mortgage market and found it to be 

perfectly healthy -- in fact, healthier than ever. So what 

do you do when the regulators miss it? You need to 

have something else.  

Second, the Federal government wanted banks to 

be making these loans. Banks were only doing what 

every layer of government and the Federal Reserve 

itself wanted. So what regulator would dare stand up to 

the entire political establishment? Such an individual 

would be driven out of town, denounced, etc. "Aren't 

you just a heartless monster who doesn't want poor 

people to have affordable homes?" -- that would be the 

claim. It would require a regulator of superhuman 

courage and integrity to say something other than what 

the regime wants to hear.  

Finally, the apparent risks financial institutions 

were taking with these mortgages didn't actually seem 

substantial at the time. That was due to the myths of 

the housing bubble: home prices always increase, a 

house is the best investment you can make, and you 

can hardly ever go wrong flipping a house. These 

myths made it seem as though investments in housing 

weren't all that risky. Houses continued to appreciate, 

so the banks weren't left with some unsellable thing 

that had dropped 50 percent in value. The Federal 

Reserve's own economists said that this was not a 

housing bubble and that these high prices are 

sustainable and based on real factors.  

So the investment was made to seem safe because 

of what the Fed was doing in pumping up the housing 

market. 

Ok, but that's housing. What about the financial 

markets? 

The short answer is that the entire system, from the 

Federal Reserve on down, encourages risky behavior. 

The Fed can create money out of thin air. When it 

floods the economy with it, people naturally use it in a 

riskier way than they would in other circumstances.  

I like the example that Peter Schiff uses. He says 

imagine a Kindergarten class where the teacher gives 

pixie sticks and soda pop to all the kids, and then 

leaves the room for a few minutes. When she comes 

back and finds the classroom trashed, who do you 

blame? So the Fed ought not be doing these things, 

and we shouldn't have the implicit presumption that 
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Alan Greenspan will come riding to your rescue if things 

go bad. Many investors seemed to believe this. There is 

built into the system an institutionalized degree of 

moral hazard.  

Then there's the Too Big To Fail doctrine, which 

encourages risky behavior. And finally, we have deposit 

insurance which means that nobody cares about the 

soundness of banks anymore. They care more about 

which plasma TV they're going to buy than they do 

about the place where they're putting their money. 

Instead of having a hundred million people keeping 

their eyes on the banks, the responsibility falls to a 

small number of regulators in Washington, D.C.  

So you're saying that the "breakneck deregulation" 

we've heard so much about is largely a myth? 

Most of the alleged deregulation people complain 

about is completely phony. Suppose you have a 

government monopoly like the post office and say, "Ok, 

we're going to deregulate the Post Office. From now on, 

the Post Office can charge $100 for a stamp." That's not 

really deregulation. Full deregulation would say, "We're 

going to deregulate the mail business so that no-one is 

prevented from entering it by regulatory barriers." Now 

that would be real deregulation. Try selling $100 stamps 

in that arrangement and see how that goes for you.  

What we've had in recent years is phony 

deregulation. Banks are allowed to engage in riskier 

behavior than they were before, but the government 

will continue to guarantee their deposits with deposit 

insurance. How is that deregulation? In effect, you can 

do riskier things but the public is still on the hook for 

your errors. Real deregulation would say that you can 

do risky things, but you're on your own. We haven't had 

that. We've had the worst of all possible worlds.  

Much of your book involves the leading role the Fed 

has played in the crisis. First, what is the Federal 

Reserve? Most people don't realize the planning role it 

plays in our economy. 

The Federal Reserve is the central bank of the United 

States. It has some regional banks, but it's by-and-large 

a centralized system. It serves a couple purposes -- it 

can act as the lender of last resort to institutions in 

financial trouble. But more significantly, it can increase 

and decrease the supply of money in the economy. Of 

course, as people have been saying for years, maybe we 

don't need a Soviet-style Commissar in charge of money 

and interest rates. If we believe in the free market, why 

should we have an institution whose manipulation of 

the supply of money can artificially push interest rates 

one way or the other? Why don't we trust the free 

market to set the interest rates as we do any other 

price?  

The Fed is a non-market institution whose 

interventions in the free market, far from stabilizing it 

(as it supposedly does), actually destabilizes it. 

And that explains the boom/bust cycle?  

Friedrich Hayek is the Nobel Prize-winning economist 

people should be listening to, not Paul Krugman. 

Hayek argued that the source of the business cycle in 

the economy is the central bank's manipulation of 

interest rates. (Before someone objects that there 

were business cycles before there was a Federal 

Reserve system, I'll simply note that I address that in 

the book.) 

Hayek's argument was that interest rates can come 

down in two possible ways: First, people save more, 

and rates come down because banks have more 

money to lend. Second, the central bank could force 

them down artificially. Hayek's point is that there are 

dramatically different economic consequences that 

flow from these two choices. When they fall 

voluntarily, the market coordinates production 

successfully, because when I save more, I'm implicitly 

telling the economy that I'm putting off some of my 

consumption for right now. And it so happens that 

when interest rates are low, businesses take the time 

to engage in future-oriented projects. This is how the 

market coordinates production across time: When 

people defer consumption for the future, that's the 

time when it's most profitable for businesses to 

engage in future-oriented projects.  
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Secondly, the fact that I'm saving and not 

consuming releases resources that then provide the 

material so that businesses can complete their 

investment projects. So this is all sound and good.  

But if interest rates are brought down through 

artificial means, the public has not indicated that it 

intends to defer its consumption. So you have 

businesses involved in long term projects or engaged in 

product development at a time when people are 

demanding more products at the present.  

Furthermore, forcing down the interest rates by 

flooding the economy with money does not create any 

additional resources. You have the same resource pool 

that you had before, but you now have more investors 

drawing from it, trying to complete their investment 

projects. They soon discover that the necessary 

resources don't exist in sufficient quantities to do that.  

If this is all true, then why do Hayek and the Austrians 

represent a minority position, while Paul Krugman and 

the Keynesians enjoy establishment favor? 

There's a mutually reinforcing aspect to this. First, 

Austrian economics has not been taught, so therefore 

the next generation won't teach it. I think it's getting a 

lot more exposure now, because it has so much 

explanatory power with regard to what's just happened.  

Second, Austrian economics does not tell the 

government what it wants to hear. I know this will 

shock people, but in my view, the government is not 

necessarily committed to the pursuit of truth alone. 

Rather, it will promote economists who say what it 

wants to hear. Politicians want to be told that you can 

spend your way to prosperity; you can print your way to 

prosperity. They don't want to hear about the 

limitations that exist.  

There are some criticisms of Austrian theory, of 

course, but I find them to be poorly thought out. 

They're often thrown out casually by people who are 

annoyed with the Austrian view, but who may not have 

really studied it. Paul Krugman, for example, is 

contemptuous of the theory, but when you read his 

material on it, it's clear that he doesn't understand it.  

We've had bailouts and stimulus packages, and 

possibly more of both in the near future. If you were 

to look into a crystal ball, where are we going to be in 

20 years? Where is all of this heading? Will we reach a 

point of total economic collapse? Or will we wind up 

as the newest Euro-style state? 

It seems to me that the best-case scenario is a kind of 

European third-way stagnation: high unemployment, 

anemic growth (if any), and a whole bunch of people 

scratching their heads and wondering why this is 

happening. That could be our fate. 

Of course, it could be worse. It may turn into 

something like what Japan endured in the 1990s and 

beyond -- though at least Japan had some domestic 

savings as a cushion. Or there could well be a complete 

collapse of the system, with the dollar destroyed. This 

is all conditional, because it depends in large part on 

what the government does. Its cure is almost sure to 

be worse than the disease.  

I'd love to think that if a collapse came, people 

would say, "Obviously, intervention doesn't work, so 

let's try what the Austrians have been suggesting." But 

I think instead a demagogue would rise up to say -- as 

usual -- that the problem is not enough government 

involvement, and that he's going to rescue us.  

That's the most likely outcome.  

 

Thomas E. Woods Jr. is senior fellow in American 
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author of nine books, including two New York Times 

bestsellers: The Politically Incorrect Guide to American 

History and the just-released Meltdown: A Free-

Market Look at Why the Stock Market Collapsed, the 

Economy Tanked, and Government Bailouts Will Make 

Things Worse, as well as the award-winning The 

Church and the Market: A Catholic Defense of the Free 
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Protecting the Brand 

Ronald J. Rychlak | Column 

3/12/09

he month of March brings with it many things, 

usually including the first spring-like days, Lent, 

baseball spring training -- and, for college 

basketball fans, the NCAA tournament. Sixty-four teams 

from around the nation are invited to participate. For 

many programs (including the one at the university 

where I teach), a major goal of each season is to "make 

the playoffs." Other schools aspire to making the Sweet 

16, the Final Four, or the National Championship. 

The NCAA tournament has developed a huge 

following. Television ratings are high, tickets are hard to 

come by, and fans from all over participate in NCAA 

"pools." They get copies of the playoff brackets, fill 

them out with their predicted winners, and join with 

other fans to see who can make the best picks. Usually, 

each participant pays a certain amount of money into 

the pool, and the person who picked the most winners 

gets the pot. (It is probably worth noting that the 

Catholic Church does not consider all gambling to be 

sinful, only excessive gambling. Legality may be a 

different issue -- those laws vary from state-to-state -- 

but I used to participate in a pool that was run by a 

federal appellate court judge.) 

The popularity of the NCAA tournament has caused 

it to be dubbed "March Madness." Watch the 

promotions for the television broadcasts, and you'll see 

many references to that term. You'll also see 

advertisements for food, drinks, and big-screen TVs, 

urging you to buy products for the tournament. Those 

ads however, will not use the term "March Madness." 

They may talk about "basketball games," or "the 

playoffs," but "March Madness" is a trademark of the 

NCAA; other entities are not permitted to use it without 

permission (typically obtained by paying a fee). You may 

notice this same law in action when, during the build-up 

to the Super Bowl, advertisements urge consumers to 

stock up "for the big game" rather than "for the Super 

Bowl." 

Corporations, associations, and institutions invest a 

lot of time and money in building up their reputations. 

Often those reputations depend upon the ability to 

restrict the use of their trademarks. McDonald's, for 

instance, would not permit a competing restaurant to 

sell a sandwich called a "Big Mac." The Disney 

Corporation is well-known for protecting its 

reputation, even if that means cracking down on a 

small-time nursery school that put a drawing of Mickey 

Mouse on its sign. 

If a corporation does not protect its trademark, the 

term can fall into general use and lose all of its legal 

protection. Aspirin, for instance, was once a 

trademarked name, but it became widely used, and 

the holder of the legal rights did not assert them. 

Accordingly, any manufacturer can now sell aspirin. 

The same is true of escalators, zippers, yo-yos, and 

Webster's Dictionary. Several years ago, Xerox ran a 

campaign urging lawyers not to ask their secretaries to 

Xerox pages, but to ask them to "photocopy" pages. 

Similar discussions have been had by the people who 

make Kleenex brand tissues, and Google is starting to 

worry about this too. 

  

All of this is, I suppose, a long introduction to a short 

point: I wish the Catholic Church had protected her 

brand better. 

Unfortunately, too many "Catholic" colleges and 

universities are afraid to embrace their faith. Catholic 

politicians not only resist clear Church teaching, in 

some cases they lead the people to confusion by 

making false statements about the Faith. There are 

even some groups that call themselves "Catholic," but 

they openly work against Church interests. The 

organization "Catholics for Choice," for instance, 

devotes its energy to misinterpreting Church teaching 

and trying to have the Holy See ejected from the 
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United Nations. It should not, in any sense of the word, 

be considered Catholic. 

It is impossible for the Church to control the term 

"Catholic" in the same way that the NCAA controls the 

term "March Madness." It is encouraging, however, to 

see the pope tell an American politician that she cannot 

be Catholic and support legalized abortion. Catholic 

colleges and universities are starting to be called out 

when their actions stray too far from Church teachings. 

The American bishops have taken a leading role in 

opposing the Freedom of Choice Act, and there is even 

a new, Web-based project designed to hold 

conservative Christians accountable for their political 

choices.  

These are all encouraging signs, but much remains 

to be done. In the meantime, remember that not every 

group that calls itself Catholic actually reflects the 

Church's teachings. 

Here's hoping that your teams do well in "the 

tournament"! 

 

Ronald J. Rychlak is the associate dean and MDLA 

Professor of Law at the University of Mississippi School 

of Law. He is the author of Hitler, the War, and the 

Pope (2000) and Righteous Gentiles (2005). 
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Fifteen Tips for Better Preaching 
David Mills | Column 

3/12/09

n "The Perils of Preaching," I offered a lament for 

the general mediocrity of Catholic preaching (and 

was treated to a number of thoughtful responses, 

for which I'm grateful). What follows are my layman's 

suggestions for Catholic preachers.  

Strictly speaking, they aren't exactly a layman's 

suggestions, in the sense of being given by someone 

who doesn't know the subject. As an Episcopalian, I 

used to preach in the seminary chapel and in churches, 

so I know something of the challenges, which I do not 

underrate -- especially for men who are as pressed for 

time and quiet as Catholic priests. Preaching well is a 

harder task than most laymen realize. 

 

1) Stay in the pulpit. Not only because it is the Place for 

Preaching, a sign of the authority with which you speak, 

but because staying there may also help you remember 

that you are a servant of the Word and of the Church. 

Standing in the aisle with a microphone can tempt the 

humblest man to think he's the star, and will tempt 

almost anyone to play to the crowd (Did they get the 

joke? Are they smiling? Do they look bored? How can I 

get them back?). Plus you can keep your manuscript or 

outline there. 

2) Preach from a complete outline or a manuscript. A 

few people can offer complex, developed ideas from 

memory, but you are probably not one of them. The 

value of a sermon often lies in your sharing something 

one or two or three levels deeper than the obvious 

lesson, which needs to be explained with some care and 

precision. Very, very few men can do this off the top of 

their heads. You will need to practice speaking this way 

to do it well -- if you write out the sermon, reread the 

manuscript till you've got it at least half memorized -- 

but better to have substance read a little stiffly than 

piffle well-delivered. And having an outline or 

manuscript will keep you from running on. 

3) Speak in a personal voice, using "I" and "you." I 

mean the kind of voice you hear in G. K. Chesterton's or 

C. S. Lewis's writing, not the kind of self-display you get 

from a guest on Oprah. Your hearer should think you 

are trying to show him something you see, not trying to 

make you look at him. Though you are speaking as an 

authority, and ought to speak with authority, you are 

also a man speaking to friends. Most people speak 

more clearly when they're talking to someone they 

know than when they are speaking to an abstraction 

called "the congregation" or "the 10-o'clock crowd." 

And most people listen better when they're being 

addressed by a friend rather than a lecturer. 

Use "we" only when you are part of the group to 

which you're referring. Some priests use "we" when 

they mean "you guys" or "some of you" or "those 

jerks." This by itself makes a sermon abstract and 

sound insincere. Your listeners will know when you are 

not speaking honestly, when your "we" is just a cheap 

way of claiming an identity you don't have or 

pretending you're not criticizing someone else. 

4) Speak from your own experience and your own 

knowledge. If you have a story from your own life that 

illustrates the lesson, tell it -- but only if it works as a 

story. A good rule is not to tell a story about yourself 

you would not tell if it were about someone else, and 

don't tell any story that does not have a direct relation 

to your theme. 

5) Never use a cultural reference, especially a pop 

cultural reference, to look knowledgeable or hip or to 

"connect" with your people. It's annoying, like a 50-

year-old wearing his baseball cap backward. And you'll 

probably get the reference wrong anyway, or you'll use 

one your people have already heard half-a-dozen 

times. (I don't know how many sermons I've heard that 

opened with the same quote from Joseph Heller's 

1974 novel Something Happened, one of which I heard 

just last year.) Only use such references when you 

I 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5467&Itemid=121&ed=1
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would use them in conversation and un-self-

consciously. 

6) Exposit the Scriptures. Tell the congregation 

something about the lessons they will not see on their 

own, especially about their background and context, the 

connections between the texts, and the way the great 

theologians have expounded them. This means reading 

the texts for themselves, not beginning with your ideas 

and finding some of them illustrated in the text -- which 

is, I'm afraid, the dominant form of priestly exegesis and 

explains why some priests' sermons begin to sound 

alike when you've heard more than ten or so. This will 

keep your listeners' attention, because people like such 

information, if only in the way they like trivia questions. 

More importantly, the close study of the day's 

lessons should give you new insights and save you from 

repeating your favorite themes. Close study should 

include the reading of the great preachers' sermons on 

the same passages. Immersion in the minds of others is 

the only way most of us can avoid saying something 

inane. 

At the same time, don't reduce the supernatural to 

a moral lesson, as if the history given in Scripture were 

Aesop's Fables. The Resurrection is not primarily an 

illustration of the value of hope and perseverance. Do 

not try to explain what the story "means" until you've 

made clear that something amazing once happened. As 

Rev. Alvin Kimel wrote in response to "The Perils of 

Preaching": 

Somehow the Catholic priest must begin to 

understand the homily as akin to giving the 

Eucharist. It's not just a matter of saying things 

about God or Jesus or morality . . . . Preaching is 

communication of Jesus Christ himself. It is a word, 

the Word, that enables us to live our lives in faith 

and hope. The preacher must not just speak about 

the gospel: he must do the gospel to his hearers. 

"The preaching of the Word of God," Martin Luther 

said, "is the Word of God." This is what the Catholic 

preacher must begin to understand and practice. 

Too many sermons tell people to do good only -- not 

even to be good, through the instruments the Church 

provides, but just to do good. We know we should do 

good, but, with St. Paul, we find ourselves not doing it. 

We need to be helped to see more clearly and to love 

more deeply the One in whose service we would do 

better than we are. 

7) Do not inveigh against "Fundamentalism." Even 

conservative priests do this from time to time. You 

probably don't know what you're talking about, and in 

any case the effect will be to tell the congregation that 

Catholics don't believe Scripture says anything directly. 

Of all the groups to criticize by name, the 

Fundamentalists are about the last you should pick on. 

If you're going to criticize someone who is a real 

danger to the Faith, criticize dissenting Catholics. 

Also, don't water down the meaning of the text to 

avoid being considered fundamentalist or right-wing or 

rigid or Biblicist, or whatever label is being applied to 

people who take the Scriptural teaching as seriously as 

the Church takes it. Priests do this all the time. When 

the lesson hits hard, you must hit your people with it. 

You are a doctor helping sick people, and the medicine 

they need will often make them feel even worse, like 

radiation and chemo for cancer. But when you hit 

them, explain the good news in the pain, the health 

that taking their medicine will bring them. 

8) Always remind people that they are sinners and 

give them examples in which they can see themselves. 

It will not be news to them: Almost everyone knows 

he's a sinner, even if he doesn't like the term. Your 

people are not who they want to be. A sermon 

proclaims some part of the Good News, and you will 

waste your listeners' time if you don't deliver the bad 

news that makes the Good News good. Too many 

priests offer All Good News All the Time, which isn't 

helpful or compelling. You do want to affirm your 

people, whose lives are often hard enough as it is, but 

you want to affirm them in Christ, which is rather 

different. 

9) Make sure your points connect and form a single 

argument. Have a theme or thesis, and cut ruthlessly 
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anything that doesn't advance it. I don't know how 

often I've heard a preacher build an argument, 

promising a moving or enlightening conclusion, and 

then switch to another subject entirely. (The odds of 

this happening rise if he's preaching from the aisle.) It's 

like listening to Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, and a few 

minutes into the last movement hearing the orchestra 

switch to Eine Kleine Nachtmusik. Even the Mozart 

fanatic will feel the letdown. 

To put it a different way: Before you begin 

composing the sermon, decide on the single point you 

want the congregation to remember, then do 

everything you can to implant that point deep in their 

minds. Remember that the point will rarely make your 

listeners smack their foreheads and say, "Wow!" (the 

kind of effect we all hope for), but may only encourage 

or challenge them in a small, but nevertheless 

important, way. Don’t swing for the fences and risk 

striking out, but aim for the single that, added to a 

single the next week and those in the weeks after that, 

will over time score a lot more runs. 

10) Do not use any favorite metaphor that you think 

profound. Words like "journey" and "pilgrimage," and 

phrases like "living the song," and anything else that 

makes you feel as if you’d just seen a basket of kittens. 

(Readers are encouraged to help fill out the list.) They 

will drive your thinking away from the realities you 

should be proclaiming into comforting and useless 

abstractions. 

Since no one who uses such words recognizes them 

as clichés, you'd best avoid them and find a parishioner 

alert to such things to warn you when you start using 

one. Metaphors should be considered guilty until 

proven innocent. For that matter, you would do well to 

have a sharp-witted parishioner critique your sermons 

in advance. 

11) Speak of "the Catholic Faith" and "the Catholic 

Church" and offer stories of the saints and insights from 

the writers of the past as often as you can do so 

naturally. You are not just teaching and exhorting your 

people, but encouraging their sense of belonging to a 

real thing, an historical community with a history, with 

heroes, sages, and officers, with duties, rewards, and 

privileges. It's unnatural for a Catholic priest not to use 

the word "Catholic" a lot and speak often of the Blessed 

Virgin and the saints. Someone who only heard the 

sermon should know without a doubt that it was given 

by a Catholic priest. 

12) When appropriate, and it quite often is, preach 

dogmatically, with explicit references to Catholic 

teaching. I'm told that liturgical "experts" dislike this. 

Ignore them. Your people need all the help you can give 

them in understanding the thing to which they've 

committed themselves, and your sermon is probably 

the only instruction they will get all week. Help them 

to see how the Scriptures lead to the doctrines of the 

Faith and how the doctrines help us understand the 

Scriptures, and how the two together contribute to 

human happiness. 

13) Once in a while, clarify the differences between 

what Catholics believe and what our Protestant 

brethren believe. Include an apologetic explanation for 

the Catholic belief. Your listeners may well hear 

Catholicism criticized by Protestants they know (I've 

been surprised at how gratuitously even learned 

Protestant friends will slap at the Church), and they 

need to be encouraged in their Faith and given help in 

responding. You will usually have to respond to some 

dim, if not doltish, anti-Catholic claim, but when 

possible, respond to Protestantism's best 

representatives, so your people know what are the 

real differences.  

 14) Connect the truths you are drawing from the 

Scriptures to the Mass, the Church year, and the 

sacramental life. This lets you present the 

congregation with a tangible experience of the gospel 

you've just proclaimed. I have heard too many 

sermons that led naturally to the confessional as a 

comfort and a liberation, but ended instead with 

declarations of God's general interest in us and the 

exhortation to just keep on trying. This doesn't satisfy 

our need for action, nor does it tell us anything we 

couldn't have gotten from the Episcopalian down the 
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street. God gave us the Church and the sacraments for a 

reason. 

15) Preach for transformation, even though the 

transformation will be incremental. Expect your 

parishioners to change. Point them to Jesus: to meeting 

Him, to knowing Him, to growing more and more like 

Him. Point them to the crucifix and to the tabernacle, 

and help them think more deeply about what they 

mean. What you show them of Jesus, the Jesus who 

died for them, will make everything hard you've said 

bearable. 

Don't talk about "living in community" but about 

living in the Body of Christ. Don't talk about healing, but 

about Christ's healing. Don't talk about doing good 

works, but about Christian charity, which requires much 

more. Don't talk about perseverance, but about 

Heaven, which expects less of us but promises much 

more. 

 

To sum up: You are standing before your people as a 

mediator, and a mediator makes connections -- 

connections with Christ above all, the Christ who came 

to us and will come again, but also with the Body of 

Christ, and with the Church's Scriptures and her 

teaching; with her saints, theologians, devotional 

writers, with the departed, and with each other. You are 

speaking to people whose lives are disjointed, broken, 

and disconnected, and you want to remind them that 

they are part of a large and old and wise thing, a family, 

a body, a vine, stretching backward and forward 

through history and into eternity.  

You have the Good News in its fullness to give your 

people. That's what we want and what we need, and 

what only you can give us just before we receive our 

Lord. 

 

David Mills's book Discovering Mary: Questions and 

Answers About the Mother of God will be published by 

Servant in late summer. 
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Sing Like a Catholic 
Jeffrey Tucker | Column 

3/13/09

he season of Lent is upon us, sending one of the 

few signals Catholic musicians hear outside 

Christmas and Easter. The message: The music 

should be sort of slow and penitential, unless we're 

talking about one of those cheesy modern upbeat songs 

about our "Lenten journey" to work for social justice.  

Is it any wonder that people suppose that Catholics 

can't sing? Where are the ideals? Where is the 

direction? If there is such a thing as authentic Catholic 

music, where do we find it? 

Consider the first Sunday of Lent. The Gregorian 

music -- from the music books that are intrinsically 

connected to the Mass -- for the entrance is from Psalm 

90: "When he calls to me, I will answer him; I will rescue 

him and honor him; with long life will I satisfy him." The 

melody is sunny and uplifting, much to the shock of 

many who think that Lent is all about being gloomy. 

According to the actual musical tradition of the Church, 

we are looking forward to the joys of salvation.  

Thus does the true music of our Faith impart 

information we would otherwise miss. And look at the 

incredible music that precedes the Gospel reading, the 

so-called tract of the day. It is Qui Habitat (Psalm 91), 

and one of the most difficult and spectacular pieces in 

the whole of the Gregorian repertoire. "He that dwells 

in the secret place of the most High shall abide under 

the shadow of the Almighty." It lasts eleven minutes, 

taxing the patience of most every celebrant and every 

person in the pew. Here is the signal that Lent has 

begun!  

But how many Catholics today will hear it? Hardly 

any. To me, this is a tragedy, and all the more so 

because most Catholic musicians are clueless that they 

should be singing it, even though the Second Vatican 

Council said they should and the rubrics continue to 

specify chant as the music of the Roman Rite (for both 

ordinary and extraordinary forms).  

Several people have already taken offense at the title 

of my new book, Sing Like a Catholic. This doesn't 

surprise me, since it is widely disputed whether there is 

anything in music that is distinctively appropriate for 

Catholic liturgy.  

For several generations, what was originally 

permission to sing "other suitable songs" apart from 

the ritual itself has mutated into a kind of musical 

nihilism that denies that anything should be called 

universally appropriate or inappropriate. It is widely 

believed that, so long as people more or less like it, it 

can and should be sung or played.  

What this has led to is not universal satisfaction 

with music at Mass, but rather the opposite. One 

never knows for sure what one will get on Sunday. 

Catholics are good sports, so they do their best to 

make a game of it. Will it be the aging hippy Mass, the 

breathy teen-pop Mass, the pseudo-Broadway Mass, 

the lone-cantor-plus-guitar Mass, the ethnic parade? 

The instability of it all becomes a kind of bonding point 

between us.  

The nearly universal reactions you can expect from 

talking to any practicing Catholic about music at the 

parish are rolled eyes, shrugged shoulders, and waves 

of the hand, as if to say, "It's a disaster, but what can I 

do?" 

The musicians seem to take themselves very 

seriously as performers, but what precisely are they 

attempting to achieve, besides badgering people to 

like the same music they like and getting people to 

affirm their musical selections by joining in?  

What is missing here -- and this is the thesis of my 

book -- is both a lack of direction and a lack of any 

fixed ideals. I recently received an e-mail that said the 

following:  

T 

http://www.amazon.com/Sing-Like-Catholic-Jeffrey-Tucker/dp/1607437228/
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I'm a musician who has been asked by the pastor to 

lead the music in my parish. I'm a Catholic but I find 

that I'm thoroughly confused about what to do, and 

the more I look, the less I seem to know. What 

hymns should I program and how do I know what is 

right? Which of these Mass settings is suitable? 

Other people in the parish tell me they want to play 

instruments. Should we do this? What is allowed 

and what isn't? What parts should be sung and 

what parts spoken? I've asked the pastor, but he is 

unclear too, and he seems to be looking to me for 

guidance. I look forward to any information you can 

provide. 

There is no sense in being amazed at the confusion 

here, since the only thing distinctive about the note is 

that the person is sincere and seeking answers.  

I'm looking now at the latest issues of the most 

widely circulated music publications designed for 

Catholic parishes, and there are essentially no answers 

to be found there. If you followed the advice therein, 

you would be establishing drum corps, unleashing 

electric guitars, investing in overhead projectors, 

spending many thousands on the latest goop from the 

mainline publishers, and flitting around from thing to 

thing until the end of time.  

Speaking bluntly, this is the blind leading the blind . 

. . though there does seem to be a consistent theme to 

all this floundering around: Those who are giving the 

advice are also selling music, and they are strongly 

recommending their music. This isn't so much a 

conspiracy but a working out of capitalist marketing 

techniques, and there is nothing necessarily unethical 

about it within certain parameters. The problem is that 

the parameters have been lost, and the marketing has 

become completely unhinged from the overarching 

purpose of the liturgy itself. These companies could 

serve the Church very well by drawing attention to the 

music that is part of the structure of the ritual itself and 

by encouraging creativity within that framework.  

  

Let's say you took a class on Catholic theology, 

expecting a detailed explanation of the Catechism and 

Creed, the faith and morals that define the parameters 

of the Catholic religion. You sign up but instead find that 

the professor never mentions the Creeds or Catechism 

or morals known from all ages. Instead, he encourages 

the students to make up their own religion based on 

their own subjective preferences, interests, likes and 

dislikes. Once one is completed, another begins, since 

one of the rules is that nothing must ever be fixed. The 

most important determinate of right and wrong is 

whether people like the results.  

Would you really be learning anything? Or would 

you feel ripped off?  

This is the problem with Catholic music today: a 

loss of fixed ideals. And, yes, people feel ripped off, 

and rightly so. What's remarkable to me is that this is 

wholly unnecessary. The music of the Roman Rite has 

been part of the structure of the Mass for as long as 

1,500 years, and the roots trace to apostolic times. It 

still would be part of our practice were it not for the 

fact that we have lived through one of those periodic 

ruptures that afflict the Church.  

However, there is no reason for it to last. The 

beginnings of clarity come from looking at the actual 

music attached to the Mass, which you can do by 

picking up the Gregorian Missal. You can see the Mass 

settings and hymns and receive guidance for how to 

sing them from resources like the Parish Book of 

Chant. This is the starting point, the foundation, the 

first round of parameters.  

From there, elaboration is encouraged. This is 

essentially the message of the Second Vatican Council 

in saying that Gregorian chant has primacy of place. 

This has been the consistent message of popes 

through all ages, reiterated again most recently by 

Pope Benedict XVI. We need only ears to hear, and 

then we must believe.  

In my own view, resistance to this idea is not as 

strong as people suspect. Most feel a sense of relief, 

because chant means the end of feeling manipulated. 

http://www.musicasacra.com/pbc/
http://www.musicasacra.com/pbc/
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The real problem is not so much intense opposition but 

a rather plain and pervasive lack of understanding.  

I also received a message from an old-timer in the 

Catholic music world, who was aghast that I would write 

a book the essential point of which is that the core 

music of the Mass is the Graduale Romanum. He told 

me that he thought this was a waste of everyone's time.  

I would agree if the knowledge were widely known 

and understood, but it is not. Hence the hope of my 

book Sing Like a Catholic is to draw attention to old 

truths. While I have contributed nothing to the body of 

knowledge of the ages, I do hope I made some 

contribution to bringing that knowledge to a new 

generation.  

 

Jeffrey Tucker is the editor of Mises.org and a frequent 

contributor to InsideCatholic.com. His new book, Sing 

Like a Catholic, can be purchased here. 

http://www.mises.org/
http://www.amazon.com/Sing-Like-Catholic-Jeffrey-Tucker/dp/1607437228/
http://www.amazon.com/Sing-Like-Catholic-Jeffrey-Tucker/dp/1607437228/
http://www.amazon.com/Sing-Like-Catholic-Jeffrey-Tucker/dp/1607437228/
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Life -- A Baby's Best Start 
Kate Wicker | Column 

3/13/09 
n my BC ("before children") days when I was still a 

full-time working girl, I was on the staff of a regional 

women's publication that was decidedly left-leaning. 

When my boss (whom I also considered a friend) asked 

me to do a write-up on a pro-choice event, I declined, 

explaining that I was pro-life and refused to promote 

anything that was in direct conflict with my belief 

system. 

I'm not sure how this would have panned out had I 

been working on the editorial staff of some glossy based 

out of New York City, but my colleague was respectful 

of my position and didn't force me to write about the 

event -- and, in fact, didn't publish anything about it in 

the end. 

My pro-life revelation sparked an ongoing dialogue 

between us about why I was pro-life and, conversely, 

why she was pro-choice. Like so many of my pro-choice 

friends, she stressed that she would never think of 

getting an abortion, but that she just didn't feel like it 

was the government's right -- or anyone else's -- to tell a 

woman what she should do with her body. 

But therein lay the irony: This same woman was a 

devoted mom and lactivist. Aside from working on the 

women's publication, we also collaborated on a 

parenting publication where we both wrote numerous 

pro-breastfeeding articles. My colleague practiced 

extended breastfeeding with all of her children, and she 

worked tirelessly to support breastfeeding in the 

workplace, including promoting a support group for 

working, breastfeeding moms and helping to get a 

designated pumping room in one of her previous places 

of employment. But more than that, she was one of the 

most loving, attentive, and selfless mothers I've ever 

known. 

Since becoming a mother myself, I've encountered 

many devoted moms like her who are vehement 

defenders of babies, children, and their needs. Some of 

these same women are also pro-choice. It's a 

juxtaposition that confounds me: These women often 

have no problem with shaking their heads over moms 

who don't breastfeed their babies, or those parents 

who allow their little ones to "cry it out" alone in their 

cribs. But they see no reason to give babies in utero any 

defense whatsoever.  

"Breast is best!" and "Give babies the best start 

and breastfeed!" they shout from the rooftops. But 

isn't life the best start of all? 

I look at these admirable moms who ply their tots 

with nothing but organic food, read endless board 

books to stimulate their babes' burgeoning minds, and 

do everything in their power to give kids of all ages a 

voice -- and I can't help but wonder why they don't see 

the need to do the same for the most helpless children 

of all.  

Why does our society only advocate for the 

children who make it safely out of their mothers' 

wombs, or those lucky "fetuses" who become babies 

as soon as the woman carrying them decides they are 

wanted? How is it that so many of us can be 

passionately concerned with a baby's entitlement to 

be breastfed or to be nurtured in a loving, sensitive 

way, but completely disregard her entitlement to life? 

Why is it that, before a child is in her mother's 

arms, she is nothing more than a disposable 

commodity, a choice -- not a human being that 

deserves respect, love, care, and above all, the chance 

at life?  

  

I've asked these questions over and over, sometimes 

to my friends who have different views, sometimes 

during prayer, sometimes in the silence of the night 

when I'm watching one of my children sleep or cradling 

a nursing baby to my chest. 

I 
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One day, my colleague and I were talking about the 

challenges of nursing and why it was so important to 

encourage and support breastfeeding moms. At the 

time, I was pregnant with my first child and knew I 

wanted to breastfeed, and I agreed with my supervisor's 

strong views on the subject -- but something struck me 

that day listening to her impassioned speech on why 

breast is best.  

I asked a not-so-innocent question: "What about 

the moms who have all the support they need? Maybe 

they're at-home moms who don't ever have to worry 

about pumping, and they don't experience any real 

problems with nursing, but they just don't like it. What 

do you think about them?"  

My colleague suggested that women who don't 

breastfeed only because it's not convenient or easy or 

something they enjoy were being selfish.  

She had fallen right into my trap. "But it's their 

body, their breasts," I retorted. "Don't they have the 

right to do what they want with them?"  

"Not when it's at the expense of their baby," she 

said. "Babies deserve better." 

My point exactly. Babies do deserve better. They 

deserve life. 

 

Kate Wicker regularly writes for Catholic media, 

including Canticle magazine, Catholic Mom, and Faith 

& Family magazine. She blogs at 

www.KateWicker.com. 

http://www.katewicker.com/
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God and Gender  
Evelyn Birge Vitz | Classic 

3/7/09
or Christianity, gender is both important and 

irrelevant. God creates, Christ redeems, and the 

Holy Spirit sanctifies men and women alike, along 

with Jews and Greeks, rich and poor, black and white. 

But, apart from salvation, gender possesses a special 

importance in Christianity that cannot be viewed as 

either accidental or superficial. 

Both views flow from the fact that God is 

understood in the Judeo-Christian tradition as being 

fundamentally, if mysteriously and non-genitally male. 

God is "He." True, God is also seen in some sense as 

transcending gender or at least as containing both male 

and female principles. Otherwise, he could not create 

both man and woman "in his image."  

But the fact remains that the Lord, the unique "I AM 

WHO AM," is a Father God, not an androgynous divine 

entity. Indeed, the entire Trinitarian Godhead is male: 

Christ is the Son, physically, genitally, as well as 

ontologically. And the Holy Spirit, though in some 

respects linked to the Old Testament theme of 

"Wisdom," has been, since the dawn of Christianity, 

understood in male terms. The Holy Ghost is not an "it," 

or a "she," but a third "he," united to the Father and the 

Son in the intensely loving but non-erotic union of the 

Trinity.  

Human gender is unimportant to the Christian 

tradition in the sense that all human souls are 

"feminine" animae in relation to God, the husband and 

the lover of each soul. In the larger sense, this view 

derives from the understanding of Israel as not merely 

God's chosen people but as his wife. The Old Testament 

expresses this eloquently. The Song of Songs evokes the 

deep love, indeed the intense, almost embarrassingly 

erotic desire of the lover and the beloved, allegorically 

or symbolically understood to represent God and his 

people. The prophets, Isaiah in particular, speak 

sometimes poetically and idealistically of Israel as God's 

beloved bride -- Jerusalem is "wedded" to the Lord.  

The Christian tradition maintained this powerfully 

gendered concept of the relationship between God and 

his people as a whole, and between God and the 

individual persons who constitute his people. At the 

mystical level, the Church is the Bride of Christ, living 

only in relation to him, obedient to him: Christ is the 

head and husband of the Church. Thus, the Fathers of 

the Church presented the Church as born from the 

wounded side of Christ, as Eve had been created from 

Adam's side: from his rib.  

The same relationship is borne out at the 

individual level. Each of us is called to be responsive to 

divine love: to the love of the Father, to the inspiring 

love of the Spirit, and to the love of Christ the 

Bridegroom of the soul, for all are "brides" of Christ.  

If all are female in respect to God, what then is the 

fundamental importance of gender, of sexual identity, 

to the Christian tradition -- to Christian experience?  

We return to the Fatherhood of God, and to the 

fact that he did not create human beings as 

androgynous aggregates. Nor did he make five sexes, 

as some at the United Nations are arguing today. In 

our secular and neopagan world, there are lots of 

sexes and lots of sex. What you start out with, or as, 

doesn't much matter.  

  

But in the traditional Christian view, as taught in 

Genesis, God created them male and female, that is, 

either male or female, one or the other. God found 

that division into two sexes to be "good," a reality not 

to be improved upon. Thus, our individual gender, our 

sexual identity, constitutes a fundamental and God-

given part of our creatural identity. Indeed, we will 

retain our sex even at the Resurrection, when our 

souls will be reunited with our glorified bodies. Our sex 

is not something we are free to choose for ourselves. 

F 
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Nor is our sexual identity something that we can 

"construct," or that society constructs for, or against, 

us. This is not to deny that different societies organize 

and deploy sexual identity and sexual roles differently; 

in this limited sense, gender can be partly a "construct." 

But our sexual identity is a gift to us from God, no less 

than our very life, our soul, and our various physical and 

mental traits.  

The fact that not everyone feels comfortable with 

the sexual identity assigned by God is neither here nor 

there. Many of us are not especially pleased with the 

way God made us. If we were in charge, we would make 

ourselves more gifted athletically or academically or 

musically, more charming, taller and thinner, and so on. 

Moreover, sex and gender are at least as fallen as 

anything else about human beings. Most of us have a 

hard time living with a wide range of sinful tendencies 

and have to struggle against the inclination toward 

sexual perversions, or alcoholism, or depression, or 

procrastination and laziness, or violent rages. Sexual 

nature is by no means a special case.  

  

Looking at the New Testament, we may as well begin 

with the obvious fact that Jesus Christ chose twelve 

men as his Apostles; these were his original followers 

and his commissioned emissaries to the entire creation. 

Presumably, he did not choose them because men are 

better than women. One of the Twelve was his 

betrayer, a fact which Jesus knew well in advance. 

Moreover, no human can ever be as perfectly good as 

the Blessed Virgin. Mary is honored as the Queen of 

Heaven, Queen of Angels, Queen of Saints, etc. She is 

the Queen over and not the Queen among the Apostles. 

"Goodness," then, is not the issue. 

Can it be that Jesus couldn't choose women 

because of the low status of women at his time? This 

argument has always struck me as ridiculous. Or rather, 

and quite simply, only those who do not believe that 

Jesus is God can hold such a view. As the punchline to 

an old joke goes, "A 500-pound gorilla can sleep 

anywhere he pleases." Well, God made those gorillas. 

God makes the rules. Are we really to believe that Jesus 

-- God -- did not, could not do something he wanted to 

do -- pick women to be Apostles -- because he was 

worried about what people would think?  

If he did all these things, it must be because that 

was precisely what he, as the Son of God -- as God 

himself -- intended to do. No other view is even 

seriously worth consideration. Since women as 

priestesses were common in other religions of the time, 

it can hardly have failed to dawn on God that this was a 

possibility.  

It has been charged that, at some point, 

Christianity got onto the wrong foot about the way in 

which power is assigned differentially to the sexes. 

But, in fact, this is the foot on which Christ started his 

religion. Certain fundamental roles of active 

leadership, of power in this world, were assigned to 

men, and not to women.  

Paul follows Jesus's lead in his letter to the 

Ephesians when he says that wives should obey their 

husbands and that men should love their wives as 

Christ loves the Church. All husbands, like the Apostles, 

represent and embody Christ in the world. And women 

carry on, and live out, in a special way, the life of the 

Church. Husbands are to be to their wives as Christ is 

to his Church. Not merely gender alone but gender 

authority is therefore divinely instituted.  

  

Should we women be offended? Am I angry that I 

can't be pope, and more to the point, that I am not 

even theoretically papabile? Or, that I cannot be a 

bishop, and rule over a diocese? That I cannot 

celebrate the Mass? And, what's more, that my 

husband, Paul C. Vitz, was not told to obey me? 

But before distributing authority as he saw fit, God 

had first made men and women. It seems safe to 

assume that, since he foresaw how he was going to 

assign power relations on earth, he designed his 

creatures to find satisfaction in this arrangement. This 

is not to ignore the effects of the fall, which corrupted 

human desires and behaviors. But in any event, God 

made the sexes different, with different gifts, desires, 
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needs. Though we all have our "end" in God, what is 

natural to one sex is not necessarily natural to the 

other.  

Though Jesus choose men as his disciples, he was 

extraordinarily good to women. He obviously loved 

women, as he loved men. He treated the women he 

met with great tenderness, justice, and mercy. And how 

those women, those non-Apostles, loved him! One need 

only think of the "sinful woman" washing his feet with 

her tears and wiping them with her hair, whose lavish 

gratitude he defended. Of his kind, tactful, handling of 

Martha or the woman with the hemorrhage. Of the 

Samaritan woman at the well, to whom he told the 

truth about her life, and to whom he promised eternal 

water. Jesus gave to women the honor of standing at 

the foot of the Cross, when almost all the men, his 

chosen Apostles, had denied him and fled. He also gave 

to these women the glory and the joy of being the first 

to see him risen from the grave. If you will allow me a 

bit of Christian irony and paradox, he also gave these 

same women the honor of his Apostles' disbelief; in this 

way, he first shared his cross with them after he had 

risen.  

And what of Mary? God honored women by calling 

his Mother to a perfection that no one else -- and in 

particular, no man -- can achieve. Mary, imitated for 

centuries by both sexes, has been the very definition, 

not of worldly power, but of compassionate 

motherhood, of devoted service, of willing obedience. 

We are told that, from the depths of her loving heart, 

she "pleads for sinners." I sometimes think that that is 

women's most important function on this planet: like 

Mary, like the mother who reminded Jesus that even 

the dogs get to eat the crumbs that fall under the table, 

like the woman with the unjust judge, like Martha and 

Mary who wanted their brother Lazarus back, we 

women are here to love and to plead.  

  

What are the advantages of accepting such a Christian, 

specifically Catholic, view of gender and its importance? 

It is worth emphasizing the advantages of such a vision 

of gender as compared with Protestant views. The 

original Protestant reformers eliminated, along with 

many other things, the religious dignity of the female 

and the feminine: they got rid of the Church, the Bride 

of Christ. They demoted the Blessed Virgin to an only 

temporarily-virgin mother of Jesus -- a nice lady, to be 

sure, but nothing extraordinary; no special crown in 

heaven for her! When they disbanded the Catholic 

Communion of Saints (all the redeemed being equally 

both wretches and holy), they sent into exile, along with 

the male cohort, such great female figures -- friends of 

men and women alike -- as Agatha, Agnes, Barbara, 

several Catherines, Cecilia, Christine, Dorothy, 

Elizabeth, and on through the saintly alphabet. In the 

insistence that all should marry, they eliminated the 

special vocation of consecrated virginity, which had 

given a special dignity and spiritual authority to nuns 

and other religious, as brides of Christ. They also 

attacked the indissolubility of marriage, which has -- as 

even many feminists now recognize -- protected 

women far more than men. Many holy nuns and 

abbesses have exercised remarkable power in the 

Church -- even in the world -- with a spiritual influence 

extending far beyond the confines of their convent. 

One thinks of Hildegard of Bingen, Catherine of Siena, 

and Teresa of Avila -- of their eloquent but forthright 

letters to popes, kings and emperors; their wide and 

effective travels; and their unflagging zeal for renewal 

in the Church. 

It is important to stress the fact that no other 

religion in the world, no branch of Protestantism, nor 

any secular ideology, has such a tradition. In 

Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy alone do women 

and feminine principles play so vital and positive a 

role. In traditional Christianity alone are women 

praised and prayed to every day by millions of the 

faithful.  

By the time the Reformation was over, the female 

-- and indeed all honor paid specifically to women and 

femininity -- had been expunged from Protestant 

Christianity. The only important "female" left was the 

Whore of Babylon. Only males and masculinity were 

given important roles and glorified. The original result 

was that men were not only the leaders of churches, 
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they were everything. It is not, of course, that salvation 

was closed to women, but women had nothing but bit 

parts and walk-on roles in traditional Protestant society 

and church.  

But there has been a recent development to all this. 

Since Protestantism had no valued roles to assign to the 

feminine, as modern secular culture has moved 

increasingly toward demands for "justice" for women -- 

and away from the roles of wifehood and motherhood -

- the only apparent solution was to embrace the 

principle of androgyny. In fact, the attempt has been 

made to abandon gender identity as having any 

theological significance at all. Thus, even the traditional 

Christian sense that we are all feminine souls in the 

presence of a Divine Husband has almost completely 

disappeared from Protestantism. 

Today, mainstream Protestant women preach and 

are ordained to the ministry; they hold positions of 

church leadership. Today only rarely do Protestant 

women promise to obey their husbands in their 

marriage vows. Men and women are indeed understood 

to be, ontologically, alike. And it is hard to believe that 

the Fatherhood of God, or the Sonship of Christ, or the 

"-us" endings to Sanctus Spiritus will long survive the 

modern attack on gender in the Protestant 

denominations. The Episcopal Cathedral of St. John the 

Divine in New York City has a large crucifix with 

"Christa" on it over the altar. The Holy Spirit is 

increasingly replaced by the female "Sapientia."  

In his On the Development of Christian Doctrine 

John Henry Newman explained carefully how one can 

distinguish between development, on the one hand, 

and corruption, on the other. One of the primary 

earmarks of genuine development is that it be the 

continuation and fulfillment of something that existed 

earlier in Christian tradition. The new "doctrines" on the 

role of women, and on the concepts of gender and 

sexuality in general, cannot be seen as the development 

of an earlier Christian principle. They are novel, and 

they have their roots in modern secular culture. This is 

not, then, a genuine "development of Christian 

doctrine," but the importing, into Christianity, of 

fundamentally alien ways of thinking.  

There are three ways of thinking about gender. 

The first, androgyny, ends up in nihilism and 

perversion, by making sex arbitrary and trivial. The 

second, crude male power over women, is, as we all so 

clearly see, the result of original sin. The third is what 

Christianity has always taught: the complementarity of 

the sexes, in a structure of servant leadership by 

males. This is not only the tradition of the Church, but 

it corresponds to our nature. What more can we ask?  

 

Evelyn Birge Vitz is professor of French and affiliated 

professor of Comparative Literature, Medieval and 

Renaissance Studies, and Religious Studies at New York 

University. This article originally appeared in the 

September 1995 issue of crisis Magazine. 
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The Boozy Apologists 

James Hitchcock | Classic 

3/11/09 
t an ecumenical conference, a Greek Orthodox 

bishop went around the breakfast table asking 

half a dozen people their favorite work of C. S. 

Lewis. There was animated discussion until my turn 

came, when I awkwardly confessed not to have read 

very much of that famous writer. My companions were 

certainly cordial, but more than once, on this and other 

occasions, it occurred to me that the single strongest 

thread that binds orthodox Christians of all 

denominations is their love of Lewis. 

I must go further still and confess to a heresy that 

among some orthodox Catholics might be regarded as 

worse even than Unitarianism -- I have never felt any 

strong attraction to the school of English Catholic 

thought whose leaders were G. K. Chesterton and 

Hilaire Belloc. 

As a critic of their work my qualifications are 

certainly inadequate -- I have not read more than a 

small fraction of their writings. But in a way that does 

have relevance -- the fact that an author's work does 

not produce a taste for still more is itself a critical 

judgment. I certainly do not deny that what these 

authors have to say is often true and good. But art is 

long, life short, and I long ago decided that I should 

study other things. (In writing this article I practiced 

sortes Virgilianae, opening at random books by and 

about these authors and taking samples. At no point did 

I feel compelled to revise my earlier impressions.) 

Whether Lewis should be mentioned in the same 

breath with Chesterton and Belloc is itself a question I 

am not finally qualified to answer. But there are certain 

at least superficial resemblances, and many of the same 

people seem to be enthusiastic about all three. 

   

A window into my misgivings about Belloc is the 

wonderful drinking song about the Pelagian heresy that 

my college friends and I sang lustily. A few years ago I 

sang it to myself in the magnificent church of St. 

Germain l'Auxerrois, in the shadow of the Louvre. The 

Pelagian heresy was resolved, the song tells us, when 

St. Germanus "thwacked and banged" the heretics with 

his crosier, until they finally saw the orthodox light. 

Belloc was in part a historian, but in that role he 

seems to me like a man with a machine gun -- by 

spraying shots everywhere he inevitably hit some of 

his targets, but many of his bullets went astray. He 

does not seem to have understood how historical 

judgments are formed, through patient sifting of 

evidence, and seemed rather to deduce them from his 

principles. For example, his summary of Pelagianism -- 

"whether you rose to eternal joy or sank forever to 

burn had nothing to do with the faith, my boy, but was 

your own concern" -- was wholly inaccurate. 

The Pelagian controversy was perhaps the earliest 

instance of one of the most profound and vexing 

problems in all of theology -- the relationship between 

grace and nature -- and it called forth the most 

strenuous responses from no less than the great 

Augustine himself. Belloc managed to reduce it to the 

level of a cartoon. Obviously, serious writers should 

not be judged by their entertainments, but the song 

seems to me a distillation of Belloc's characteristic 

attitudes. 

Belloc's aphorism "the faith is Europe, and Europe 

is the faith" is especially rejected in our time, and 

rightly so. As a judgment about the period 500-1500, it 

is defensible with numerous qualifications. For the 

period before and since it is willful blindness. But I 

have a sense that Belloc did not even care if it was an 

accurate summation of reality, so long as it served as a 

comforting conceit. 

Since heretics are usually full of pride, it is 

generally necessary for church authorities to take 

disciplinary measures against them. But Belloc's 

characteristic pugnaciousness confused practical steps 
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to guard the Church's integrity with what is ultimately 

the necessary responses to heresy. (Augustine makes no 

appearance in the song.) 

Chesterton's image of orthodoxy in its chariot, 

tenaciously holding tight the reins to forestall 

catastrophes right and left, has caught the imagination 

of many people, and it obviously identifies a truth. But 

there and elsewhere it seems to me Chesterton comes 

close to identifying truth with the banal, essentially 

pagan principle in medio stat virtus. Truth and virtue do 

always reside in the middle, in that purveyors of error 

can always conceive of yet more extreme positions on 

either side. But moderation in itself is a virtue only in 

relation to physical things. Spiritual goods, such as the 

virtue of charity, should be pursued immoderately. 

It is the Catholic view that heretics seize a truth and 

enlarge and distort it to the point where it becomes an 

error, rather as a cancer cell expands and devours 

healthy cells. Faced with heresy the Church at its best 

does not merely say, "Pull the horses a little more to the 

right" but "Turn up the lamp, so the circle of light can be 

expanded and the faithful can see where the heretics 

have been blind." 

Chesterton and Belloc's approach to heresy was 

characteristically a dismissive wave of the hand, the 

implication that heretics are usually stupid or, more 

precisely, lacking a sense of balance. But in God's 

providence even heretics serve his will, mainly by 

causing the Church to reflect all the more deeply on its 

own teachings. (Feminists have unintentionally inspired 

rich orthodox speculations about the meaning of 

sexuality.) 

Their approach to apologetics seems to me 

primarily suited to the kinds of enemies they faced -- 

shallow rationalists like G. B. Shaw and H. G. Wells.  

  

Chesterton and Belloc presciently reacted to certain 

modern threats to faith whose full menace has only 

become apparent in our own day. Yet just as they 

tended to dispose of heresy with a wave of a hand or a 

thwack from an episcopal staff, they did not trouble 

really to understand the secular movements they so 

valiantly opposed. 

Modern psychology is one example. Chesterton and 

Belloc often ridiculed it, and with good reason -- in 

some ways it has done immense harm both to 

individuals and to the culture as a whole. But the most 

penetrating critiques have come from men like Karl 

Stern, Paul Vitz, and William Coulson, who understand it 

from the inside, can discriminate between its truths and 

its lies, and above all comprehend the reasons it came 

into being and the sources of its appeal. Chesterton 

and Belloc seem habitually to invite their readers to 

adopt an attitude of complacent insulation from 

modern realities, which are treated as so stupid that a 

few common-sense dicta could dispose of them. 

 

Belloc's song about Pelagius ends in the rousing, 

reassuring boast that "We who live in a sturdy youth 

and can still drink strong ale shall put it away to eternal 

truth, which always shall prevail." Oddly, or perhaps 

not so oddly, alcohol is another window into the 

reservations I am trying to explain. 

I love white wine in an undiscriminating way -- red 

gives me a headache. I like beer, but because of its 

heaviness I find a little goes a long way. I have no taste 

for whiskey or brandy, but I like to say I have given up 

martinis, meaning that I have given up vermouth -- 

Beefeater's over ice with a twist of lemon is still the 

perfect cold-weather drink, as gin and tonic is in the 

summer. 

My mother drank very rarely, and my father not at 

all. He used to pretend that it was only because "I 

don't like the taste," and I was in middle age before I 

realized that he was after all opposed on moral 

grounds, probably because his own father and 

grandfather had had serious drinking problems. While 

my father and mother were devout Catholics, my 

paternal grandfather and great-grandfather were both 

lapsed Protestants, a fact which has relevance to my 

thesis. 

Belloc in particular, but the attitude seems to have 

extended to Lewis, celebrated drink, especially wine, 
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as itself part of an authentically Christian attitude 

toward life. The reasons for doing so are obvious 

enough -- at the Last Supper Jesus made wine sacred, 

just as at Cana he blessed its ordinary human 

consumption. But to see the wedding feast as Jesus 

somehow encouraging hearty good cheer seems to me 

grotesque; he does not do so anywhere else in the 

gospels. 

As to the wine of the Eucharist, its very elevation to 

sacral status seems to draw an uncrossable line 

between sacrament and normal drinking. Surely 

Catholics ought to view alcohol as they do sex -- 

something good and in context even sacred but a 

volatile, dangerous substance nonetheless, which easily 

plunges people into depravity. 

It was typical of Belloc's historical blindness that he 

seemed to equate teetotalism with Protestantism, as 

though Martin Luther's problem, for example, had not 

been the opposite. Even the English Puritans used 

alcohol, merely condemning drunkenness. The 

"gloomy" England of Oliver Cromwell suppressed some 

blatantly immoral and inhumane customs of "merry 

England," and the anti-Puritan reaction in 1660 made it 

fashionable openly to flaunt Christian sexual morality. 

Belloc also seems not to have understood that the 

"Puritan" teetotalers of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries themselves had the best possible reasons for 

condemning drink. Few things in the history of the 

world have wreaked such havoc on individuals, on 

families, and on society as the unbridled use of alcohol, 

as every disinterested observer of British society in the 

nineteenth century saw very clearly. Although Belloc 

sneered at teetotalism as a Protestant or even secular 

obsession, the anti-alcohol movement was strong in 

Ireland, where "temperance" was in fact defined as 

abstinence by priests whose pastoral experience taught 

them that many people would not drink in moderation. 

But if these blind spots in Chesterton and Belloc 

merely resulted from intellectual laziness, or were mere 

public rationalizations of private vices, they would be of 

little interest. From my own limited knowledge, I 

suspect that much more was involved. 

At the same conference where I confessed my 

ignorance of Lewis, I observed to a Catholic philosopher 

that I find what I call "astringent Gallic" Catholicism -- 

Francois Mauriac, Georges Bernanos, and others -- 

more compelling. He showed his distaste: "I find the 

Diary of a Country Priest so depressing that I cannot 

finish reading it," whereupon a priest replied, "If you 

think that's depressing, try reading Bernanos's novel 

called Joy." Just so. 

We are the resurrection people, as modern spiritual 

teachers never tire of reminding us, to the point where 

it is no longer appropriate to mourn at funerals and, 

some would have it, to display crucifixes in our 

churches. But both dogma and human experience tell 

us that there can be no resurrection unless there is 

death first, and in a way that is what I think is lacking in 

the kind of faith I am here criticizing. 

It was of course not lacking on the doctrinal level. 

Chesterton, Belloc, Lewis, and others of their school 

had much to say about sin and death, reminding 

modern skeptics precisely of the unavoidable reality of 

those things. But it seems to me that in practice the 

faith they displayed to the world was by design 

relentlessly cheery, just as they fashioned relentlessly 

cheery public personae for themselves. 

When Chesterton portrayed evil men, as the 

master criminal Flambeau, who was converted, or his 

adversary the detective, who became a criminal, they 

were never more than pasteboard cutouts. Father 

Brown's victories over evil are usually facile, as in the 

famous scene where he unmasks Flambeau as an 

impostor priest by observing that "You disparaged 

reason; it's bad theology." Has there never been a 

Catholic theologian who disparaged reason? Or, 

whatever theologians might say, have there never 

been priests who did so? The technique is not merely a 

way of resolving the plot of the story but a way of once 

again assuring the reader that through the eyes of 

faith the world is a tidy and controllable place, its 

mysteries readily penetrable by healthy common 

sense. 
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Lewis was a powerful theorist of evil, but he chose to 

portray it primarily in fantasies that, while they teach 

valuable theological lessons, do not touch directly the 

concrete, detailed evil in human souls. 

In my limited experience, manic-depressives are 

often very devout, for obvious reasons -- they undergo 

in their daily lives the dialectic of death and 

resurrection, of despair and salvation. Chesterton 

appears to have been prone to depression, and Lewis 

also had his private demons. I do not at all imply that 

they were deficient as human beings, somehow missing 

the tragic dimension of life. On the contrary, perhaps 

the harpies of personal anxiety pursued these men only 

too relentlessly. If so, they understandably found in 

their faith an antidote to such things, and they were 

eager to proclaim to the world the news that indeed 

there was such an antidote. In the process, however, I 

think they skewed the faith in certain ways. 

During my intellectually formative years in the 

1960s, many Christians were fascinated by 

existentialism, a movement whose very name seems to 

have all but disappeared. There was indeed much in 

existentialism that a Christian must reject, especially as 

it was expounded by its most famous spokesman, Jean-

Paul Sartre. But I think Christians also had good reason 

for being fascinated with it and are intellectually poorer 

for having turned away from it. (Why is Gabriel Marcel 

now almost forgotten?) 

Albert Camus's The Plague remains one of the most 

illuminating encounters ever described between belief 

and unbelief in their starkest forms, just as the The 

Myth of Sisyphus accurately describes a spiritual 

universe without God. (Which of we laborers in today's 

social and cultural vineyards does not often feel like 

Sisyphus, even to the point of affirming Camus's 

surprising climactic line, "One must imagine Sisyphus 

happy"?) 

Blaise Pascal, it seems to me, foresaw the 

existentialist dilemma three centuries before its time -- 

the unquenchable human thirst for the infinite, yet our 

congenital inability to be satisfied, the tragic reality that 

makes the universe itself appear to conspire to deny us 

the fulfillment of our aspirations. Existentialism is 

important because, better than any other philosophy, it 

describes precisely the situation of mankind in need of a 

savior, and describes it in vivid and profound ways. 

Except for the professedly Christian existentialists, 

everyone in the movement agreed that there is no 

savior, nor can there be. But for that very reason it is a 

philosophy with which Christianity can and should make 

profound connections; it is a half-universe crying out for 

completion. 

Again I am ignorant. Did Lewis comment on 

existentialism? It is easy to imagine what Chesterton 

would have said had he lived to see it. Both certainly 

made the same points intellectually, but in my 

experience they seldom let their reader see its living 

reality. Enter Bernanos. Enter Mauriac. Enter Sigrid 

Undset. 

  

If Chesterton, Belloc, and Lewis did not really mean to 

suggest that the true Christian is the man who sits in 

his pub, a bowl of beer in one hand, a pipe in the 

other, laughing uproariously at the follies of those who 

lack faith, they certainly were guilty of marketing that 

image, and their admirers have done much to keep it 

polished. 

The image is not mere superficial heartiness. 

Perhaps precisely because they sensed how easily 

psychic balance can be upset, these apologists 

fashioned a reassuringly comfortable kind of faith. 

Thus the believer must have a robust sense of humor 

and, fortified by unshakable divine truth, see the 

universe in an optimistic way. He is the man of 

common sense, of basic human decency, who has no 

need to study fancy theories, since he has never 

departed from rock-like mental healthiness. Whatever 

their historical reality, the Puritans were set up as a foil 

for this kind of faith, and alcohol came to be 

celebrated almost as a sacrament in itself because it 

sustained good cheer. But its price was to require the 

believer to avert his gaze from the most sordid and 

shocking human realities. Whatever faith is, it is surely 

not common sense, which some great saints (Teresa of 
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Avila) have possessed abundantly and others (Francis of 

Assisi) seem to have totally lacked. Genuine faith will 

always be folly to the merely sensible. 

Pelagius was a Briton, which is not the same as an 

Englishman. But, as someone observed in the heyday of 

existentialism, French philosophers were always 

discussing a man contemplating suicide, while English 

philosophers were more likely to be talking about 

someone baking a cake. When Lewis uses phrases like 

"tidying up" with respect to the moral life, he strikes 

exactly the wrong note. 

But it would be facile in the extreme to suggest that 

this attitude is merely ethnic, as summed up in 

Napoleon's sneer that the English are "a nation of 

shopkeepers." The heritage of Descartes might seem to 

reverse the roles, making the French into advocates of 

"common sense" and averse to strong emotion, but at 

least within French Catholicism such was not the case. 

Perhaps it was the heritage of Jansenism, near 

whose borders the great Pascal habitually dwelt and 

which more than once he seems to have crossed, which 

accounts for this. But once again heresies are the 

occasion for the Church's deepening its own self-

understanding. Jansenism has been an unfashionable 

heresy in our time, when Pelagianism rules the day. But 

it reminds us how very far indeed we are from God, as 

our own experience also reminds us if we attend to it, 

and how badly we need help. 

But English Catholicism has not been insensitive to 

this reality. Evelyn Waugh too suffered from personal 

demons that drove him to the point of despair and, as 

has been true of so many great comedians, it was 

precisely that blackness of soul which gave him his 

comic power. Ironically, it is somewhat muted in his 

"Catholic" novels beginning with Brideshead Revisited, 

but the prewar novels, the earliest of which were 

written while he was still a nonbeliever, are as ruthless 

a dissection of human folly as exists. Whatever Waugh 

may have intended, one can draw a line from A Handful 

of Dust to Brideshead to demonstrate why faith is 

necessary. 

It has now become common to deny that Graham 

Greene was a Catholic novelist, especially given his own 

famous remark that "I am not a Catholic novelist but a 

novelist who happens to be a Catholic." But as Eliot 

advised, trust the tale, not the teller. Greene's 

"Catholic" novels -- The Heart of the Matter, The Power 

and The Glory, The End of the Affair, Brighton Rock look 

as Catholic now as they did in 1960. 

Greene was a sinner indeed, or so his biographers 

now tell us, his obsessive sexual transgressions leading 

to the even greater sins that such transgressions 

inevitably spawn -- lying, cruelty, betrayal. I think he 

lost his faith during the 1960s because he could no 

longer sustain the terrible contradiction between its 

teachings and his own behavior. But I think he did have 

faith, or at least understood what faith was, when he 

wrote the Catholic novels, and that understanding rose 

from his own deeply sinful nature. He too knew how 

far he was from the throne of grace, and in Brighton 

Rock presented one of the most horrifying pictures of 

evil ever painted. In The Power and the Glory the priest 

has a desperate need to obtain alcohol for its 

sacramental purpose, but it is also the cause of his own 

devastation. We are far from Chesterton's jolly pub-

goers. 

Whatever affects Germanus's crosier may have 

had on Pelagianism, that heresy is refuted in our time, 

very graphically, by Bernanos and Mauriac, Greene and 

Waugh, Undset and Flannery O'Connor. If God uses 

heretics for his purposes, he also uses nonbelievers, 

and Sigmund Freud, whatever else he may have done, 

surely put the Pelagian heresy to rest for all time. 

  

I have a further confession -- I am a pessimist by 

conviction, not by temperament. My natural 

inclination is to expect good, and I must remind myself 

that the lessons of history often teach otherwise. 

For motives that remain finally their own, I think 

the apologists I am here criticizing recognized the dark 

realities of existence but wished to keep them 

discreetly veiled. But, as Christians hardly need 
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reminding, optimism is not the same as hope and may 

even be its enemy. I reject the existentialist contention 

that everyone must personally experience angst in 

order to achieve authenticity; there are mysterious 

reasons any individual undergoes the dark night of the 

soul. But it is important that all Christians understand 

the terrors that give rise to despair, and harrowing 

indeed is the vocation of those who go down into the 

deep pit (as the Dies Irae calls it), if only in their 

imaginations, to retrieve its terrors for the rest of us. 

 

James Hitchcock is professor of history at St. Louis 

University. This article originally appeared in the March 

1996 issue of Crisis Magazine. 

 


