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The Trial of Kathleen Sebelius 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

3/16/09 

ate-term abortionist Dr. George Tiller will stand 

trial in Wichita beginning today, charged with 19 

misdemeanor counts of failing to obtain a 

mandatory second, independent physician's opinion to 

performing a late-term abortion. Tiller is accused of 

having a financial relationship with his partnered 

physician, Dr. Ann Kristin Neuhaus, who provided the 

second opinions. (Evidently it's not so easy to find 

another physician who agrees with the medical 

"necessity" of these procedures.) 

Regardless of what happens to Tiller, there is no 

doubt that his trial will provide a constant reminder of 

his relationship to President Barack Obama's nominee 

to head the Department of Health and Human Services, 

Gov. Kathleen Sebelius.  

How close is Sebelius to Tiller, whose clinic in 

Wichita is nationally known for the availability of late-

term abortions? As first discovered by Operation 

Rescue, Sebelius held a party honoring Tiller at the 

governor's mansion in April 2007. Only Tiller, his wife, 

and clinic staff were present at the event. 

Sebelius has also used her veto power to protect 

the legality of Tiller's late-term abortion business. An 

April 2008 veto of a bill passed by the Kansas legislature 

protected Tiller and other late-term abortionists from 

private lawsuits. A year earlier, Sebelius vetoed another 

bill requiring explicit medical reasons for a late 

abortion, just as she has vetoed all legislation restricting 

abortion since she became governor. 

Dr. Tiller has spent millions of dollars helping 

Sebelius and the Democratic Party through his 

ProKanDo PAC and non-profit. He spent $1.2 million in 

the 2006 election cycle alone. Much of Tiller's money 

targeted pro-life attorney general Phil Kline, who has 

been the bête noir obstructing the Sebelius/Tiller pro-

abortion effort in Kansas. 

For her part, Sebelius follows the template of the 

pro-abortion Catholic politician devised in the late 

1960s by Rev. Robert Drinan, S.J. (among others). Like 

Kennedy, Pelosi, Kerry, et al., Sebelius claims, "My 

Catholic faith teaches me that life is sacred. Personally, I 

believe abortion is wrong." She is a product of Catholic 

schools, including Trinity University in Washington, 

D.C. (also the alma mater of House Speaker Nancy 

Pelosi). In 2003, Trinity awarded both Sebelius and 

Pelosi honorary doctorates. 

Her ordinary, Archbishop Joseph Naumann, has 

warned Sebelius several times of her infidelity to 

Church teaching. When she was nominated as head of 

HHS, Bishop Naumann called Obama's choice 

"offensive" and wrote:  

Because of her long history both as a legislator and 

governor of consistently supporting legalized 

abortion and after many months of dialogue, I 

requested Governor Sebelius not to present 

herself for communion. 

Archbishop Raymond Burke, prefect of the Apostolic 

Signature in Rome, recently showed his solidarity by 

publicly stating his support for Archbishop Naumann's 

view of Sebelius's fitness for communion. "Whether 

Governor Sebelius is in the Archdiocese of Kansas City 

in Kansas, or in any other diocese, she should not 

present herself for Holy Communion because, after 

pastoral admonition, she obstinately persists in serious 

sin," the archbishop said. 

Sebelius has distanced herself from Dr. Tiller since 

his indictments were handed down. Through various 

surrogates, she has also tried to take credit for a drop 

in the Kansas abortion rate during the time she was 

governor. Archbishop Naumann has labeled that claim 

"dishonest." Dr. Michael New, assistant professor of 

political science at the University of Alabama, provides 

L 

http://washingtontimes.com/news/2009/mar/15/doctors-late-term-case-set-for-trial/
http://www.operationrescue.org/archives/ks-governor%E2%80%99s-office-covers-up-secret-party-honoring-abortionist-tiller/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/05/25/AR2008052502275.html
http://kansasmeadowlark.com/2009/03/03/sebelius-tiller-prokando/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phill_Kline
http://cjonline.com/stories/052406/leg_antiabortion.shtml
http://www.trinitydc.edu/
http://www.tldm.org/News11/CatholicUniversityExtolsProAbortNancyPelosi.htm
http://www.lifenews.com/state3216.html
http://www.priestsforlife.org/magisterium/bishops/09-03-06-naumann-sebelius.htm
http://www.lifenews.com/int1121.html
http://matthew25.org/2009/03/the-sebelius-smears/
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=15285
http://www.moralaccountability.com/catholic-politicians/debunking-the-sebelius-abortion-decline/
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a definitive debunking of Sebelius's abortion reduction 

claim. 

After three days of jury selection, opening 

arguments in the Tiller case are scheduled to begin 

March 23. Each guilty verdict on the 19 counts could 

cost Tiller up to a year in jail and a $2,500 fine, as well 

as his license to practice medicine.  

The date for the Sebelius Senate hearings has not 

been set, and the Tiller trial makes the hearings more 

problematic. With the national spotlight on Tiller's trial, 

much of that light will inevitably fall on Governor 

Sebelius, further illuminating her support for, and 

protection of, the late-term abortion procedure. 

 

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://www2.ljworld.com/news/2009/mar/13/no-date-set-sebelius-confirmation-hearings-governo/
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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Catholic Social Teaching and the Welfare State 
Joe Hargrave | Column 

3/16/09

t might surprise some to learn that the basic idea 

behind the "welfare state" did not originate with 

either Marxist revolutionaries or bleeding-heart 

liberals, but rather with a head of state usually 

identified with conservatism: Otto von Bismarck. Faced 

with a growing threat from the German socialist 

movement, in the 1880s Bismarck established four 

programs that were essentially the minimum of the 

socialist program: health insurance, accident insurance 

(or workmen's compensation), disability insurance, and 

a retirement fund for the elderly. By implementing 

these programs, the German leader hoped to steal 

some of the thunder from the socialists and prevent a 

revolutionary uprising. 

In the United States, a similar motivation guided the 

architects of the New Deal, Social Security, and other 

programs now grouped under the broad heading 

"welfare state." One might never know, based on 

today's heated political rhetoric, that the idea behind 

the welfare state was to prevent, not bring about, 

socialism. Yet since the 2008 campaign, welfare, along 

with regulation and redistribution, have become 

synonymous with "socialism" in America. 

Catholics have been as divided over these issues as 

the nation at large, with nearly everyone interested in 

the political debate combing the social doctrines of the 

Church to support one theory at the expense of 

another. So where precisely does the Church stand on 

the issue of welfare? 

Beginning with Pope Leo XIII's Rerum Novarum, the 

Church, to use the phrase of Pope John Paul II, declared 

her "citizenship status" and began to take a more active 

interest in social and economic questions. While that 

encyclical was primarily concerned with the socialist 

revolutionary threat against the right of private 

property, Leo also had something to say about the role 

of the state with respect to the poor and laboring 

masses. He wrote: 

[W]hen there is question of defending the rights of 

individuals, the poor and badly off have a claim to 

especial consideration. The richer class have many 

ways of shielding themselves, and stand less in need 

of help from the State; whereas the mass of the 

poor have no resources of their own to fall back 

upon, and must chiefly depend upon the 

assistance of the State. And it is for this reason 

that wage-earners, since they mostly belong in the 

mass of the needy, should be specially cared for 

and protected by the government. 

This concern for the poor in general and the poor 

worker in particular has been a consistent theme of 

Catholic social doctrine since the time of Leo's writing 

(1891, not long after the Bismarckian reforms). The 

Church has recognized a de facto bill of rights for the 

working class in all countries, rights that are "based on 

the nature of the human person and on his 

transcendent dignity." These rights are drawn from the 

many social encyclicals that have been written in the 

last 120 years, and are summarized and listed in 

paragraph 301 of the Compendium of the Social 

Doctrine of the Church. 

They are:  

¶ The right to a just wage. 

¶ The right to rest. 

¶ The right to a working environment and to 

manufacturing processes that are not harmful 

to the workers' physical health or moral 

integrity. 

¶ The right that one's personality in the 

workplace should be safeguarded without 

suffering any affront to one's conscience or 

personal dignity. 

I 
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¶ The right to appropriate subsidies necessary for 

the subsistence of unemployed workers and 

their families. 

¶ The right to a pension and to insurance for old 

age, sickness, and in case of work-related 

accidents. 

¶ The right to social security connected with 

maternity. 

¶ The right to assemble and form associations.  

Naturally we're faced with a problem, which begins with 

a widely divergent use and meaning of words as they 

are employed by the Church on the one hand and 

partisans of secular politics on the other. For instance, it 

is clear that some of the rights on this list are the 

responsibility of government on some level, thus 

perhaps relegating them to the realm of the modern 

conception of welfare, while others bring with them 

corresponding duties for those responsible for 

employing workers, meaning restrictions on the rights 

of property owners. For some, any attempt to treat 

these rights as legally binding -- that is to say, as actual 

rights, instead of polite suggestions -- would therefore 

amount to some sort of "socialism." Those who hold 

this view tend to argue that either the popes didn't 

know what they were talking about when they originally 

defined and condemned socialism, or that the people 

associating legitimate policies from a Catholic 

perspective with "socialism" are the ones without a 

clue. 

Regardless, Catholics have no grounds to 

categorically reject government involvement in the 

economy, or the redistribution of wealth. Pope Pius XI, 

in the social encyclical Quadragesimo Anno, makes two 

points worth remembering: 

That given the clear failures of individualism as a 

philosophy applied dogmatically to economic 

matters, "it is most necessary that economic life be 

again subjected to and governed by a true and 

effective directing principle." This is as true in the 

wake of our own economic crisis as it was during 

the Great Depression, when Pius XI originally wrote 

these words. 

This principle does not exclude the action of the state, 

for "when the State brings private ownership into 

harmony with the needs of the common good, it does 

not commit a hostile act against private owners but 

rather does them a friendly service; for it thereby 

effectively prevents the private possession of goods . . . 

from causing intolerable evils and thus rushing to its 

own destruction."  

On these two points there is some convergence 

between the basic idea of the welfare state and 

Catholic social doctrine; in order to preserve a system 

of private property and free enterprise, some wealth 

must be appropriated and some regulations 

established by a legitimate government in the service 

of the common good. 

  

The Church has been skeptical of the growth of the 

welfare state over time. In Centesimus Annus, John 

Paul II criticized the welfare state on the grounds that 

it usurped what is properly reserved to individuals, 

families, and local communities. This criticism is often 

invoked not only as a sort of final word for Catholics on 

welfare, but also as an endorsement of a laissez-faire 

approach to social and economic issues. 

But John Paul II goes on to make two things quite 

clear: first, that the modern welfare state that he's 

criticizing does not constitute a blanket condemnation 

of all welfare policies, especially of the sort initially 

promoted by Bismarck or even the American liberals of 

the 1930s. Second, in keeping with Pius XI, he argues 

that individualism is not the antidote to excessive 

statism but is in fact another force as hostile to the 

notion of solidarity and charity as the welfare state is 

to the principle of subsidiarity. 

As he writes: 

The individual today is often suffocated between 

two poles represented by the State and the 

marketplace. At times it seems as though he exists 
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only as a producer and consumer of goods, or as an 

object of State administration. People lose sight of 

the fact that life in society has neither the market 

nor the State as its final purpose, since life itself has 

a unique value which the State and the market must 

serve. 

Given all of this, I sometimes wonder about the blanket 

conservative rejection of the welfare state. If charity is 

superior to welfare, why is it not more widely practiced 

to the point where welfare would be entirely 

superfluous? Is it because people assume that there is a 

welfare state to take care of problems they would love 

to take care of themselves through their own charitable 

donations, but see no need to? Or is it because the 

atomization of society through the operations of an 

amoral marketplace has created a society that, to use 

John Paul II's term, has become "personalized"? If 

charity is not forthcoming from a society of 

individualistic consumers, how else are the poor and 

desperate to find the relief they need? 

I am not an ardent supporter of the welfare state, 

insofar as it treads upon those areas of social life that 

would violate the principle of subsidiary. At the same 

time, however, there are certain needs and rights that 

would not be met even in the minimum if all state 

assistance were to dry up tomorrow. It often appears to 

those of us who support at least some welfare 

provisions that those who oppose them in an angry, 

categorical sense are simply concerned about their own 

bank accounts, forgetting entirely the Christian teaching 

(in both Scripture and Tradition) about the nature and 

purpose of wealth. It was summarized by Pius XI: 

[A] person's superfluous income, that is, income 

which he does not need to sustain life fittingly and 

with dignity, is not left wholly to his own free 

determination. Rather the Sacred Scriptures and the 

Fathers of the Church constantly declare in the 

most explicit language that the rich are bound by a 

very grave precept to practice almsgiving, 

beneficence, and munificence. 

One may legitimately ask whether the government 

should play any role in seeing that a person uses his 

extra income as it ought to be used. The idea of "forced 

charity" is a contradiction in terms. However, how can 

we ever ensure that charity is actually performed 

without admonishing the sinner? Far from admonishing, 

there are many who lavish endless praise on the 

excessively wealthy and appear more concerned with 

safeguarding their money than with the condition of the 

poor or the integrity of society. What the wealthy do 

with their money is often of far less concern to them 

than whether or not a poor person harbors an envious 

thought towards them. These priorities are skewed. 

In addressing the problem of persistent poverty, 

we might take a page from the playbook of Aristotle, 

the original distributist. In book XI of the Politics he 

notes that extra state revenues should not simply be 

given away to the poor, because such a remedy is like 

"pouring water into a leaky cask": It does not solve the 

problem and may end up making it worse. What he 

does suggest, however, is what distributists suggest 

today: 

[M]easures therefore should be taken which will 

give [the poor] lasting prosperity; and as this is 

equally the interest of all classes, the proceeds of 

the public revenues should be accumulated and 

distributed among its poor, if possible, in such 

quantities as may enable them to purchase a little 

farm, or, at any rate, make a beginning in trade or 

husbandry. 

Sadly, this idea -- updated for the realities of the 

modern economy as we see in encyclicals such as 

Laborem Exercens -- is wholly overlooked in modern 

political discourse. Distributism in the Aristotelian and 

Catholic tradition is the answer to the twin evils of 

consumerist selfishness and isolation, as well as over-

dependence on a powerful government. It is the key to 

regenerating the community and its economy, 

strengthening the position of the family, creating a 

local infrastructure to support a Culture of Life, and 

better managing the wild swings of the global 

marketplace. 

When it leads to dependence, laziness, and the 

usurpation of the legitimate role of local institutions, 
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welfare is indeed both harmful and sinful. But if through 

wise policies it can be made to strengthen those 

institutions and make them more competent in their 

tasks, then complaints about redistribution of excessive 

wealth -- clearly understood as wealth beyond what one 

needs to maintain a dignified life -- ring hollow. Such 

policies in truth ask so little and promise so much that it 

would be irrational not to try them. 

In the end there is no difference between the 

conservative who wants total freedom with respect to 

wealth and the liberal who wants the same with respect 

to sexuality. Both argue that society shouldn't use 

coercion to ensure a moral result in the area of life 

where they would like freedom to sin. Both are sure 

that while God would insist that one be regulated by 

the secular authorities, the other is left to personal 

conscience. While abortion is a more grave matter than 

clinging to personal wealth, the same flawed argument 

is used to defend it: It's my body, it's my wealth, it's my 

property. But all things belong to God, be they children 

or wealth, and are merely entrusted to us to be used for 

the common good. 

 

Joe Hargrave writes from Phoenix. Visit his blog at A 

New Catholic Paradigm. 

http://geocities.com/joeahargrave/home.html
http://geocities.com/joeahargrave/home.html
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The Sixth Commandment 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

3/17/09

ur culture pretty much winks at adultery these 

days. It winks sort of like Maurice Chevalier, 

lecherously ogling "girls, girls, girls" in some old 

musical number. Adultery is sold as a charming but 

lovable fault, as with that adorable rascal Bill Clinton. Or 

else it is sold as exciting and sexy, as with Brangelina.  

Citing "You shall not commit adultery" in our culture 

is Bad Form among the wine and cheese crowd, like 

farting in church -- if such clever and cultivated people 

went to church. Vast swaths of our culture rush to reply 

to such embarrassing displays of crude moralism with 

scarcely a movement of the grey matter. "Judge not!" 

they shout from the commanding heights of culture and 

media. This most popular of biblical verses, trotted out 

to excuse every sin under the sun, has double the 

impact on Christians who oppose our culture of serial 

polygamy, since it was, after all, an adulterous woman 

our Lord defended from the mob in John 8.  

Result: Huge numbers of biblically illiterate people 

repeat the only verse they know while the biblically 

literate feel guilty, think of John 8, and have no clue 

what to do about adultery. Any contemporary 

suggestion that adultery is, you know, evil and a grave 

sin is seen by both believers and secularists alike as 

reprehensibly Pharisaic, and we all act as though the 

only real sin is the pruney frown of disapproval leveled 

at a heart that, in words of Woody Allen, "wants what it 

wants." 

In all this we pride ourselves on having, 'ow you 

say?, "grown." In reality, it is but further testimony to 

the fact that ours is, hands down, the most sexually 

deranged culture in the history of the world. Rome, in 

its final stages of decadence, nonetheless confined the 

decadence to its upper classes. We have achieved the 

unprecedented marvel of making sexual depravity a 

broadly middle-class phenomenon.  

Such feats are not achieved in a day. They take long 

periods of conditioning and progressive steps of 

"pushing the envelope." Back in the 1930s and 1940s, 

the Manufacturers of Culture loved making movies 

about "gay divorcees." As a general rule, the divorced 

couple would get back together at the end of the movie. 

But the idea was still instilled in a broad audience of 

would-be sophisticates that divorce was rather a 

cheery thing than otherwise, undertaken by witty adult 

individuals like Cary Grant and Katherine Hepburn who 

bantered cleverly and understood that the breakup of 

a marriage was mostly an occasion for brilliantly 

scripted repartee. 

As time went on and the culture of divorce began 

to permeate the membrane of the movie screen and 

work its way out into pop culture, we saw an 

increasingly warm acceptance of philandering and 

Seven Year Itch thinking until, in the disastrous decade 

of the 1970s, we put a bullet to the family by 

approving the catastrophe of No-Fault Divorce. Now 

every ninny who watched a movie of the week about 

somebody Doing What I Need to Do for Me could 

abandon his or her family and go hive off to some new 

trophy wife or boy toy in his or her unending quest for 

personal fulfillment.  

And this warm and winking approval of adultery 

(coupled with occasional chin-pulling about statistics 

on the breakdown of the family) continues to this day. 

Whole businesses are devoted to helping facilitate 

adulterous "flings," as they are called. And the press 

coverage of such enterprises is of the puff piece 

variety, full of the frisson of, "Ooh! How controversial 

and naughty!" All this has been assisted, of course, by 

the advent of the Pill, the tendency of the media to 

trot out the word "taboo" every time some fresh 

depravity is being contemplated by the Envelope 

Pushers, and our own addiction to the sins of the flesh. 

After all, how can you condemn the next perversion 

O 

http://www.latimes.com/news/opinion/commentary/la-oe-daum10-2009jan10,0,7649415.column
http://www.latimes.com/news/opinion/commentary/la-oe-daum10-2009jan10,0,7649415.column
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without risking the possibility that somebody will 

condemn you for embracing the last one?  

  

Now it is certainly the case that there are invalid 

"marriages" that are entered into by people who had no 

business attempting marriage. Our culture has, among 

other things, distinguished itself from all previous 

human societies by inventing the concept of the 

teenager: a useful marketing demographic by which the 

servile consumer state has managed to create about 

two-and-a-half generations of people who are 

encouraged to embrace all that is worst about both 

childhood and adulthood and prolong themselves in this 

state for as long as possible. Imbued with a sense of 

childish irresponsibility for far too long and a sense of 

adult rights to sexual thrills far too early, the Boomers 

of Generation Narcissus (for whom the man-child Bill 

Clinton really stands as a sort of eternal emblem) 

managed to inculcate in themselves and their children a 

fatal formula for irresponsibility that has had disastrous 

consequences for the family, such as a 50 percent 

divorce rate. So I have little trouble understanding a 

major spike in invalid marriages and annulments, given 

such radical immaturity. 

But the fact remains that there is real adultery 

taking place as well: that is, real betrayal of real vows 

made by people who knew what they were doing on 

their wedding day. And that whole trail of tears begins 

in the heart with real sinful choices. The moment we 

commit ourselves to the proposition that real happiness 

can only be found through selfishness and betrayal is 

the moment that all bets are off for any sane sexual 

ethic. The gospel of Judas is the enemy of the gospel of 

Christ. 

Indeed, the Sexual Revolution of the 1960s and 

1970s was a tremendous boon for traitors and Judases. 

Adultery was euphemized with perky, upbeat words like 

"affair" and "fling," while the Manufacturers of Culture 

tended to downplay the whole "stab in the back/knife 

to the heart/shredding children's lives" aspect of it. But 

as Pope John Paul II pointed out, we speak with our 

bodies as well as our tongues. The highest pledge of 

fidelity and love we can make to another person is the 

sexual act. When we make that pledge, we speak, with 

our bodies, a promise of total self-giving to the other. 

When we break that pledge by adultery, we commit one 

of the greatest betrayals a human being can commit 

against another. It is a lacerating act of cruelty aimed at 

the heart of the family, at children, and at all human 

trust, with repercussions that are felt for generations 

and which send out waves across all layers of society.  

That is why Jesus forgave the woman caught in 

adultery. You don't forgive people who are not guilty; 

you excuse them. The woman taken in adultery was 

guilty as sin, taken in the very act. She was hauled out 

of the sack and brought before Jesus, covered in the 

shame of what she had done -- and when she looked 

Jesus in the eye (if she could bear to), she had enough 

sense not to say, "The heart wants what it wants," nor 

to chirp, "Life is short, have an affair," nor to burble, 

"Don't judge." Instead, she felt the reproaches heaped 

upon her, insincere as the mob was. She knew that, 

however much she was being used as a pawn in a 

game to destroy Jesus, nonetheless somewhere there 

was a heartbroken wife or her own cuckolded 

husband. She knew the betrayal she'd committed 

against her family.  

Jesus knew it too -- and forgave her. When He 

spoke to her He did not say, "Yours was a beautiful 

love misunderstood by harsh and judgmental prigs." 

He said, "Go and sin no more." 

Adultery, like all other sins, can be and is forgiven 

by Christ every day. The deep bleeding wounds and 

scars it leaves behind can be healed by the power of 

Christ's mercy. But mercy is for sinners. And adultery 

remains what it has always been: a grave and cruel 

betrayal. If we do not see this -- if we fill our minds 

with rubbish about how the children will be "resilient" 

and the new girlfriend or boy toy will help us self-

actualize better, we will not receive the mercy, 

because we will not admit that we need it. A sense of 

shame for the sin of adultery is the necessary 

prerequisite for the forgiveness of the sin. Let us pray 

we recover that sense of shame so that we may know 

the grace, not just of forgiveness, but of never sinning 
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so as to need it. Generations yet unborn will thank us 

for it. 

 

 

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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Avery Cardinal Dulles (1918-2008) 
Rev. George W. Rutler | Column 

3/17/09

ies van der Rohe's dictum that "God is in 

the details" fit the moral architecture of 

Avery Dulles. While his physical architecture 

was likened to Lincoln, the man was discerned in the 

details: from his conversion to the Faith when noticing 

the first spring blossom on a tree, to his intimate regard 

for all ranks of people, never wasting on professorial 

dialectic time that could better be spent discussing 

cookies with a rectory cook. That is not to say that he 

deified details himself: He could be vague about 

matters not touching life and death, and he was known 

to confuse his washing machine with the dishwasher. 

My first contact with the Dulles family was with a 

dead one: My father held John Foster Dulles in high 

regard, and we visited his fresh grave in Arlington. I had 

no idea that there was a son who, to the confusion of 

the Presbyterian family, had been ordained a priest 

three years earlier. Not only a priest, but a Jesuit -- very 

unlike his grandfather, who had been a liberal 

clergyman who dismissed the Virgin Birth and accepted 

divorce. The family claimed two secretaries of state 

before Avery's own father, along with a Civil War 

general. Uncle Allen directed the CIA, and Aunt Eleanor 

was in the charge of the Berlin desk at the State 

Department. His mother did not take very seriously the 

family's claim to direct descent from Charlemagne, 

naming her poodle Pepi in honor of Charlemagne's 

father, Pepin. 

His literature of 23 books and about 800 essays 

exercised the critical faculties of disparate theological 

camps, but they all add up in sum: "Sentire cum 

ecclesia." As the Church is the Body of Christ, he took its 

pulse, confident that something stronger than the gates 

of hell is not to be measured by pressure systolic and 

diastolic. When Pope Benedict XVI was elected, it was 

as if Cardinal Dulles had conjured something wonderful 

with the Holy Spirit, for Joseph Ratzinger's 

"hermeneutic of continuity" was his own ballast against 

sophistry and pedantry alike. One example was his 

polite perplexity when a prudential opinion about 

capital punishment appeared in the new Catechism. 

Dulles feared that the impression of an abolitionist 

position against capital punishment, as with just war 

theory, even motivated by "wise and good" pastoral 

instincts, would seriously confuse the meaning of 

intrinsic evil. He predicted that, when the heat of the 

cultural day cools, the traditional doctrines on these 

matters will be appreciated better. A close friend of 

mine who shared quarters with the cardinal at Catholic 

University watched Dulles, not given to demonstrative 

piety, praying the rosary up and down the corridor 

before and after he wrote. 

One day, a brief remark that I made about a 

favorite hymn we had both grown up with, albeit from 

two different sides of the same heretical coin, moved 

him to write a fine letter, which in turn moved me to 

write a book on the history of many hymns we had 

long known. The only help I ever gave him was to stop 

a Christmas tree with real candles from falling on him. 

After that I claimed to have saved his life, or at least to 

have saved him from being burned somewhat less 

than Jesuits of the Tudor period. 

Polio, contracted while in the Navy during the 

Second World War, came back with a vengeance in 

later years, crippling a leg that he dragged in a heavy 

brace and robbing his voice, whose customary flatness 

in lectures notoriously contradicted the music of his 

mind. His speechless patience could be heroic when I, 

uncharacteristically, had to do all the talking. 

Muteness became rhetorical elegance when the pope 

received him at the Dunwoodie seminary. That 

blatantly providential encounter prefigured "the two 

faces of death" -- dolorous and triumphant -- of which 

Edward Cardinal Egan eloquently spoke at the funeral, 

recalling words of his friend's last lecture: "As I become 

increasingly paralyzed and unable to speak I can 
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identify with the many paralytics and mute persons in 

the Gospels, grateful for the loving and skillful care I 

receive and for the hope of everlasting life in Christ." 

He promised to dedicate a shrine to Newman in my 

church, if our mutual hero were beatified. Almost 

coincident with Cardinal Dulles's death came a strong 

report that Newman's beatification was imminent. 

Perhaps they both now cast their red hats upon the 

Crystal Sea. Dulles dropped his biretta when Pope John 

Paul II put it on his head. What "Punch" said of Newman 

needs little effort of transposition to the Jesuit of 

Fordham: "'Tis the great and good head that will honor 

the hat, not the hat that will honor the head." 

 

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

our Saviour in New York City. His latest book, 

Coincidentally: Unserious Reflections on Trivial 

Connections, is available from Crossroads Publishing. 

http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824524403/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824524403/insidecatcom-20
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The Prodigals and the Papa 

John Zmirak | Column 

3/18/09

 meant to spend Lent reflecting on the Spiritual and 

Corporal Works of Mercy, but events have come 

vast and various. Between the collapse of our 

economy, the crisis of a major religious order, and the 

radioactive fallout from the pope's own work of mercy 

toward Traditionalists, it has been tough to hunker 

down. Sex abuse, bailouts of bankrupt fatcats, and hints 

of Nazi scandal . . . this kind of thing bleeds, so it leads. 

This week I'll make one last reflection on current events 

-- then count on God in His wisdom to put a stop to 

them for 14 weeks, so I can finish my series. This three-

month hiatus in happenings should prove a welcome 

breathing space for Catholics, and help me complete my 

book manuscript by summer -- just in time to consider 

the pope's upcoming encyclical on economics.  

But this week, it's worth reflecting on a letter Pope 

Benedict XVI surely wished he didn't need to write, his 

note of explanation on why he lifted the 

excommunications of the four bishops of the Society of 

St. Pius X. What's compelling about this letter isn't so 

much what it tells us about the Vatican -- that nobody in 

charge has heard of "Google," and that tambourine-

banging liturgists still lurk behind red velvet curtains in 

the Curia -- as what it reveals about the man Josef 

Ratzinger. It tells us what a kind, courageous, wise, and 

compassionate father he is. Insofar as he shows us 

(through smoked Bavarian glass) the Father he works 

for, Il Papa makes us positively long to embrace Big 

Daddy.  

Fatherhood, authority, patriarchy . . . these aren't 

"happy" words anymore. Our civilization has spent two 

centuries repressing these primal realities, beginning in 

1789 with France's ritual murder of that nation's earthly 

father. As the sometimes insightful madman D. H. 

Lawrence observed in his book on American literature, 

modernity can best be described as "killing all the 

fathers," then wrestling with their ghosts. The so-called 

"death of God" didn't end this killing spree, but kicked it 

into high gear. In Totem and Taboo, Freud equated 

divine authority with paternal force and fear, tracing 

our faith in a heavenly father figure to the slavish 

obeisance paid to tribal patriarchs who hogged all the 

women and wielded the power. Knock down the 

heavenly King, and every throne must shake -- right 

down to Archie Bunker's favorite chair. King James I 

once worried, "No bishops, no king." To which we can 

safely add, "No God, no fathers."  

The converse is also the case. If our image of 

fatherhood is drawn after Homer Simpson, so we will 

picture Our Father in heaven -- as I must confess I used 

to do, figuring that catastrophes like tsunamis, 

genocides, and altar girls could be traced to God 

snoring at the controls of Springfield's nuclear reactor. 

This nap suits modern man just fine, impelled as he is 

by Descartes' description of science -- which 

transforms the term that once covered theology and 

philosophy into the narrow pursuit of practical means 

to make man "the master and possessor of nature." In 

other words, we're killing the King and dragging 

Mother Nature to bed by the hair. Sophocles, Sigmund, 

call your office.  

All this comes to mind because this morning I 

taught my students a famous essay by Christopher 

Dawson, "The Patriarchal Family in History." It's worth 

a slow, careful read, and not just because it precedes 

Humanae Vitae by decades in predicting the 

catastrophic results of decoupling sexual pleasure from 

fidelity. The essay should be required of Catholic 

college students if only to teach them that "patriarchy" 

is something more than the feminist version of 

"fascist." (As in, "That dogma is patriarchal," or "This 

oatmeal is really fascist.") In the essay, the 

distinguished Catholic historian reaches back into 

anthropological research and classical history to 

explain how the male-led, monogamous fertile family 

is the best means to tame the bucking stallion that is 

I 

http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/world/wire/sns-ap-eu-vatican-holocaust-denial-text,1,2752672.story
http://robertlstephens.com/essays/essay_frame.php?essayroot=zmirak/&essayfile=001RevoltingFrance.html
http://www.google.com/books?id=WCO0Sb1KLAoC&dq=Lawrence+Classic+American&printsec=frontcover&source=bn
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_1jXJfONmTEA/Rnka4jvsexI/AAAAAAAAA9k/3iA7X1-D9Vc/s400/homer_simpson_nnuclear_power_plant.jpg
http://www.catholiceducation.org/articles/marriage/mf0060.html
http://orwell.ru/library/articles/As_I_Please/english/efasc
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masculine sexuality and teach it to pull the plow for 

women and children. Had he lived longer, Dawson could 

have pointed to the disappearance of the family wage, 

the plummeting birthrate, the feminization of poverty, 

and the rise of the "baby daddy" as grim I-told-you-so's. 

The state-dependent dyads left behind when men zip 

their pants and hit the road are too fragile to serve as 

the "basic units of society." No fathers, no families.  

  

Which brings me back to our earthly father, who's 

struggling to keep his wayward family members on 

speaking terms with each other. (Imagine trying to run a 

Church that makes room for Roger Mahony . . . and 

Richard Williamson.) Many commentators have 

responded peevishly to the pope's apparent naivete 

about the nuttiness of Bishop Williamson. No one on 

the pope's staff tipped him off, and it seems the Holy 

Father spends less time surfing Trad crank Web sites 

than he should. Otherwise he might have found out just 

how unsavory are many of the bishop's loudly 

expressed opinions -- which range from doubts about 

the Holocaust to thoughts on the sinfulness of women 

wearing pants. (A lady colleague and graduate of 

Christendom College told me one of the favorite non-

drinking games in the women's dorms entailed reciting 

Williamson's opinions on feminine education and 

couture.) There's something deeply sinister about 

anyone willing to trivialize the mass murder of any race 

-- much less the biological family of Our Lady and Our 

Lord. Walker Percy was right to observe that the 

ongoing, miraculous survival of the Jews ("Where are 

the Hittites?") is the single most tangible sign of divine 

intervention in history -- and that those who wished to 

erase the Jews were trying to rub out God's fingerprints. 

Rehabilitating a man who seems to traduce all this 

isn't on the order of digging up Pope John Paul II and 

trying him for heresy -- but it isn't exactly politic. And 

the pope is humble enough to admit that he could have 

handled this matter better. Though it's hard to imagine 

how. 

Would lifting three excommunications out of four 

have had the same effect on the men of the SSPX? This 

group is, to all appearances, cleaning house and 

displaying filial submission to the pope . . . not 

something the group is known for. 

With touching candor, the pope admits in a manly 

way that he was wounded by the vicious hostility that 

greeted his mistakes:  

At times one gets the impression that our society 

needs to have at least one group to which no 

tolerance may be shown; which one can easily 

attack and hate. And should someone dare to 

approach them, in this case the pope, he too loses 

any right to tolerance; he too can be treated 

hatefully, without misgiving or restraint. 

But Benedict doesn't linger on these outrageous insults 

to his person and his office -- any more than the Man 

for Whom he vicars complained in the face of blows 

and spitting. Aware that much of the bad behavior 

displayed by Traditionalists can be traced to their long 

isolation and mistreatment at the hands of clergy and 

bishops (think of them as clerical abuse victims!), the 

pope calls both sides to repent. Traditionalists need to 

renounce some dark and cranky habits they developed 

over 30 years of internal exile, while to those who 

oppose them with equally un-Christian bitterness 

Benedict says: 

[S]ome of those who put themselves forward as 

great defenders of the Council also need to be 

reminded that Vatican II embraces the entire 

doctrinal history of the Church. Anyone who 

wishes to be obedient to the Council has to accept 

the faith professed over the centuries, and cannot 

sever the roots from which the tree draws its life. 

If sometimes Traditionalists seem like rotten, sour 

apples (the pope suggests), we might consider 

questioning those men in the mitres carrying 

chainsaws.  

The pope's tone is poignant and calls to mind the 

tale of the Prodigal Son. It's easy to see that amiable 

Bavarian standing between the prodigal goofball and 

his pharisaical elder, negotiating a truce and calling 

http://www.losangelesmission.com/ed/articles/1998/0198ms2.htm
http://heresycorner.blogspot.com/2009/02/women-trousers-and-witchcraft.html
http://www.thecatholicthing.org/content/view/1102/44/
http://www.thecatholicthing.org/content/view/1102/44/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Stephen_VI
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Stephen_VI
http://truthisbeauty.wordpress.com/2009/02/07/sspx-expels-priest/
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both of them to the feast. Which is, after all, what 

faithful fathers do.  

 

 

 

John Zmirak is the author, most recently, of the graphic 

novel The Grand Inquisitor and is Writer-in-Residence at 

Thomas More College in New Hampshire. He writes 

weekly for InsideCatholic.com. 

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

David R. Carlin | Column 

3/19/09

atthew Arnold was the son of Dr. Thomas 

Arnold, the legendary headmaster of Rugby, 

who many decades after his death had the 

misfortune to be one of the four figures held up to 

ridicule in Lytton Strachey's landmark book, Eminent 

Victorians. (The other three were Florence Nightingale, 

Cardinal Manning, and General "Chinese" Gordon). 

Matthew, one of the great critics, poets, and social 

thinkers of the Victorian Age, was an even more 

eminent Victorian than his father, and Matthew, unlike 

his father, was rarely ridiculous -- except perhaps when 

he took to writing about religion. (In truth, Dr. Arnold 

himself was rarely ridiculous -- except in the eyes of 

Strachey and his many readers, participants in the anti-

Victorian counterrevolution that took place in the early 

part of the 20th century.) 

Dr. Arnold had been one of the great leaders of the 

"broad church" party in the Church of England. His idea 

was that the Church of England should be a 

"comprehensive" church -- in other words, a church that 

embraced all English Protestants. But to bring Anglicans 

and Dissenters (Baptists, Methodists, 

Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Unitarians, etc.) 

under a single ecclesiastical roof, it would be necessary 

to downplay those doctrines that differentiated the 

many denominations from one another, while at the 

same time stressing those Christian beliefs and values 

they all had in common; and what they had in common 

was, above all, a Christian morality. 

The apple doesn't fall far from the tree, and when 

Matthew Arnold came to write about religion (which he 

did most notably in a work titled Literature and Dogma, 

subtitled An Essay towards a Better Apprehension of the 

Bible, first published in 1873), he wrote in the broad 

church spirit; that is to say, he minimized dogma and 

emphasized morality. Matthew Arnold said, in effect, 

"Let's discard all Christian doctrine except the bare 

minimum." Out goes the Trinity, the Incarnation, the 

Atonement, the Resurrection, the Virgin Birth, and so 

on. The only thing that remains on the doctrinal side is a 

somewhat unusual belief in God; that is, a belief that 

there is a great superhuman force operating in the 

universe that is favorable to moral goodness. For 

Matthew Arnold, God is "the Eternal not-ourselves that 

makes for righteousness." The essence of religion is to 

be found not in doctrine but in morality. In a famous 

definition, Arnold declared that religion (and by 

"religion" he chiefly meant Christianity) is "morality 

touched by emotion." 

The great intellectual foe of Arnoldian (or broad-

church or non-dogmatic) religion in 19th-century 

England was, of course, John Henry Newman, in both 

the Anglican and Catholic phases of his career. He 

called this kind of religion "liberalism," and he neatly 

summed up a lifetime of opposition to it in the speech 

he gave when receiving his cardinal's red hat in 1879: 

Liberalism in religion is the doctrine that there is 

no positive truth in religion, but that one creed is as 

good as another . . . . [Liberalism] is inconsistent with 

any recognition of any religion as true. It teaches that 

all are to be tolerated, for all are matters of opinion. 

Revealed religion is not a truth, but a sentiment and a 

taste; not an objective fact, not miraculous; and it is 

the right of each individual to make it say just what 

strikes his fancy. 

Cardinal Newman further held that all 

Protestantism tends toward liberalism, and that all 

liberalism tends toward atheism. 

  

It is odd that Cardinal Newman is something of a 

favorite among American Catholics who tend to be 

religiously liberal. This is probably because of the title 

of a long essay he published in a magazine in 1859, 

"On Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine." It 
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is a great misunderstanding of the man, however, to 

believe that he would wish the pope and the bishops to 

be guided by the Letters to the Editor page of the 

National Catholic Reporter. 

The model he had in mind when thinking that the 

"faithful" can guide the hierarchy was that of the rank-

and-file Catholics of the fourth century, the age of the 

Arian controversy. Many bishops, under political 

pressure from Constantinople, were defecting to 

Arianism from the doctrine of Nicea, but the rank-and-

file -- for whom Athanasius (Athanasius contra 

mundum) spoke -- remained loyal to the Catholic-

Orthodox doctrine. The faithful were more orthodox, 

more "traditional" (if I may use a word that sounds like 

an obscenity in the ears of Catholic "progressives"), 

than much of the hierarchy; the fourth-century laity 

were decidedly not liberal, not "progressive." 

Eventually, as we know, Athanasius and the rank-and-

file faithful prevailed, and the hierarchy returned to the 

straight path. 

If Cardinal Newman were with us today, 

commenting on the present-day scene, he would see no 

reason to change his mind about religious liberalism. In 

Europe, including Newman's beloved England, 

Protestantism, which has become very liberal, is in a 

state of disintegration. European Catholicism is not 

quite so badly off; but it too, at least among the laity, 

has become liberal, and it too is approaching 

disintegration. In the United States things are not much 

better -- with the notable exception of Protestant and 

quasi-Protestant denominations that still take religious 

dogma (even in some cases very odd dogmas) seriously: 

I mean Evangelicals, Pentecostals, Mormons, and 

Jehovah's Witnesses. These denominations are 

flourishing. 

Such religion as is left among liberal churches is 

more and more approximating Arnold's ideal: morality 

touched by emotion (albeit rather mild emotion). But 

what morality? Not the old Christian morality, with its 

sexual strictness. Rather, the fashionable morality of the 

day. Liberal Christianity today believes in fornication 

(with precautions to guard against disease and 

unwanted pregnancy), cohabitation, abortion, 

embryonic stem cell research, homosexuality, same-

sex marriage, a war against global warming, etc. 

This is not the morality that either Dr. Arnold or his 

son Matthew had in mind, and they would no doubt be 

distressed to find it prevailing among "broad" 

Christians. Perhaps they would decide that Newman 

was right after all when he contended that liberal 

religion tends toward atheism. 

 

David R. Carlin is the author of The Decline and Fall of 

the Catholic Church in America. He can be reached at 

drcarlin@hotmail.com. 

http://www.sophiainstitute.com/productdetails.cfm?PC=277
http://www.sophiainstitute.com/productdetails.cfm?PC=277
mailto:drcarlin@hotmail.com
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Is Confession in Crisis? 
Russell Shaw | Column 

3/20/09

s the sacrament of penance in crisis? One often 

hears that claim today, but it needs a closer look. My 

guess is that there's a crisis all right -- but not exactly 

this one. 

Yes, Catholic confessions have plummeted in the 

last 40 years. But who would care to say that the 

awareness of guilt has disappeared? In some ways, in 

fact, the sense of sin appears to be thriving. People just 

don't care to admit it or do much about it anymore. 

I was reminded of these things by the word from 

Rome that publication of Pope Benedict XVI's third 

encyclical is imminent. It will be on social justice, we're 

told. Actually, it was supposed to come out a year ago, 

but it got delayed for adjustments to reflect the global 

economic crisis. 

Lately, Benedict has been giving previews about 

what's in the document. In one such talk, he said the 

fundamental source of the economic crisis is greed. 

Many other people have said the same thing. I surely 

would agree with that, although to greed I'd add 

arrogance and culpable stupidity. 

This is not about the economic crisis, though. My 

point at the moment is that in an emergency like this 

one, people spontaneously look to moral failure as an 

explanation for what went wrong. Whether the analysis 

is correct is a different question. People take it for 

granted that it is -- that is to say, they place the blame 

for what happened on sin. 

Now if human beings really do have some sort of 

innate, built-in awareness that sin is the root cause of 

many problems, why has the huge drop-off in reception 

of the sacrament of penance occurred in the last 40 

years? Why do so many Catholics these days go to 

confession very seldom or not at all? 

For me, a large part of the solution to this puzzle is 

symbolized in a particular event. 

Humanae Vitae, Pope Paul VI's encyclical 

reaffirming the Church condemnation of artificial birth 

control, came out in late July of 1968. The following 

Sunday, I went to Mass at a certain parish and there 

was treated to a homily explaining why the pope was 

wrong and contraception was okay. When the priest 

finished, a substantial segment of the congregation 

stood and applauded. 

I don't mean to say that sexual sins are the only 

sins or that contraception is the worst sin of all. I 

mention this incident instead because it so clearly 

illustrates the denial on the part of Catholics of the 

Church's ability to teach authoritatively about these 

matters.  

But if these matters, why not other matters, too? 

For me, at least, the events of that Sunday morning 

more than four decades ago mark the starting point of 

the slippery slope that has led many Catholics to reject 

the authority of the Church on moral questions and, 

along with it, the sacrament of penance. It goes 

without saying that other people are welcome to 

situate the moment at which they first perceived this 

process at work somewhere else. 

The observation has often been made -- and I'm 

not going to belabor it here -- that for years we've 

heard little or nothing in homilies and catechesis about 

personal fault for the kinds of sins most people 

actually commit. Frequently, of course, we are urged 

to take our responsibilities to God and neighbor 

seriously, but it's usually left unclear what those 

concrete, real-life responsibilities actually are -- and, 

especially, what the consequences of not living up to 

them might be. 

Obviously the popular culture is of virtually no help 

at all here. Indeed, the prevailing consensus in popular 

culture appears to be that the only significant 

wrongdoing consists of denying somebody else his or 
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her right to do whatever he or she wants, especially 

when the subject is sex. I am reminded of a sociologist's 

remark a few years back that the only commandment 

that seems to count for many Americans anymore is the 

new, eleventh one: "Thou shalt not judge." 

And yet, as suggested, the reality of guilt persists -- 

widely denied, to be sure, yet eating away at many 

hearts. 

There was a kind of residual guilt implied in 

President Barack Obama's announcement that he was 

taking the lid off federal funding of stem cell research 

that involves killing human embryos.  

The president said he had ordered the drafting of 

"strict guidelines" to prevent "misuse or abuse." But if 

killing embryos by way of stem cell research is ethically 

clean, there's no need for guidelines; and if it isn't 

ethically clean, guidelines for doing it won't alter that 

fact but will merely reassure obtuse consciences that 

something that is ethically impermissible is permissible 

after all. The government says so, doesn't it? 

But all that is neither here nor there at the moment. 

As far as the Catholic community and the sacrament 

of penance are concerned, my guess is that the so-

called crisis of penance isn't really that -- it's a crisis of 

bad conscience instead. Many people will not -- and, as 

a result of persistent catechetical failure, in a certain 

sense cannot -- face up to the fact of their sinfulness 

and guilt. Yet despite decades of rationalization and 

denial, the awareness of these existential realities 

persists. 

 

And if it's true that it does, then the crisis is even more 

serious than we thought. 

 

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

Communication, and Communion in the Catholic 

Church (Ignatius Press, 2008). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1586172182/insidecatcom-20
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My Oasis 
Danielle Bean | Column 

3/20/09

 really should stop reading magazines. That might 

be an odd thing for a magazine editor to say, but it's 

true that certain kinds of periodicals are bad for my 

self esteem. 

Take that popular homemaking magazine, for 

example. What's it called? "Better Homes Than Yours," I 

think. 

I browse through its slick pages, squint at the glossy 

photos, and search in vain for a sign of peanut butter 

fingerprints on the glass doors, sippy cups tucked 

beneath couch cushions, or last week's fraction 

worksheets piled on top of living room end tables. 

No such luck. 

I saw a young family's home featured in one recent 

issue. The husband and wife were pictured with their 

two small children. All of them were seated on a 

spotless, glowing white couch. A white couch! I 

squinted long and hard at that photo and came up with 

the only logical explanation -- that the children were 

plastic props.  

It was in one of these fantasy magazines that I 

happened upon an article about making grown-up 

bedroom spaces special. A "relaxing oasis," I think were 

the words used to describe the ideal grown-up 

bedroom. 

"Keep it clean, keep it quiet, and keep it yours," the 

article urged me.  

Pillows, candles, and quiet music . . . it sounded 

perfectly fabulous. How nice it would be to retreat to an 

adults-only oasis at the end of each day!  

One thing the fancy magazine didn't mention, 

though, was what to do if you happen to share your 

oasis with a two-year-old boy, his clothes dresser, and a 

basketful of his favorite Tonka trucks. It neglected to 

mention the problem of a grown-up bedroom being the 

only room with a lock where older kids can hide to play 

an undisturbed game of Yahtzee, or sort stacks of 

precious sports cards during the day. And what about 

the fact that a soft, high bed with fluffy pillows happens 

to be the ideal spot for little girls to organize dolly 

naptimes? 

I try to fight it, but it's no use. By bedtime each 

day, our grown-up bedroom has been infiltrated. Since 

we've been watching 24, Dan and I jokingly refer to the 

pint-sized invaders of our bedroom space as the 

"hostiles." Really, though, it's just the kids. And their 

stuff. 

When I finally stumble my way toward the relaxing 

oasis these days, I usually need to clear a path through 

a pile of plastic princess shoes, dolly blankies, stacks of 

story books, and Tupperware containers filled with 

sports cards before I find the bed. Surprisingly, 

however, I don't really resent the invasion. 

Before I had children, I used to worry sometimes 

that I wouldn't make a good mother. The kind of 

constant self-giving love that I saw in other mothers 

felt foreign to me, and I thought I might be too selfish 

to do the same.  

What I didn't know then, though, was that children 

take the love they need. By their very existence, they 

claim it. Parental generosity is something that 

develops naturally from having children who, with or 

without our permission, work their way into our 

hearts, into our lives, and into our personal spaces. 

When I entered my oasis last night, after kicking 

my way past a pile of Playmobil pirates and a partially 

completed wooden puzzle, I noticed a folded piece of 

paper perched upon my pillow. 

Inside I found a pencil drawing of a small girl with 

an extra large bow in her hair. Beside the small girl was 
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a mother figure in a full-length glamour gown. Their 

stick figure arms stretched toward each other, eager to 

embrace, as a smiling sun shone down on them 

approvingly.  

"WEE LOVE EACH UDDER," was scrawled in the sky 

above, and five-year-old Gabby's unmistakable 

signature was in the bottom corner of the page. 

I don't need an oasis; I've got oceans. 

We parents might not always love our children 

perfectly, but most of us do a pretty decent job of it 

most days. I don't think, though, that we can take much 

credit for the ways in which we become more generous 

and loving as a result of having children. It just happens. 

It's part of the gift of grace that is family life, and its 

source is the source of all grace. It's God. 

It's all part of a Divine plan. Our children force us to 

abandon selfishness simply by laying claim to what is 

rightfully theirs -- which is everything we've got. 

 

Danielle Bean, a mother of eight, is senior editor of Faith 

& Family magazine and author of My Cup of Tea: 

Musings of a Catholic Mom (Pauline 2005) and Mom to 

Mom, Day to Day: Advice and Support for Catholic 

Living (Pauline 2007). Visit her blog at 

www.daniellebean.com. 

http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.daniellebean.com/
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Rescuing Lincoln 
John C. Chalberg | Review 

3/19/09 
 
Abraham Lincoln 
James M. McPherson, Oxford University Press, 96 pages, $12.95 

 
ost Americans are familiar with the young 

Abraham Lincoln. Stories abound of his 

truth telling, rail splitting, candlelight 

reading, soil tilling, store keeping, and flatboat driving. 

Amazingly enough, James M. McPherson has managed 

to touch on all of them -- and a few more besides -- in 

this brief biographical essay written to coincide with the 

bicentennial of the birth of our 16th president. 

As expected, 2009 has been the occasion for the 

birth of a number of new Lincoln biographies, the 

longest of which reaches four digits, page-wise. In 

Lincoln's day such a tome would have required at least 

three digits worth of candles to read. 

What might not have been expected is that one of 

the nation's premier Civil War historians would weigh in 

with so slight a volume. And yet that is just what 

McPherson has done. More to the point, this 

ridiculously slim volume works ridiculously well. It's 

more than an exercise in niche marketing or relief for 

sore eyes; it's a biographical essay for readers who 

know a little or a lot about Lincoln, as well as for 

readers who lack Lincoln's stamina or candle-power. 

Let's return to that flatboat for a moment. In 1828 

and again in 1831, Lincoln and a pal steered such a craft 

down the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers to New Orleans. In 

McPherson's estimate, each excursion "widened his 

horizons" in more ways than one. Along the way, he 

encountered innumerable people and scenes that were 

entirely new to him. But the most vivid of the lot was 

the sight of some of his fellow countrymen "shackled 

together with irons." 

The young Lincoln had surely known of slavery, but 

he had never seen slaves. And once he did, the sight 

never left him. Years later he wrote that those bound 

men remained a "continual torment to me." 

Some historians have used that famous Lincoln line 

to hammer its author. Their hammering goes 

something like this: If that sight was so tormenting, 

why didn't Lincoln become an abolitionist? Instead, the 

young Lincoln decided to become -- horror of horrors! 

-- a politician. Worse than that, it appears that he 

never so much as toyed with the idea of joining the 

tiny ranks of the abolitionists. To add to the general 

embarrassment of it all, Lincoln was perpetually 

consumed with ambition -- and political ambition, no 

less. 

According to his law partner, Billy Herndon, 

Lincoln's ambition was a "little engine that knew no 

rest," driven by nothing less than an all-American and 

all-consuming desire to be known. In the midst of one 

of his all too frequent bouts of depression, Lincoln 

confided to his closest friend that he was "more than 

willing to die" except "that he had done nothing to 

make any human being remember that he had lived." 

Some abolitionists did manage to be remembered 

-- think William Lloyd Garrison -- but Lincoln is not 

among them. Worse than that, for much of his political 

life, Lincoln was an anti-abolitionist and the target of 

abolitionist ire. Can the author of the Emancipation 

Proclamation be rescued from all of this? 

  

In a word, yes. And McPherson is a most able rescuer. 

His mission: to save Lincoln from the charge that there 

is anything necessarily inconsistent with being a 

politician and being a man of principle. 

M 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0195374525/insidecatcom-20
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"If slavery isn't wrong, then nothing is wrong." 

That's another unforgettable Lincoln line that 

McPherson has remembered to include. It also 

expresses a principle that Lincoln never forgot, whether 

he was steering that flatboat away from danger (or 

from dangerously tormenting sights) or steering his 

country away from the "peculiar institution" of slavery. 

The steering metaphor guides McPherson through 

the entire essay as he takes the reader on Lincoln's anti-

slavery journey. By McPherson's estimate, Lincoln gave 

upward of 175 speeches on slavery between the 1854 

passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act and the onset of his 

presidency. The consistent theme of every one of them 

was the "necessity to exclude slavery from the 

territories as a first step toward its ultimate extinction." 

Ultimate extinction. Lincoln never wavered from 

that goal, as he simultaneously steered his political 

career and his country toward a "new birth of 

freedom." Of course, that steady hand was joined to a 

man of great ambition. And of course, men of great 

ambition are quite capable of making great mistakes. 

McPherson details some of those as well. 

But to Lincoln's great credit, his ambitions and 

those mistakes never let him steer away from his great 

goal. Of course, he would have preferred to achieve this 

goal without a great war, but when war came, he 

refused to steer away from it, nor did he hesitate. 

McPherson ends his account with another story of 

Lincolnian non-hesitation: New Year's Day, 1863, was 

the day he would sign the Emancipation Proclamation. 

But first he had to endure a three-hour ordeal of hand-

shaking at a White House reception. Exhausted and 

scarcely able to hold the pen, he worried that the 

signature would be unsteady and some would 

conclude that he had hesitated. Never more certain 

that he was "doing right," he signed without hesitation 

and without trembling. And why not? After all, 

veterans of steering flatboats and countries are 

mightily prepared to do that sort of thing. 

 

John C. "Chuck" Chalberg teaches American history in 

Minnesota. He can be reached at 

Chuck.Chalberg@normandale.edu. 

mailto:Chuck.Chalberg@normandale.edu
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Guardini on Christ in Our Century  
Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger | Classic 

3/14/09
omano Guardini's book The Lord has helped 

more than one generation of Christians enter 

into a deeper relationship with Jesus Christ. 

When the book first appeared, it offered a new 

approach to the spiritual interpretation of Scripture for 

which young people in particular longed; a longing, I 

might add, which is being felt again in our own day.  

The First World War was everywhere experienced 

as the collapse of the liberal dream of ever-advancing 

progress engendered by reason alone. This crisis of 

liberalism had great consequences for the Church and 

theology. Every "rational Christianity" which the liberal 

theologians had managed to develop was affected by it. 

Liberal biblical interpretation, or exegesis, had actually 

prepared the ground for this crisis by its attempt to 

discover behind the "veneer of dogma" the true 

"historical" Jesus. Naturally, by the liberals' way of 

thinking, the historical Jesus could be only a mere man. 

The liberals thought that everything supernatural, 

everything pertaining to the mystery of God that 

surrounded Jesus, was merely the embellishment and 

exaggeration of believers. Only with everything 

supernatural removed could the true figure of Jesus 

finally come to view! Already by the turn of the century, 

however, Albert Schweitzer had established that such 

an attempt would result only in contradictions: such a 

"sanitized" Jesus would not be an actual person, but the 

product of a historian.  

As a student, Romano Guardini had himself 

experienced the drama of liberalism and its collapse, 

and with a few friends he set out to find a new path for 

theology. What came to impress him in the course of 

this search was the experience of the liturgy as the 

place of encounter with Jesus. It is above all in the 

liturgy that Jesus is among us, here it is that he speaks 

to us, here he lives.  

Guardini recognized that the liturgy is the true, 

living environment for the Bible and that the Bible can 

be properly understood only in this living context within 

which it first emerged. The texts of the Bible, this great 

book of Christ, are not to be seen as the literary 

products of some scribes at their desks, but rather as 

the words of Christ himself delivered in the celebration 

of holy Mass. The scriptural texts are thoroughly 

imbued with the awe of divine worship resulting from 

the believer's interior attentiveness to the living voice 

of the present Lord. In the preface to his book, 

Guardini himself tells us of the way in which these 

texts have arisen: "We can only reverently pause 

before this or that word or act, ready to learn, adore, 

obey."  

Guardini did not view his book as theology in the 

strict sense of the word, but more as a kind of 

proclamation or preaching. Nonetheless, he did not fail 

to take into account the theological significance of 

what he had to say. Throughout The Lord Guardini 

struggled to come to the correct understanding of 

Jesus: All attempts to "cleanse" the figure of Jesus of 

the supernatural result in contradictions and 

meaningless constructions. One simply cannot strip 

"the Wholly Other," the mysterious, the divine from 

this Individual. Without this element, the very Person 

of Jesus himself dissolves. There simply is no 

psychological portrait of Jesus which can render his 

different features comprehensible solely from a 

human perspective. Repeatedly the analysis of this 

man takes us into that realm which is 

incomprehensible, "an incomprehensibility, however, 

full of measureless promise." The figure and mission of 

Jesus are "forever beyond the reach of history's most 

powerful ray," because "their ultimate explanations 

are to be found only in that impenetrable territory 

which he calls ‘my Father's will.'"  

Guardini spoke in a similar way in 1936 in a small 

but invaluable book entitled The Picture of Jesus the 

R 

http://www.amazon.com/Lord-Romano-Guardini/dp/0895267144/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1236996343&sr=8-1/insidecatcom-20


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

25 

 

Christ in the New Testament, the result of his 

characteristically methodical reflections:  

Perhaps we will not even succeed in arriving at a 

"person," but rather only at a series of sketches 

which stretch out beyond our range of vision. 

Perhaps we will experience that the Ascension was 

not simply a unique occurrence in the life of Jesus, 

but rather above all, the manner in which He is 

given to us: as one vanishing into heaven, into the 

Unconditional which is God. However, if that is the 

case, then these bare sketches are most precious: 

They are sign-posts pointing us to the "stepping 

beyond" of faith; and insofar as they go beyond our 

vision, in fact, precisely because they go beyond our 

vision, they teach us to worship.  

It is from such a way of thinking that the meditations 

arose which together make up this book. For Guardini 

the first step is always attentive listening to the 

message of the scriptural text. In this way the real 

contribution of exegesis to an understanding of Jesus is 

fully acknowledged. But in this attentiveness to the text, 

the listener, according to Guardini's understanding, 

does not make himself to be master of the Word. 

Rather, the listener makes himself the believing disciple 

who allows himself to be led and enlightened by the 

Word. It is precisely by repudiating a closed, merely 

human logic that the greatness and uniqueness of this 

Person becomes apparent to us. It is precisely in this 

way that the prison of our prejudice is broken open; it is 

in this way that our eyes are slowly opened, and that 

we come to recognize what is truly human, since we 

have been touched by the very humanity of God 

himself.  

One of Guardini's favorite expressions was, "that 

which is truly real will arise from the rich, varied 

expansiveness of our existence, of our being fully 

Christian, and will lead us to the One who is truly real." 

As we are taught by Guardini, the essence of 

Christianity is not an idea, not a system of thought, not 

a plan of action. The essence of Christianity is a Person: 

Jesus Christ himself. That which is essential is the One 

who is essential. To become truly real means to come to 

know Jesus Christ and to learn from him what it means 

to be human.  

Our time is in many respects far different from 

that in which Romano Guardini lived and worked. But 

it is as true now as in his day that the peril of the 

Church, indeed of humanity, consists in bleaching out 

the image of Jesus Christ in an attempt to shape a 

Jesus according to our own standards, so that we do 

not follow him in obedient discipleship but rather 

recreate him in our own image! Yet still in our own 

day, salvation consists only in our becoming "truly 

real." And we can do that only when we discover anew 

the true reality of Jesus Christ and through him 

discover the way of an upright and just life. Guardini's 

book The Lord has not grown old, precisely because it 

still leads us to that which is essential, to that which is 

truly real, Jesus Christ himself. That is why this book 

still has a great mission today.  

 

Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger is now Pope Benedict XVI. 

This article was translated by John. M. Haas and 

originally appeared in the June 1996 issue of crisis 

Magazine.  

http://www.amazon.com/Lord-Romano-Guardini/dp/0895267144/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1236996343&sr=8-1/insidecatcom-20
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No Cheap Churches 

Rev. Michael P. Enright, S.T.L. | Classic 

3/18/09 
n about 10 A.D. the Roman writer Vitrivus wrote 

that there are three qualities for good building, 

"venustas, firmitas et utilitas" -- delight, firmness, 

and utility. What happens when these criteria are 

applied to our modern, in-the-round churches? The 

majority of these churches created in the past twenty 

years flunk the test of utility and firmness, and the 

reader can decide for himself about their capacity to 

delight!  

To those who see it, a Catholic church should look 

like a Catholic church. A useful church structure should 

possess a processional quality, acoustics, lighting, lines 

of sight, and interior elements that are suitable for the 

assembly.  

Modern architects have created a whole series of 

structures whose function is not easily distinguishable. 

You cannot tell from looking at a modern bank, for 

example, that it is a bank.  

These architects dismiss the critics who say "But it 

doesn't look like a bank" by saying that the critics are 

ignorant and simply do not understand architecture. 

Classical architects understand that they are designing 

not for other architects, but for ordinary people.  

  

Looking Catholic  

A church should be built on a longitudinal axis partly 

because this structure looks Catholic. The Catholic 

Church adopted the basilica structure from the Roman 

Empire and has been using adaptations of this basic 

longitudinal plan since Constantine. The circular 

churches developed in the Renaissance almost all were 

designed as "place markers" for tombs or miraculous 

events, not as parish churches.  

We have used longitudinal structures for parish 

churches for more than fifteen hundred years. In a 

longitudinal church all the lines perpendicular to the 

person "looking down the church" disappear into a 

single point: just above the vanishing point. In a 

longitudinal church building, the eye, heart, and mind 

are drawn to a point in the center of the sanctuary.  

This is a recognizably Catholic design -- almost 

everyone entering the building knows instinctively 

where they are supposed to look. In a church in-the-

round there can be no such focus. The eye sweeps 

across the composition -- walls, ceiling, sanctuary -- 

and finds no single place to rest. The average Catholic 

looks at a modern, in-the-round church and says "But 

it doesn't look like a church."  

Longitudinal churches have processional quality. 

Through the careful manipulation of horizontal and 

vertical lines, as well as mass and void, a person 

entering at the rear of the church is subtly drawn 

toward the front.  

A longitudinally designed church is useful for all of 

our rituals that call for processions -- the Mass, 

baptisms, weddings, funerals, expressions of popular 

piety, and so on. It is impossible to achieve this 

processional quality in a church in-the-round. 

Processions done in a circular church are not 

processions. The walk from the entrance to the 

sanctuary is usually too short to be called a procession. 

In addition, there is usually nothing about the space 

that calls one to enter further into it. From the minute 

one enters the space, the whole ritual is visible.  

  

Acoustics and Lighting  

A longitudinal church has the best shape for music. All 

the new opera houses and theaters are rectangular. 

After spending a lot of money on in-the-round spaces, 

the entertainment world has rediscovered that the 

rectangle is the best acoustic shape. This shape also 
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best suits the presentation of drama since it facilitates 

staging.  

You can create acoustically "bright" spaces in a 

rectangle with hard surfaces. In round churches, after 

construction is completed, a sound engineer is called in 

to install a sound system. The system has to 

compensate, usually with limited success, for the dead 

space. As a result, congregational singing dies. Many 

parishes end up with a choir director or cantor urging 

parishioners to sing louder. The people, even if they are 

singing their hearts out, cannot fill the church with 

music. The building absorbs their voices like a sponge.  

An additional reason to build longitudinally is that a 

rectangular church makes the best use of sunlight. An 

in-the-round church has by design much more roof area 

than wall space. The strongest architectural element in 

one of these structures is the ceiling. The only way the 

sun enters the space is through a hole in the roof. The 

occasional skylight punched through the ceiling usually 

develops leaks and, even with skylights, the sun never 

directly enters the space. This design problem is only 

overcome with thousands of watts of artificial lighting.  

In a longitudinal church there is a higher percentage 

of vertical wall space -- you can get as much sunlight as 

you want. Some of our rites have to do with the 

beginning of the day, the end of the day, or have to take 

place after dark. Either we artificially create dawn, dusk, 

and darkness with artificial light, or we use the light God 

has given us. Not only is sunlight more natural, it's free.  

  

Lines of Sight  

Whatever the liturgical event, the assembly should be 

able to see clearly what is happening in the sanctuary. It 

is claimed that one disadvantage of a longitudinal 

church is a loss of personal contact. This is simply not 

true. Even at half a city block away ordinary people can 

see and distinguish one person from another. It is true, 

however, that the average person has peripheral vision 

of 60 degrees. Given a group of people spread out over 

170 degrees (nearly a semicircle), almost two-thirds of 

these people would be in the peripheral vision of a 

preacher at the center.  

Preaching in a small, round church means having 

your back to more than half of the people all of the 

time. They cannot be engaged, because there is no eye 

contact. Reduced to such watching, the congregation 

becomes passive, yet passivity is one of the reasons 

given for our modern liturgical changes. The standard 

complaint was that people had been reduced to 

watching the Mass. But a modern church encourages 

passivity in ways that traditional church design never 

did.  

  

Making Room for Prayer  

Liturgically correct liturgists often misunderstand the 

nature of prayer and participation at Mass. What do 

Catholics do when they are distracted? They look 

around. In a round church they look at the other 

people, or maybe the ceiling or a blank wall. In a 

traditional church there are more places to put art, 

since there's more wall space. Given the way people 

tend to learn, and given that our society is increasingly 

visually oriented, it only makes sense for us to have a 

variety of visual images in church.  

These visual elements, likewise, should be 

recognizably Catholic. Liturgists say people shouldn't 

be looking around at images -- they claim that these 

distractions have no place in our sacred space. It's 

good to remember that not every moment of every 

liturgy is a "peak" experience of prayer. A good 

Catholic might be going through a Dark Night of the 

Soul. A well-designed interior will help people keep 

their focus on God even when they are having trouble 

paying attention to the Mass.  

  

Seats and Tabernacles  

If flexibility is necessary, movable pews are better than 

chairs. Movable pews allow flexibility in seating design 

and they can be moved to clean and wax the floor 
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below. They also allow for kneeling. The General 

Instruction on the Roman Missal calls for kneeling 

during the consecration, and the Mass is not the only 

function of a Catholic church building. People may also 

want to kneel to pray at other times.  

A pew also creates a clearly delimited space. It is 

more comfortable to be alone in a pew than in a single 

chair. The pew defines the space and makes it more 

intimate and private. It creates a space based on a 

human scale. On Sunday mornings, families can sit 

together in pews. In chairs, they are automatically 

separated from one another. There is a difference 

between "my pew" and "my chair" that goes beyond 

where you sit.  

The tabernacle should be placed near the vanishing 

point of the lines of the church. To build a longitudinal 

church, with all the lines disappearing into a single 

vanishing point, and then to leave this vanishing point 

empty, is senseless.  

The Blessed Sacrament is one element that is 

exclusively Catholic. No other church claims the 

sacramental presence of Jesus in the same way the 

Catholic Church does. The General Instruction calls for 

the creation of a special chapel for the reservation of 

the Blessed Sacrament, then goes on to say, "But if the 

plan of the church or legitimate local custom impedes 

this, then the Sacrament should be kept on an altar or 

elsewhere in the church in a place of honor suitably 

adorned."  

The provision of this option of a separate chapel 

was born of necessity. In Rome there are many 

historical churches and many tourists. To avoid 

sacrilege, to avoid having groups of non-Catholic 

tourists traipsing around in church, talking and taking 

pictures in front of the Blessed Sacrament, the option 

was given to reserve the Eucharist somewhere not in 

the body of the church. Tourists and photographers are 

not usually a problem in churches in the United States.  

In the Instruction on the Worship of the Eucharistic 

Mystery, the authors say: "The Blessed Sacrament 

should be reserved in a solid, inviolable tabernacle in 

the middle of the main altar or on a side altar, but in a 

truly prominent place." The option of placing the 

tabernacle near the vanishing point is clearly preserved 

in these documents. The presence of the Blessed 

Sacrament is one of the elements that makes a church 

recognizably Catholic.  

What are some other options? One is to leave the 

vanishing point empty. Since nature abhors a vacuum, 

flowers or a potted plant somehow end up in this space. 

Some churches have employed this solution. The church 

ends up looking empty. Another solution is to place 

the celebrant's chair in this space. This is quite possibly 

the worst solution. The weight that was previously 

borne by the Blessed Sacrament, the weight of all the 

sight lines of the building, and the weight of the 

devotion of the faithful is suddenly pressed onto the 

main celebrant. This is too much for any one person to 

bear.  

Another solution is to place the altar at the 

vanishing point. This is a reasonable option, except for 

the fact that the vanishing point is at eye level. This 

puts the altar about five feet above the floor. Given 

the tradition in the American Church of placing the 

tabernacle just above the vanishing point, and given 

that this option is preserved in the liturgy documents, 

does it make sense to reserve the Eucharist 

somewhere else? In many modern churches, "old 

timers" ask: Where is the Eucharist?  

  

Altar, Ambo, and Font  

The altar and ambo should be made of substantial and 

beautiful materials, made in such a way that they bear 

the weight of the Eucharist with grace and dignity. The 

preferred material for use in an altar is natural stone. 

This emphasis on material is interesting to note. This is 

one of the few places a material is specified. The 

emphasis points to an underlying conflict in eucharistic 

theology. Is the Eucharist primarily a meal (hence the 

altar should be a wooden table) or is it a sacrifice 

(hence a stone altar as in the Old Testament)?  
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Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, in The Feast of Faith, 

draws the connection between Old Testament practice 

and the Church's Eucharist. Recent scholarship seems to 

be leaning away from the use of "meal" as a paradigm 

for understanding the Eucharist while reemphasizing 

the cultic, sacrificial nature of the Eucharist.  

The altar and ambo should not be movable objects, 

and the shape of the sanctuary area should remain 

fixed. The carpet-covered blocks used to create the 

sanctuary area at many modern churches and the 

movable altar and ambo only re-enforce the impression 

that the space is not really sacred or permanent.  

The baptismal font should be on an axis (in the 

center of the main aisle) and in the middle of the 

assembly. The font should be visible to the assembly, 

large enough to baptize babies by immersion, and 

equipped with hot water. If it is in the sanctuary area, 

the sanctuary becomes too crowded visually and 

unbaptized people are brought into the holiest place in 

the building. If it is in the entrance, it is impossible to 

have a procession to the font after the first anointing as 

is called for in the ritual. For these reasons, it is logical 

that the font be in the center of the assembly or the 

body of the church. Holy water fonts near the doors 

made of the same design and materials as the baptismal 

font make clear the baptismal confession intended by 

signing one's self at the entrance.  

The choir space should be out of sight, on the right 

or left around a corner, or in a loft above the assembly. 

Choirs that are visible tend to become performers and a 

distraction. In addition, music sounds better coming 

from above, and the best placement for a pipe organ is 

on the central axis, "speaking" down the center of the 

church.  

  

Children Welcome  

There should be no separate space for children. 

Children are an integral part of the assembly and we 

cannot exclude them easily. If we exclude children 

because they might make a noise or two, then we can 

also exclude other people simply because they might 

bother us. The occasional crying baby reminds the 

whole assembly of who they are. This is a part of being 

a Catholic assembly. Every baptized person is welcome.  

Obviously, there has to be a way to deal with real 

disturbances, but the way is not through automatic 

exclusion. In many modern churches there is a "nice" 

cry room for babies. Every family who comes in with a 

baby is sent there, automatically excluding them from 

the assembly. Ultimately we must choose to be Catholic 

or not, to exclude people or welcome them.  

There ought to be a large gathering area outside 

the church. This would serve as a transitional space 

from the street and also allow the assembly to move 

outside for rituals like the Easter Vigil. The whole 

church floor should be made of hard surface materials. 

Carpeting destroys acoustics. In addition, even the best 

carpeting will only stand up to a few years of wear 

before it looks worn out. Hard surface materials last 

years. Some of the bricks the ancient Romans laid are 

still in place and used as church floors.  

  

Disposable Churches  

Most modern buildings in the United States are not 

built to be permanent structures. They have a life span 

of about forty years. What has happened to the 

Standard Oil building in Chicago is a good example. The 

entire stone veneer surface of the building had to be 

replaced when the metal clips holding the stone 

corroded and the stone began to fall off.  

Likewise, our new churches clearly are disposable. 

They are almost all composite buildings, with all of the 

design problems inherent in this genre.  

Some would argue that the age of permanent 

church buildings has come to an end. They would claim 

that we are a pilgrim people and have no need for 

enduring structures. There is an organic connection 

between the physical structure we pray in and the 

internal structure of our faith. Our church buildings 
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reflect what we believe about ourselves, about our 

faith, and about God.  

Can we afford not to invest in our churches? There 

are some serious questions to be asked about church 

design in the United States. It seems that we often build 

churches based on the recommendations of specialists 

and ignore the sense of the faithful. These churches are 

flawed, and they do not look like Catholic churches. 

They do not have any processional quality, they have 

terrible acoustics, they are dark, they have poor lines of 

communication, they are not suited for either the Mass 

or the congregation, and they are not permanent.  

We spend more money fixing bad designs and 

replacing poor materials than if we had done it right in 

the first place. We end up with hackneyed processions 

and an assembly reduced to passively watching while 

the celebrant and ministers try to entertain them.  

When the Catholic people say they don't like these 

structures, they are told by the experts it's because of 

their liturgical or architectural ignorance. For over a 

generation now, the experts have been wrong -- it's 

time to let them know.  

 

Rev. Michael P. Enright, S.T.L., is pastor of Immaculate 

Conception Church in Chicago. This article originally 

appeared in the November 1996 issues of crisis 

Magazine. 

 


