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Closing Ranks on Canon 915 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

3/30/09 

ov. Kathleen Sebelius received some good 

news last week when abortionist Dr. George 

Tiller was found not guilty of breaking state 

laws regulating late-term abortion. The relationship 

between Tiller and Sebelius would surely have played a 

role in her upcoming confirmation hearings had he been 

found guilty.  

But Governor Sebelius got some bad news as well -- 

something not noticed much in Catholic media or the 

secular press. The bishops of Washington, D.C., and 

Arlington, Virginia, confirmed publicly they would 

uphold the declaration of her ordinary, Archbishop 

Joseph Naumann of Kansas City, stating that Governor 

Sebelius should not present herself for communion. 

A spokeswoman for the Washington Archdiocese, 

Susan Gibbs, said Archbishop Donald Wuerl would 

expect Sebelius to follow Bishop Naumann's request 

while in Washington. Joelle Santolla, spokeswoman for 

the Arlington Diocese, announced that Bishop Paul 

Loverde would expect the same while she was in 

Northern Virginia.  

That Archbishop Wuerl and Bishop Loverde would 

back up Bishop Naumann in regard to the future 

Secretary of Health and Human Services is a significant 

development in the effort of some bishops to enforce 

Canon 915: "Those upon whom the penalty of 

excommunication or interdict has been imposed or 

declared, and others who obstinately persist in manifest 

grave sin, are not to be admitted to holy communion." 

This will send the message to other bishops that if 

they choose to pronounce members of Congress from 

their dioceses unfit for communion, their authority will 

be respected in D.C. and across the Potomac in Virginia. 

The ramifications are enormous: For example, if Sean 

Cardinal O'Malley of Boston stated publicly that Sen. 

John Kerry was in violation of Canon 915, he would not 

have been able to receive communion at Pope Benedict 

XVI's Mass in Washington, D.C., a year ago. Rep. Nancy 

Pelosi would not have been able to celebrate her 

elevation to speaker of the House with a special Mass at 

Trinity College, if Archbishop Neiderhauer had found 

her wanting according to the standard of Canon 915. 

Some will argue that neither Archbishop Wuerl nor 

Bishop Loverde will attempt, through their priests, to 

deny Governor Sebelius communion. But this misses 

the point, and the significance, of how the combined 

statements of Bishops Naumann, Wuerl, and Loverde 

have created a new and more vulnerable situation for 

the pro-abortion Catholic members of Congress. As 

Archbishop Raymond Burke has explained, Bishop 

Naumann did not impose a "sanction" on Governor 

Sebelius; Bishop Naumann asked Sebelius, not the 

clergy, to apply Canon 915 to herself. 

But if Sebelius were to receive communion in D.C. 

or Northern Virginia, it would likely generate a news 

story that would mushroom quickly, involving the 

priest who administered communion and his bishop. 

This is not news coverage that Sebelius, or the Obama 

administration, would want to deal with.  

No doubt there are priests in both dioceses who 

would have little compunction about giving 

communion to pro-abortion Catholic politicians, but 

whether they want to get into a media-generated spat 

with their bishop over a high-profile politician is 

another matter. 

A final point: Archbishop Wuerl and Bishop 

Loverde's collegial response to Bishop Naumann 

destabilizes the relationship between pro-abortion 

Catholic politicians and their bishops back home. The 

question will arise as to why Governor Sebelius should 

be the only politician in Washington who has been 

called to account under Canon 915. What about the 

dozens of others in Congress who have a 100 percent 

G 

http://www.kansascity.com/637/story/1110868.html
http://www.operationrescue.org/archives/ks-governor%E2%80%99s-office-covers-up-secret-party-honoring-abortionist-tiller/
http://primebuzz.kcstar.com/?q=node/17832
http://www.usnews.com/blogs/god-and-country/2009/03/24/report-no-communion-order-to-follow-sebelius-to-washington.html
http://www.lifenews.com/state3216.html
http://www.intratext.com/IXT/ENG0017/_P38.HTM
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2008/apr/08041707.html
http://www.all.org/article.php?id=10900
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pro-abortion voting record? What about Vice-President 

Joe Biden himself?  

Will other bishops seize this opportunity to apply 

Canon 915 to politicians in their dioceses, knowing that 

Archbishop Wuerl and Bishop Loverde will back them 

up? Given the determination of the Obama 

administration and the Congress to roll back all 

restrictions on abortion, I wouldn't be surprised.  

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in 

the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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Reflections on a Year of Science 
Michael Baruzzini | Column 

3/30/09

cience is a wonderful hobby, but a dangerous 

god. This year -- the occasion of commemorative 

scientific events, hoped-for scientific 

breakthroughs, and major changes in political scientific 

policy -- is a good year to remember this truth.  

To label science a mere "hobby," though, may 

require some defense. There are those who find their 

vocation in science, and for them science is more than a 

mere hobby. It is, like any other vocation, the road they 

are called to walk toward heaven. From a societal 

perspective, however, science should be a "hobby" in 

the sense that it is good to pursue and is an integral 

part of our identity, but is also something over which 

we should rule, not something that should rule over us. 

Science's helpful technological advancements should be 

welcomed, but the overall attitude toward it should be 

somewhat leisurely. The worst attitude is to turn 

science from a hobby into an overarching religious 

activity, when it becomes the worst kind of despotic 

demon. 

In the first of this year's scientific commemorations, 

UNESCO has named 2009 the International Year of 

Astronomy, marking the 400th anniversary of Galileo 

Galilei's first use of the telescope to conduct 

astronomical observations. (Galileo did not, as is often 

mistakenly thought, invent the telescope; he was the 

first to use it to seriously study celestial phenomena.) 

Welcoming the observance, Pope Benedict XVI stated in 

December that, "If the heavens, according to the 

beautiful words of the psalmist, 'narrate the glory of 

God', even the laws of nature, which in the course of 

centuries many men and women of science have helped 

us to understand better, are a great stimulus to 

contemplating the works of the Lord with gratitude."  

Astronomy embodies the leisurely attitude toward 

science very well. It has something of a special purity to 

it, inasmuch as it has virtually no practical use other 

than its calendar aspects. Astronomy is also the one 

modern science where amateurs still often make 

meaningful scientific contributions, investing their own 

money and time in backyard observatories where they 

assist professionals in discovering new objects and 

making measurements. There is an unintended 

symbolism in the location of the Vatican Observatory 

near Castel Gandolfo, the pope's summer residence. 

(Sadly, the observatory domes at Castel Gandolfo no 

longer contain operating telescopes, as the light 

pollution from nearby Rome makes professional 

astronomy impossible. The Vatican Observatory's 

headquarters are still at Castel Gandolfo, but its 

research telescopes are located under the pristine 

skies of Arizona.)  

The Vatican Observatory and the pope's statement 

welcoming the International Year of Astronomy are 

signs that the Church has managed, though not 

without some historical bumps, to settle into a good 

working relationship with science. Whatever may have 

been the issues to be resolved between science and 

revelation, the proper spheres of each have been for 

the most part clearly discerned from the Church's 

perspective. That relationship is characterized by the 

Church taking up the leisurely attitude proper toward 

science. While welcoming technological advances that 

serve to better man's lot, the Church remains 

stubbornly unmoved by the euphoria that 

accompanies scientific discoveries, to the 

consternation of those who either want ecclesiastical 

endorsement of their theory as "the Catholic view," or 

those who think they've finally scientifically disproved 

faith. The Vatican, like Tolkien's Ents, is not hasty, and 

besides it has more pressing matters to worry about.  

  

An imperious version of science, however, continues 

to try to upset that relationship. This September, the 

Large Hadron Collider in Switzerland is expected to 
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become fully operational. The world's largest particle 

accelerator, the LHC first came online late last year 

amid fears that it might destroy the world by creating 

microscopic black holes -- or, in the world of Dan 

Brown, be used to create antimatter with which to 

threaten the destruction of the Vatican.  

Fortunately, neither of those fears is within the 

scope of reality. Scientists are hopeful, however, that 

the LHC will be able to discover the Higgs boson, a 

particle predicted by theory that could help to explain 

how fundamental particles come to have their 

particular properties. The importance of the Higgs 

boson to physics has led to its being nicknamed "the 

God particle" -- an unfortunate misnomer, as the 

particle has nothing whatsoever to do with God. Such 

titles illustrate exactly the overbearing mysticism with 

which science is too often invested. Catholics are free, if 

they are so inclined, to anticipate and celebrate the 

discovery of the Higgs boson, and it would prove an 

historic occasion in the story of physics. What it won't 

do is change the theological and philosophical view of 

God found in the Catholic Faith, which takes the Higgs 

boson along with things like dogs and trees and 

mountains -- beautiful creatures, however He decided 

to make them.  

An even more prominent example of this misuse of 

science to attack God is through Darwinian evolution. 

February 12, 2009, marked the 200th anniversary of the 

birth of Charles Darwin, and the 150th anniversary of 

the publication of On the Origin of Species, his book that 

provided a natural mechanism for evolution: natural 

selection. The remembrance has brought out the 

champions of Darwin-inspired atheism in even greater 

force than usual, all because Darwin's publication is 

seen as something of a blow against the superstition 

and oppression of religion.  

While the scientific discoveries of evolutionary 

biology have certainly motivated deeper thinking about 

what the doctrine of creation means, evolution itself is 

not and cannot be either evidence for or against God, 

being as it is a scientific theory. It's baffling to hear 

atheist champions like Richard Dawkins assert that 

Darwin made it possible to be an "intellectually fulfilled 

atheist," when Darwin's theory has absolutely nothing 

to say for or against arguments for God like those 

provided by philosophers and theologians. Thomas 

Aquinas would look at Darwin's theory and find nothing 

in it that amounted to even a whit of doubt about the 

existence of God. Aquinas's Five Ways are 

demonstrations of God's existence that work as well in 

a universe where biological evolution happens as they 

would in one where there was no evolution.  

Dawkins's assertion becomes even more laughable 

when you consider that biological evolution has been 

in effect for only about 4 billion of the universe's 14 

billion years of existence. Even from a purely scientific 

perspective, that leaves a lot of the universe still to be 

explained, and Darwin has nothing to do with it.  

             

Turning God's prerogatives over to science is more 

than an attack on religion; it's also an abuse of science. 

Importing philosophical positions into science is the 

only way to draw atheism out of it, and as such 

represents a fundamental misconception of what 

science is. This year's mystical talk of Darwin and God-

particles lends credence to the imperial version of 

science that insists that it can eventually explain all 

things. Man's fundamental need for knowledge can 

ultimately only be met by God; but science is proving 

itself a tempting replacement. And, as it is the usual 

function of a god to provide healing and salvation in 

addition to knowledge, science has set itself to provide 

that as well.  

All of which brings us to the political events of 

these past few months. President Barack Obama's 

unleashing of science from morality is exactly the sort 

of idolatry of science that Catholics should oppose. The 

president's most recent action was to remove federal 

funding restrictions on embryonic stem cell research. 

Despite his protestations of respect for those who 

disagree, his actions will force them to fund research 

they find morally objectionable. The strangest twist is 

that embryonic stem cell research has provided, to 

date, absolutely no promising medical treatments. 

Adult stem cells, however, have provided multiple real 
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clinical benefits, and are entirely ethical in their use. 

One would suspect that adult stem cell research would 

therefore have the president's support. Shockingly, 

however, at the same time he funded ESCR, the 

president removed funding for adult stem cell research, 

the only stem cell research that has shown any promise.  

Science as a form of Gnosticism, an all-

encompassing saving knowledge, is a bad enough idol. 

Worse yet is to make science a god that demands 

human sacrifice in order to provide material blessings in 

return. Ultimately, though, the outright rejection of 

adult stem cells in favor of embryonic stem cell research 

reveals a third, more unsettling possibility -- that of a 

bloody science that demands sacrifice without the 

promise of return; a raw and meaningless exercise in 

power.  

In this year of science we would do well to think 

about the sun setting over the Alban Hills, glinting off 

the Vatican's observatory domes at Castel Gandolfo as 

they quietly look over the more important domestic 

activities of the plains below. Such an image is science 

as it should be -- a noble enterprise in human leisure, 

not the nihilistic and bloodthirsty god that it has 

threatened to become.  

 

Michael Baruzzini writes and teaches science in 

Colorado Springs. 
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The Eighth Commandment 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

3/31/09

t is a curious fact that the same book of Exodus that 

informs us of the command, "You shall not bear 

false witness against your neighbor" (20:16) begins 

with the story of a good solid practical lie:  

Then the king of Egypt said to the Hebrew 

midwives, one of whom was named Shiphrah and 

the other Puah, "When you serve as midwife to the 

Hebrew women, and see them upon the birthstool, 

if it is a son, you shall kill him, but if it is a daughter, 

she shall live." But the midwives feared God, and 

did not do as the king of Egypt commanded them, 

but let the male children live. So the king of Egypt 

called the midwives, and said to them, "Why have 

you done this, and let the male children live?" The 

midwives said to Pharaoh, "Because the Hebrew 

women are not like the Egyptian women; for they 

are vigorous and are delivered before the midwife 

comes to them" (Ex 1:15-19). 

Some rigorist readers of this text are troubled in 

conscience about this bald-faced lie and offer various 

explanations of why this lie was wrong, but God 

overlooked it due to the need to get on with the Big 

Picture, or because He is inscrutable, or whatever. 

However, the sacred author himself seems to have no 

such qualms as the modern rigorist. He cheerily 

continues: 

So God dealt well with the midwives; and the 

people multiplied and grew very strong. And 

because the midwives feared God he gave them 

families (Ex 1:20-21). 

In other words, God rewarded the midwives, not in 

spite of their lies, but because of them. That's the sort 

of paradox that is all in a day's work for a biblical 

author, and it confronts us, in a backhanded way, with 

just why the commandment against bearing false 

witness is needed: Telling the truth is hard, and 

sometimes people don't have a right to full disclosure. 

It is a truism to say that truthful speech is the 

currency of a happy and virtuous human community. A 

civilization built on lies is doomed. But -- as with 

commands against stealing, murder, and adultery -- it is 

also a fact that, sooner or later, we all want to bend the 

truth, nuance, shade, or outright lie about something 

just like the Hebrew midwives. When the wife asks, 

"Does this make me look fat?" this is often not the 

time for a husband to be a Halogen beacon of glaring 

factuality. When the Nazis come to the door asking if 

you've seen any Jews, you don't take them to the 

hideout in the attic out of a slavish commitment to 

mere factuality. 

Nonetheless, the commandment stands, precisely 

because, as T. S. Eliot remarks, human beings cannot 

bear too much reality -- and generally we are tempted 

to bear far less than we really can, not to reveal too 

much.  

What I mean is this: There is something about 

face-to-face contact with another human being that 

tends to create bonds (in both the good and bad sense 

of that word). When we get to know somebody at all, 

we find that we tend to pad our speech in such a way 

as to cushion the truth and guard his or her feelings. 

So, for instance, some time ago a woman I know was 

confronted with incontrovertible evidence that her 

dentist of 20 years had performed millions of dollars of 

unnecessary surgery on her and about a hundred other 

patients. The evidence was there in his own hand in 

the charts. But she, being a decent sort, continued 

trying to find some other explanation for the fraud till 

it finally sank in: The man she had trusted for 20 years 

was a crook.  

Now, that tendency to assume the best of people 

we have come to know is normal and healthy as far as 

it goes. It's the lubricant that makes social 

relationships possible. But when we let it shade off 

into sycophantic flattery, denial, and lying in order to 

I 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

8 

 

protect ourselves or those we care about (or fear), then 

we start to head into places where it becomes all too 

easy to bear false witness. 

A classic example of this we have just seen in the 

ongoing disaster of the priest abuse scandal. People 

seldom get up in the morning saying, "Today I will bear 

false witness against my neighbor just for the hell of it." 

Instead, they start by giving extra weight to what Father 

Beloved Priest says because, well, after all, we know 

Father Beloved Priest. He's one of us. Meanwhile, the 

angry mom or the kid with the shocking claim is, you 

know, them. Indeed, often the bitter words of outrage 

and denunciation at Father Beloved's betrayal only 

makes it more easy to shuffle mom and the kid off to 

the "them" category. "Hey!" we say, "They could be 

anybody." Father Beloved has a long and distinguished 

career! He baptized my daughter and tells funny jokes 

and dried my tears when my mother died. And it would 

be very convenient if his accuser were just anybody: 

some riff-raff or gold-digger off the streets. We don't 

want to hear it. It's gotta be tinfoil hat talk. 

So we shade the truth, first of all to ourselves, and 

downplay the complaint. And as the complaints against 

Father Beloved pile up from other sources, we have to 

keep adding to the investment of faith we have in him, 

even as we begin to put extra effort into taking away 

from the investment of faith others might put into his 

accusers. Before you know it, you have whole groups of 

people, both in an organized and in a spontaneous way, 

laboring to protect the reputation of Father Beloved 

and (mark this) laboring to destroy the reputation of his 

accusers using more and more tendentious and even 

false evidence.  

All this seems to work swimmingly to the bearer of 

false witness -- right up until the DNA samples show 

conclusively that Father Beloved has a daughter, or the 

photos of him with male prostitutes hit the front page. 

At which point everybody starts asking themselves how 

they could have been so blind. The answer is both 

simple and hard: "You ignored the commandment 

against bearing false witness. You gave preference to 

somebody you know and like over somebody you don't 

know who threatened you with the truth." 

Our Lord said, "The truth will set you free." This is so. 

But on the way to doing so, the truth will also often 

make you a weirdo, scare you to death, and get you 

killed. It is because truth is so scary that God reminds us 

of the gravity of betraying it. Typically for a culture that 

is dominated by the idea of covenant, the Ten 

Commandments relate the idea of truthfulness to 

community. The commandment is not especially against 

lies in the abstract but specially focuses on bearing false 

witness against your neighbor. In an ancient semitic 

culture, the complex ties of tribe and family, as well as 

the sharply defined class relationships of rich and poor, 

royal and common, man and woman, kinsman and 

alien, all provided ample temptations for suck-uppery, 

extortion, false witness, and oppression of the weak. 

This commandment constitutes one of the Lord's 

bedrock defenses of the weak and marginalized -- the 

God who, again and again, declares Himself the 

Avenger of the alien, the orphan, and the widow. The 

one who tells lies in order to oppress and exploit these 

most disenfranchised people is particularly in view and 

stands in particular danger of the divine wrath should 

he ignore the commandment. 

That said, we flatter ourselves to the point of 

absurdity if we think we are any less in danger of grave 

evil than a bunch of shepherds and Bronze Age-types 

living in the ancient Near East. Our society has 

mastered the art of Orwellian speech and false witness 

against neighbor in ways that our ancestors could 

never have dreamt of. We bear false witness by 

debasing language every day. Whether it is calling the 

killing of children "choice" or the torture of prisoners 

"enhanced interrogation," we are still faced with the 

temptation to bear false witness against our neighbor. 

We do so by testifying that our unborn neighbor is 

"fetal material" and by declaring the neighbor whom 

we torture to be worthy of torment that the Church 

says is intrinsically immoral for us to inflict, as well as 

by presuming his guilt based on the fact that we are 

torturing him. For, of course, the dirty secret about 

torture is that you inflict it to find out if the person you 

are torturing deserves it. When you find out that you 

were mistaken, you have already committed a sin 

worthy of hell. And if you do not repent (and 
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bureaucracies that torture dislike having to 

acknowledge mistakes), you then compound your sin by 

lying and claiming the innocent person you tortured is 

guilty. 

When we do this sort of thing, then the bad 

currency of speech begins to drive out the good -- and, 

as ever, the sin and the judgment are the same thing. A 

society that accepts lying language into the core of its 

way of thinking is a society that is teaching itself to lose 

touch with reality. The United States discovered this in 

the 1860s when all the piled-up lies about black men 

and women as "property" finally became insupportable, 

and reality came roaring back with a vengeance.  

The same principle is now at work as we experience 

the fruit of our habit of self-delusion with abortion and 

other crimes of the culture of death. For a lying spirit 

tends to float: It refuses to stay where we want it to 

(defending only the lies of the Sexual Revolution and 

leaving the rest of our wits unclouded). Instead, a lying 

spirit clouds everything and causes us to pursue folly in 

every sphere of life. The culture that can delude itself 

that the newborn baby gasping out its last breath on 

the table is just a "born-alive fetus" or a "botched 

abortion" is a culture that can convince itself that the 

way to prosperity and happiness is to go into massive 

and unpayable debt. The radical folly behind the 

economic meltdown is the product of a whole culture 

laboring as one to live in denial of reality.  

In short, God is not mocked. As with all sins against 

natural law, the punishment is simply the natural 

consequence of our wicked and stupid choices. The way 

to avoid these consequences is, "Don't make the wicked 

and stupid choice." And the way to do that is to ask for 

the grace of God in Christ to overcome the temptation 

to bear false witness against your neighbor and, far 

more, to cultivate a habit of speaking the truth in love. 

Jesus' promise is plain: "You will know the truth, and 

the truth will make you free" (Jn 8:32). Not least 

among the blessed fruits of that simple yet powerful 

act of Christian discipleship is simply being able to 

sleep better at night. As Mark Twain noted, "Tell the 

truth. Then you won't have to remember what you 

said." 

 

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.villagevoice.com/2007-02-13/news/is-this-america/
http://www.cnn.com/2009/US/02/06/florida.abortion/
http://www.cnn.com/2009/US/02/06/florida.abortion/
http://www.catholicexchange.com/
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If You Must Drive Drunk, Please Wear a Seatbelt 
John Zmirak | Column 

4/1/09

nd try not to speed, okay? That's all I'm saying 

here, people. If I could have your attention, 

please -- yes, that includes you two in the back. 

You there! Sit up, take off those caps, button your 

shirts, and place your hands on your desks. Keep them 

there until I'm finished. Or do you want to spend the 

afternoon in the principal's office? 

You do? You prefer it to class? Well then, I'm not 

going to accommodate you. You're staying right here -- 

how do you like that? Serves you right. Now please, a 

little respect. I'm spending my day off here. This is my 

own time. You think I guest lecture in Driver's Ed for my 

jollies? (I heard that. Who said that? You are sick.) I 

spend five days a week in a patrol car . . . you think that 

what I fantasize about doing on my sixth is traipsing 

over here to check up on the progress of your acne? 

Yeah, you -- the one who likes to make jokes. I know a 

good emergency dermatologist, you should give him a 

call sometime. Here's his card. Take it. Take it! 

Yeah, I know. That was "cold." Don't mess with the 

men in blue.  

Now, what I was saying was this: Driving drunk is 

stupid. It can get you killed. It can kill innocent people. 

Nothing says "ten years in a cell with a big, handsy guy 

named Leroy" like a dead toddler you ran over because 

you'd finished a six-pack before going joyriding. I've 

seen too much of that in my life. I've had to send too 

many people just like you away, for a very long time, 

and I'm sick of it. I've seen girls like you, the one with 

the hair -- yeah, you keep chewing on it, very attractive . 

. . I once knew a girl who kind of looked like you -- 

before she went face-first through a plate of auto glass, 

then rolled 200 feet down the asphalt, most of the time 

kind of sliding, face down . . . They can do a lot with 

skin-grafts nowadays, but she mostly goes out at night, 

keeps to herself.  

All right, what did we establish before the break? 

The legal limit for blood alcohol in this state; the legal 

penalties for DWI and DUI infractions; and the increased 

penalties for drivers who cause accidents because they 

were impaired by alcohol or illegal drugs. All that is 

important, and you'll be responsible for knowing it on 

the written portion of your driving test. 

But in the end, all that isn't enough. We've been 

talking about all that stuff for decades, and it doesn't 

seem to be working. We used to think that stressing 

the damage you could do to other people, even 

yourselves, would make a dent in the fact that you 

people seem to drink and drive like a bunch of wild 

Indians. But it didn't. The numbers kept on going up, to 

the point where they're describing the DWI problem as 

an "epidemic."  

So we tried to go a little harder on you, move from 

carrot to stick. We upped the penalties, started pulling 

more people over, and putting the ones we caught 

away for a longer time. But that had very little impact, 

and all it did was waste a bunch of prison cells on 

middle-class kids who otherwise weren't doing any 

harm. And we're running short of prison cells for poor 

people, who really need them. 

That was when we came up with the principle we 

call "harm reduction." Instead of focusing all our 

attention on trying to convince you people to "abstain" 

from drinking and driving, we also figured out ways to 

make it considerably safer when you do. Not that 

we're approving of it, okay? Because we aren't. No, 

smart guy. We aren't. We think it's stupid. It's very, 

very dangerous. Okay? 

  

But ultimately, the moralistic, legalistic approach 

seems not to work. People simply are going to drink 

and drive. There is a very strong human instinct we're 
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talking about here. People want to feel relaxed, 

confident, and free. And when do you feel more free 

than when you've finished that fifth bourbon and coke, 

and you're kind of loose in the limbs, so you hop in your 

parents' Suburban, put AC/DC's Back in Black on the 

stereo, then drive at 85 through a 30 mile-per-hour 

zone? That kind of thing, as dangerous as it is, it's simply 

going to happen. We can preach against it till we're blue 

in the face, but if we leave it at that, if we focus 

exclusively on abstinence -- well, we're doing you 

people a disservice. We're taking your lives in our hands 

by denying you information that just might save your 

lives. Because there are things you can do, if you're 

going to drive drunk, to make the whole experience 

safer. Hence the title of my talk today, "Safe DWI."  

It's never going to be 100 percent safe, okay? I want 

to emphasize that. There is always some risk, whenever 

you drive drunk. Or stoned. Or tweaked. But if you must 

drive under these impairments, there are steps you can 

take to reduce the risk: 

1) For the love of God, wear a seatbelt. If you're 

half-lit and you blow through a red light into 

another car, and both drivers are wearing 

seatbelts, there's a 60 percent reduced chance 

that either driver will be thrown from the 

vehicle -- which is how most driving-related 

injuries are sustained. Apart from, you know, 

when the vehicle explodes or catches fire. 

2) Try to use a vehicle equipped with airbags and 

anti-lock steering. Borrow one, if you have to. 

For instance, from your parents, a neighbor, or 

a rental agency. There's a pilot program in this 

state, whereby car-rental agencies get a 

government rebate every time they promote 

Safe DWI by renting that kind of Safe Vehicle to 

drivers who register above the legal limit.  

3) Do your best, whenever you can, to stay within 

the boundaries of a single lane. I know, it's 

going to look kind of fuzzy . . . maybe it will be 

hard to tell where your lane ends and the next 

lane begins. If that happens, it's best to pull 

over, take a deep breath, and try to get your 

head together before you go back on the road. 

4) Studies have shown a 37 percent reduction in 

DWI-related morbidity when the driving music 

chosen is something like Steely Dan or the 

Eagles, versus more traditional youth driving 

music, such as Van Halen. Lynyrd Skynyrd is 

considered particularly "high-risk." There's a 

rule to this, which we call "Measured, Mellow, 

and Melodic." Those are the Three Ms of Safe 

DWI. What are the Three Ms? Let me write 

them on the board . . .  

Now I know that some of your parents have been 

complaining about the Safe DWI program. Some of 

them didn't want you to attend my lecture today. 

There are even preachers and priests, I've heard 

recently, who are standing up in the pulpit and 

condemning us -- trying to get our program de-funded. 

Why are they so upset? Well, it seems they think we're 

telling you that it's "okay" to drive while intoxicated. 

But that is not what I'm saying, okay? Let me 

emphasize that once again. Do. Not. Drive. Drunk.  

But some of you aren't going to listen to me. 

You're going to go out there with one hand on the 

wheel, and the other on a fifth of Johnny Walker. 

That's just a fact. So if you do that -- which you 

shouldn't, right? -- at least don't do it unprotected. 

Practice Safe DWI, and chances are you'll get home in 

one piece.  

Okay, I'm open for questions. 

 

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.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=15445
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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'The Right Is Mean, and the Left Is Foul' 

Deal W. Hudson | Column 

4/2/09

he rising temperature of the debate over 

President Barack Obama's scheduled visit to 

Notre Dame has created some heated rhetoric 

on both sides. Bishop Robert Lynch of St. Petersburg 

criticized Notre Dame's decision but was himself 

criticized for complaining about the "uncivil and 

venomous" comments made by those opposing the 

honor being bestowed on President Obama. 

Bishop Lynch is exactly right in raising this concern. 

Here is what he says:  

The rhetoric being employed is so uncivil and 

venomous that it weakens the case we place before 

our fellow citizens, alienates young college-age 

students who believe the older generation is 

behaving like an angry child, and they do not wish 

to be any part of that, and ill-serves the cause of life 

(emphasis added). 

Granted, some will label as uncivil any assertion about 

the truth of the Catholic Faith. These tactical 

accusations of incivility are exactly what they appear to 

be -- an attempt to silence and discredit all who defend 

the Church. Putting that tactic aside, it does weaken our 

case for orthodoxy when it is couched in vicious name-

calling, profanity, and unsupported generalizations.  

Some say the coarseness of their rhetoric is justified 

by the truth they speak or by the crimes they decry, 

such as abortion. In my opinion, they either don't care 

about persuading anyone who's listening, or they don't 

know they're providing an excuse for people to ignore 

what they say. A good illustration of that approach is 

the effort of Randall Terry at Notre Dame. Terry has 

gone to such an extreme that Archbishop Raymond 

Burke had to dissociate himself from the use Terry was 

making of his comments. The last thing orthodox 

Catholics need to do is bring discredit to a bishop who 

has the courage to speak his mind. 

Archbishop Charles Chaput, another bishop who 

speaks his mind, recently spoke in an interview with the 

Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life about his 

experience with e-mail rudeness. He attributes the 

vitriol to the "immediacy" of Internet communication, 

"which means we immediately speak out of our 

emotions rather than write a letter." Just as important 

is anonymity behind which most people hide when 

making comments or posting on Web sites.  

Some of the most vicious e-mails Archbishop 

Chaput has received, he says, are from "Catholic 

conservatives" who want him to excommunicate pro-

abortion Catholic politicians. But he has noticed an 

interesting difference between how conservatives and 

liberals are impolite. 

"The Left mail I get will use terrible words but be 

less vitriolic. They use the F-word and things like that, 

call me names like that. The Right is meaner, but 

they're not as foul." 

The Right is mean, and the Left is foul -- that 

observation matches my experience in the virtual 

world. The Left often resorts to expletives to express 

their disapproval; whereas the Right, including Catholic 

conservatives, will indict your faith, your intelligence, 

and your love for your mother if you happen to 

disappoint them.  

Rudeness has nearly become the rule, rather than 

the exception, on the Internet. Blogs, forums, e-mails, 

and comment sections are hothouses for the unedited 

savagery of the miscreant, the coward, and the 

Pharisee. Yet it is the place where we have chosen to 

speak with a Catholic voice. As Archbishop Chaput has 

said of his own reaction to hateful e-mails: "The Lord 

reminds us that we are sheep among wolves, but it's 

important for us not to become wolves ourselves 

because of our experience." 

T 

http://bishopsblog.dosp.org/2009/03/27/week-end-update/
http://www.usnews.com/blogs/god-and-country/2009/3/26/leading-the-charge-against-notre-dame-randall-terry-has-his-own-bishop-problems.html
http://pewforum.org/events/?EventID=213
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It's a sore temptation to respond in kind to such 

attacks. InsideCatholic and other Catholic Web sites 

have achieved some level of politeness only by 

enforcing a posted civility policy. We agree with Bishop 

Lynch and Archbishop Chaput that our best chance for 

changing minds and being successful evangelists is 

speaking with a tone of voice that offers no excuse to 

turn away. 

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in 

the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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The Magdalene 

Mary Jo Anderson | Column 

4/2/09

ent is moving toward its object.  

At a certain age, one realizes that each Lenten 

season is its own unique season. No two seasons 

should be the same, as -- please God! -- we are not the 

same. 

This year I spent part of Lent in the Burgundian 

village of Vézelay. Where the basilica stands now, a 

church was first consecrated in 879. Tradition informs 

us that the relics of that arch penitent, St. Mary 

Magdalene, lie in this lovely basilica built in her honor. 

Whatever one believes about the identity of this biblical 

figure -- Mark and Luke tell us that Jesus freed her from 

seven demons, but there is no direct evidence that this 

Mary was the woman who wiped Jesus' feet with her 

hair -- she is, at the least, a symbol for true penitence. 

(I'm especially moved by Donatello's riveting sculpture 

of Mary Magdalene as penitent.) Contrition is the right 

disposition as one approaches Easter, for it realigns our 

hearts such that we can shed whatever stands between 

us and All Love. 

For some, it strains credulity to accept that the 

Magdalene landed on the shores of Roman Gaul at 

Provence some years after the Resurrection. The legend 

claims that a small band of Christians arrived by boat at 

St. Maximin around the year 42. These refugees from 

persecution (St. James was beheaded that same year by 

Herod) camped in nearby caves and began to evangelize 

pagan Gaul. 

I accept the ancient legend of the saint and reject 

the Johnny-come-lately versions of Mary Magdalene 

that one finds in dissident accounts like the Woman 

with the Alabaster Jar -- a book some say was part of 

the inspiration for the equally silly The Da Vinci 

Code. Mary of Magdala is an example that the modern 

world urgently needs, an example of true sorrow for 

sins. That her story has been appropriated by modern 

sexual libertines under the guise of "feminism" is all the 

more witness to her actual life of penance: Why else 

would the dissident gaggles work feverishly to 

rehabilitate the penitent in their image? It is because a 

penitent woman cannot be tolerated by modern 

feminist ideology. 

  

The relics of St. Mary Magdalene in the crypt of the 

basilica in Vézelay are borne in a beautifully wrought 

reliquary. A papal bull, dated about 1050, links the 

church to Mary Magdalene. Some accounts claim that 

the relics (some? all? a single bone?) were brought 

north to Vézelay from the caves at St. Maximin in 

Baume. According to the legend, the "true" relics were 

discovered at Baume on the southern coast of France 

in the 1200s. Angry Huguenots are supposed to have 

burned the original relics at Vézelay during the 1600s. 

Finally, in the 1870s, the archbishop of Sens gave a 

relic of Mary Magdalene to the church in Vézelay, a 

portion of the relics that were given to Sens by Pope 

Martin IV in 1281. 

It is no crucial matter which story is true -- there 

may be portions of her true relics in both places. The 

witness of the relics is the point. That generations of 

Christians made pilgrimages to Vézelay, including Sts. 

Thomas Becket and Francis of Assisi, and that the 

village is one of the main points in France on the 

pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela in Spain is 

enough. For whatever reason, those in pursuit of 

personal holiness found solace here, in the presence of 

the Magdalene, and chose her basilica as the first step 

toward St. James in far away Spain. It is testimony that 

something calls out to souls in this place. 

During the Middle Ages, one's bishop might assign 

a pilgrimage as penance for a grave public offense. 

While no public penances remain (were I bishop, the 

things I would order for our Catholic politicians!), we 

would do well to make some act of real contrition for 

L 

http://www.bluffton.edu/~sullivanm/italy/florence/duomomuseo/magdalene.html
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the good deeds left undone, for any undue grief we 

have caused, for failure to speak up when evil is 

tolerated or even legislated, for lack of gratitude for all 

that we have.  

Taking stock once a year can give us a cleansing 

contrition, so that we might get on with life with a 

clearer view of what matters most. 

 

Mary Jo Anderson is the co-author of Male and Female 

He Made Them: Some Questions and Answers on 

Marriage and Same-sex Unions and is a frequent 

contributor to InsideCatholic.com. Visit her blog at 

maryjoanderson.net. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1888992751/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1888992751/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1888992751/insidecatcom-20
http://maryjoanderson.net/main/
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Be Not Afraid 
Danielle Bean | Column 

4/3/09

our years ago, I was in the hospital, laboring to 

deliver our seventh child. My husband paced the 

floors, and a television tuned to Fox News blared 

from a corner of the room. 

Terri Schiavo was dying. And the world was 

watching. 

I watched, too. Between contractions, waves of 

nausea, and breathing exercises, I listened to lawmakers 

debate the legality of withholding food and water from 

a dependent human being simply because she hadn't 

yet had the decency to die on her own. 

But Terri Schiavo wasn't the only person whose last 

days were chronicled on the cable news channels that 

early spring. Pope John Paul II was dying, too. 

It seemed especially fitting that this man, who had 

spent a lifetime waging battle against the forces of what 

he called the "culture of death," should offer such a 

fearless, contrasting example of embracing suffering at 

the end of his life. 

John Paul II was the only pope I ever knew. I was 

just six years old when white smoke wafted from the 

chimney in the Sistine Chapel and my mother stood 

before the television, mesmerized and clutching a 

dishtowel, as Karol Wojtyla was elected pope decades 

ago.  

Though I paid little attention at the time, the 

famous opening lines of John Paul II's inaugural sermon 

came to have more meaning for me as I grew older: 

Be not afraid. Open wide the gates to Christ. Open 

up to his saving power the confines of the state, 

open up economic and political systems, the vast 

empires of culture, civilization and development. 

. . . Be not afraid! 

It can be hard not to fear. 

In the face of pervasive cultural forces that 

encourage us to avoid suffering at all costs and to rid 

ourselves of "burdensome" human beings in the womb, 

in hospital beds, or at the brink of death, it can be hard 

to feel brave. 

 As parents raising the next generation of Catholics 

in a world that often mocks our values and offers all 

manner of godlessness presented in seductive 

packages, it can be very hard not to fear. 

And sometimes, just knowing that death and pain 

are real, and that none of us can control when they 

come for us or for our loved ones, is the most 

fearsome fact of all. 

 

That day in the hospital, when my unborn son's 

heartbeat slowed unexpectedly and became erratic, 

one nurse ran to the hall and shrieked for the doctor 

while two others threw me roughly onto my side and 

forced an oxygen mask onto my face. When my eyes 

met my pale-faced, stoic husband's, fear pressed hard 

against my heart.  

Hours later, when I held my healthy, pink-faced 

newborn son, traced my finger along the gentle curve 

of his dimpled elbows, and felt his sturdy legs kick hard 

against the swaddling, I thought of our beloved, dying 

pope. I recalled his abiding love for families and 

unfailing confidence in the next generation. 

John Paul II once said, "As the family goes, so goes 

the nation and so goes the whole world in which we 

live." 

And that's just what I fear. 

We are the families in whom he had such 

confidence. Ours was the generation he predicted 
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would bring about a "new springtime" in the Catholic 

Church. 

But I am no pope. How can I raise up a new 

generation to wage war against a culture of death that 

devalues human life, perverts the priesthood, mocks 

marriage, and forgets its dependence on God? 

John Paul II had no patience for such paralyzing 

fears. I think this is what he had in mind when he 

reminded us, "The future starts today, not tomorrow." I 

think he intended that we should establish a culture of 

life by forgetting our fears, "opening wide the doors to 

Christ," and letting Him take care of the more 

worrisome details.  

And I am grateful for the reminder. 

Today my son Raphael, born into this world just as 

John Paul II was leaving it, is a barrel-chested four-year-

old boy with soul-searching, chocolate eyes. He spends 

his days in the springtime sun, collecting worms in 

buckets, hitting trees with sticks, and dreaming of 

baseball. 

Yesterday he approached me with a hand-hewn 

wooden sword his older brother whittled for him from a 

tree branch.  

"Can you attach this to my belt?" 

As I worked the sword through his belt loops, 

Raphael wiped his sun-kissed face with a dirty hand and 

squinted toward the trees. 

"Where can I find some bad guys to fight?" he 

wondered aloud. 

I watched Raphael march boldly into our open field 

with his sword at his side. 

If we raise up soldiers for Christ, if we place the 

future of our Church in such capable hands and hearts 

as these, we will have nothing to fear. 

 

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://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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New American Classics 
Robert R. Reilly | Review 

3/31/09
ast month, I was celebrating the Naxos American 

Classics release of Vittorio Giannini's Piano 

Concerto and his Symphony No. 4. When I 

pleaded that Naxos consider recording the other six 

symphonies, I had forgotten that Naxos has already 

released Giannini's Symphony No. 3 (1958), so it has 

only five to go. The Third Symphony is for wind band, 

which is not my favorite vehicle for symphonic music. 

However, this is as good as it gets, and I recommend it 

to all who care for this genre. The Third is Giannini's 

most frequently performed and recorded work. It is 

available on Naxos (8.570130), with University of 

Houston Wind Ensemble, under Tom Bennett, and is 

accompanied by several other wind works.  

What I admire about the American Classics series is 

that it is not all classics. It is not only restorative 

(returning great but neglected works to us by past 

maters like Giannini), but exploratory. Naxos is not 

afraid to gamble on younger, relatively unknown 

American composers. Who, for instance, is 36-year-old 

Jonathan Leshnoff? I became intensely interested in the 

answer to this question after repeated auditions of his 

Violin Concerto, Distant Reflections, and String Quartet 

No. 1 on a new Naxos release (8.559398).  

I was impressed by Leshnoff's vivid imagination and 

sophisticated ear for sonorities and the soaring lyricism 

and passion of his music. These works have immediate 

appeal, but the attraction strengthens with further 

acquaintance because the music has an underlying 

introspective character of real depth. The Baltimore Sun 

suggested that, despite his originality, Leshnoff "seems 

to be channeling, say, Samuel Barber" in the Violin 

Concerto. I saw, or rather heard, the point, but more in 

respect to the Autumn movement of the String Quartet, 

which is reminiscent of Barber in his meltingly lovely 

Adagio; and perhaps in the mesmerizing Distant 

Reflections, a ten-minute piece for off-stage string 

quartet, on-stage violinist, pianist, and strings. But what 

struck me in the Violin Concerto was what sounded like 

the clear and laudable influence of the music of my late 

friend Stephen Albert, one of the champions of the 

return of tonality and melody in American music.  

The impression was so strong that I decided to 

pursue it. By e-mail, I found Leshnoff at Towson 

University in Maryland, where he is an associate 

professor of music. He was delighted by my query, and 

a series of interesting exchanges ensued. He told me 

that 

Albert's influence is very present in my music. I 

met him when he came to guest lecture at 

Peabody when I was a freshman there (1992). 

Immediately, I was taken by his music. He died the 

next year. Since then, I have studied and analyzed 

many of his works and have tried to reconstruct his 

harmonic theories. I have annotated scores of 

Albert's major works in my office and I can go on 

for hours about "things" I find him doing. If I were 

to describe my direct relation to Albert, it would 

be in the realm of his harmonic ideas. I think I am 

constructing a harmonic language that is distinct, 

but I credit Albert as my inspiration and launching 

point.  

It is quite extraordinary that the impact of Albert's 

music could be so profound on someone who did not 

have the opportunity to study with him. Leshnoff is 

"self-taught" in Albert.  

I sent Leshnoff some things I had written about 

modern music and about Albert's teacher, George 

Rochberg. I spoke of the seminal breakthrough these 

composers made in releasing the stranglehold of 

Schoenberg's dodecaphony (also referred to in last 

month's column) and of the courage that it took. 

Leshnoff responded,  

Though Rochberg paved the way, it still gets lonely 

and every once in a while I need to be around 

"friends." Reading what you write, it seems that 

L 

http://www.naxos.com/catalogue/item.asp?item_code=8.559352
http://www.naxos.com/catalogue/item.asp?item_code=8.570130
http://www.naxos.com/catalogue/item.asp?item_code=8.559398
http://www.jonathanleshnoff.com/rvw/rvw.shtml
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5483&Itemid=48
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Rochberg, Albert, you and I are all of the same ilk -- 

though it was the former who made it possible for 

me to be me without the pain they went through 

swimming upstream . . . . 

I found that remark very touching and a wonderful 

tribute to what Rochberg and Albert, both heroes to 

me, made possible for others. (It was generous of him 

to include me, but I do not belong in that exalted 

company.) 

  

Back to the Violin Concerto. What we hear in the Naxos 

CD is a 2007 revision of Leshnoff's original 2005 work. 

Completely new is the fifth movement, Elegy, which is 

deeply affecting and exquisitely beautiful. So is the 

second movement, marked Slow. I remember David 

Diamond, another great American composer whom 

Leshnoff calls to mind, saying that "you must develop 

the long line in your music, try to write very long 

melodies. . . . There must be radiant melody and 

urgency of rhythmic impulse." Here is where Leshnoff 

excels. It is hard to think of a recent work that can 

compare to the length of his melodic lines in this 

concerto, or to their radiant beauty. He is also, like 

Albert, rhythmically and sonically alive. These long lines 

are set within glimmering orchestration. His use of the 

piano in its lower registers to function as a kind of 

musical undertow reminds me of Albert, as does his 

opening brass declamation in the first movement. 

I confess I did not read the CD liner notes until after 

listening to the Concerto several times. I am glad that I 

did not. Part of Leshnoff's inspiration for this work 

comes from a tragedy, the awareness of which it is best 

not to have in mind if you want to experience the music 

without the freight of any outside associations. That 

said, violinist Charles Wetherbee plays as if his life 

depended on it, ably supported by the Baltimore 

Chamber Orchestra, under conductor Markand Thakar.   

The String Quartet No. 1 is a "four seasons" piece, 

very attractively and imaginatively done. I have already 

remarked upon the Barber-like beauty of the Autumn 

movement. This is a very engaging work, which receives 

a fine performance from the Carpe Diem String Quartet.  

The very good news is that Naxos is bringing out 

two more CDs of Leshnoff's music. He reports that "CD 

number 2 is 'in the can' and contains my 1st Symphony, 

Double Concerto for violin, viola and orchestra (with 

Roberto Diaz on viola) and 'Rush' and orchestral opener 

conducted by Michael Stern and the Iris Orchestra." I 

note that Leshnoff has also composed choral music, 

including Requiem for the Fallen, "a piece dedicated to 

civilian and military lives lost in recent wars." He is now 

busy finishing a flute concerto for the Philadelphia 

Orchestra. I very much want to be there for its debut.  

Leshnoff said to me, "I'm far from a Stephen 

Albert." From what I have heard, the distance is not so 

great. This young composer has already created a 

substantial body of work and, if past is prelude, has a 

great future in front of him. I have the feeling that 

Steve would be proud. 

  

My absorption in the Leshnoff CD leaves me with 

space for only brief mention of some other recent 

American Classics releases. Naxos is continuing its 

exemplary Aaron Copland series, this time with 

Symphony No. 1, Short Symphony (No. 2), and Dance 

Symphony (8.559359). The influences of Stravinsky's 

ballets and of Ravel's music are the most salient 

features of these early Copland works. Marin Alsop 

and the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra catch all 

the fun syncopations and excitement in young 

Copland's attempted assimilation of the Rite of Spring. 

Listen to the ripsnorter in the Molto allegro section of 

the second movement of the First Symphony. This is 

not great Copland, but it is great fun. I do not want to 

sound too dismissive, however: This needs to be 

included in any Copland collection. 

For good reason, Naxos is sticking with composer 

Paul Moravec (b. 1957) in its latest release of his 

music, which includes Chamber Symphony, Autumn 

Song, and Cool Fire (8.559393). This is lively, fleet 

music done with a sense of fun and joy. The Chamber 

http://www.naxos.com/catalogue/item.asp?item_code=8.559359
http://www.naxos.com/catalogue/item.asp?item_code=8.559393
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Symphony possesses a cheerful busyness that reminds 

me of Bohuslav Martinu. However, Moravec does not 

quite have Martinu's talent for creating the sense of an 

impending musical collision amid the busyness. That 

does not keep me from enjoying this mercurial music, 

especially when it is as alertly performed as it is here by 

these chamber musicians.  

Two chamber music CDs of John Corigliano's music 

are offered by Naxos. One contains his String Quartet, 

an intriguing but occasionally abrasive work, along with 

the String Quartet No. 2 of his student, Jefferson 

Friedman. Also included is Snapshot: Circa 1909, a string 

quartet movement inspired by an old photo of 

Corigliano's father playing the violin when he was eight 

years old, accompanied by his older brother on the 

guitar. I first listened to this nostalgic piece in the 

composer's presence after he had explained its 

inspiration. It is very sweet and touching, as lovely an 

evocation of his cherished father as one could imagine. I 

would want this disc if only as keepsake of my having 

heard it when and with whom I first did.  

The same kind of touching lyricism also appears in 

the Nocturne movement of the Quartet, though it is 

followed by more asperities in the Fugue. In the 

Postlude, there is an ostinato that very much sounds 

like a slowed down version of a European police car 

siren. The ostinato occasionally gets passed between 

instruments and, toward the end, the speed picks up to 

the point that I thought an arrest would be made, but 

finally everything slowly dies down and gently fades 

out. This is a mysterious piece, then, but worth the 

effort it sometimes requires.  

As is evident from Snapshot, Corigliano can write a 

beautiful melody whenever he wants to. I doubt if he 

has written anything more beautiful than the long-lined 

theme to The Red Violin, the movie score for which he 

won an Academy Award in 1997. Corigliano has used 

themes from this score in a number of ways, including 

in a full Red Violin Concerto, written for Joshua Bell. In a 

new Naxos release (8.559306) of his Music for Violin 

and Piano, he employs the theme as the basis for The 

Red Violin: Chaconne, an extremely fine and very 

attractive set of variations. The theme is also the basis 

for The Red Violin Caprices for solo violin, which are 

both virtuosic and highly engaging. Corigliano's early 

Sonata for Violin and Piano, a very sprightly piece, 

rounds out the CD, along with the Fantasia on an 

Ostinato for piano, which show that Corigliano can mix 

Minimalism and a passage from Beethoven's 7th 

Symphony successfully. Violinist Ida Bieler and pianist 

Nina Tichman both shine in this ingratiating program. 

In future columns, I will be reporting on more 

gems in the irreplaceable, indispensable Naxos 

American Classics series.  

Meanwhile, if my recent concert and opera 

adventures are of interest, go here for my review of a 

great performance of Ravel's String Quartet; here and 

here for my experiences with performances of 

Bruckner's 9th Symphony, which I heard twice in one 

month; and here for my take on the opening night of 

the Washington Opera's production of Benjamin 

Britten's Peter Grimes on March 21.

 

Robert R. Reilly is the music critic for 

InsideCatholic.com. E-mail him at rrreilly@msn.com. 

http://www.naxos.com/catalogue/item.asp?item_code=8.559180
http://www.naxos.com/catalogue/item.asp?item_code=8.559306
http://ionarts.blogspot.com/2009/03/flawless-ear-for-beauty-quatuor-ebene.html
http://ionarts.blogspot.com/2009/03/ionarts-at-large-vienna-philharmonic-in.html
http://ionarts.blogspot.com/2009/03/blomstedt-brings-bruckner-to-nso.html
http://ionarts.blogspot.com/2009/03/goodness-does-not-undo-peter-grimes.html
mailto:rrreilly@msn.com
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The Great and Terrible Year  
Cynthia Grenier | Review 

4/3/09 
 
White Guard 
Mikhail Bulgakov, Yale University Press, 310 pages, $18 

 
reat was the year and terrible the Year of 

Our Lord 1918, the second since the 

Revolution had begun." So opens White 

Guard, the new and utterly admirable translation of 

Mikhail Bulgakov's first novel, written some 83 years 

ago when the author was just 22. The closing sentences 

can hardly be more prescient, given the headlines of our 

daily newspapers: 

All this will pass. The sufferings, agonies, blood, 

hunger, and wholesale death. The sword will go 

away, but these stars will remain when even the 

shadows of our bodies and our affairs are long gone 

from this earth. There is not a man who does not 

know this. So why are we reluctant to turn our gaze 

to them? Why? 

The novel -- a favorite of none other than Josef Stalin -- 

purports to cover that "great and terrible year" through 

the lives of three young members of the Turbin family in 

Kiev, as Whites and Reds struggle amid chaos and 

death. Bulgakov, a young doctor like his protagonist, 

Alexei Turbin, drew heavily on his own experiences in 

that year, setting them against a vivid montage that 

captures all the agony of the birth of the Russian 

Revolution.  

The back story of the novel is as fascinating and 

compelling as the work itself. Bulgakov had originally 

written White Guard in 1923-24 as the first part of a 

planned trilogy about the Bolshevik movement as seen 

through the eyes of three siblings -- Alexei, Elena, and 

Nikolka -- and two of their friends. It was published as a 

serial in a literary journal that shut down unexpectedly, 

leaving the last part never to appear in print. 

But the first two parts caught the attention of the 

Moscow Art Theatre, which suggested that Bulgakov 

adapt it for the stage. The first two versions Bulgakov 

attempted in 1925 drew the wrath of the Soviet 

censors, who rejected it as "an apologia for the White 

Guards." The third and final version became known as 

The Days of the Turbins and knew an unprecedented 

success, playing nearly a thousand times from 1926 

through 1941 (Bulgakov died in 1940). 

Its success may in part be due to the fact that the 

Moscow Art Theatre was Stalin's favorite theater, and 

The Days of the Turbins was the dictator's favorite 

play. It is reported that Stalin saw the play more than 

20 times -- an astonishing number for any head of 

state at any time in modern history, above all a head of 

state such as Stalin, in the singularly hectic decades of 

the 1920s and 1930s. 

What is equally amazing is the fact that the play 

and the novel present a balanced view of the Whites. 

White Guard is no work of Communist propaganda; far 

from it. Indeed, it is curious, moving, and a little 

startling to find a character responding so strongly to 

the Book of Revelation: 

The more he read this astonishing book, the more 

his mind became like a gleaming sword probing 

the darkness. Illness and suffering were without 

consequence, nonexistent, to him. Infirmity fell 

away like the bark from a dried branch forgotten in 

the forest. He saw the blue, bottomless mist of the 

ages, a millennial corridor, and he felt not fear but 

rather a wise humility and awe. Peace came to his 

soul, and in this peace he reached these words: 

"And God shall wipe away all the tears from their 

eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither 

sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more 

pain; for the former things are passed away." 

"G 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0300151454/insidecatcom-20
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We should perhaps recall that, from the ages of 12 to 

15, Stalin attended the seminary in his hometown of 

Gori. Stalin was never willing to allow his favorite 

author to leave his native land -- but then, he never 

imprisoned him. There seems to be a full story here that 

remains to be examined. 

Bulgakov's widow managed to have White Guard 

partially published in the literary journal Moskva in 

1966, although, as Professor Evgeny Dobrenko points 

out in his excellent introduction to the new edition, 

Soviet critics during "the last glimmerings of the 

Khrushchev thaw undertook no small efforts to have it 

fitted into the Soviet canon." 

The quality of the translation of Marian Schwartz is 

first-rate, letting modern readers sense the power and 

style of the Russian original.   

 

Cynthia Grenier is a writer living in Washington, D.C. 
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Turning the Tables: On Winning the Public Relations War 

Tom Hoopes | Classic 

3/27/09 
rom the perspective of the Catholic Church, the 

culture war can look more like a culture siege -- a 

one-sided contest pitting the attacking villains 

against a peace-loving Church. Or worse, sometimes it 

feels like the Church is hiding in a stained-glass bunker, 

dividing into factions and arguing about who is more 

orthodox while the attackers are breaching the outer 

wall. 

It need not be so. 

There's no reason the Church can't conduct forays 

out into the world and drive our enemies -- culturally 

speaking -- into retreat. But to do so, we have to learn 

how to go on the offensive. 

From my desk at the National Catholic Register, I 

get to observe much of the current dynamic in the 

Church -- in both the news we cover and in the letters 

we receive. The Church has plenty of apostolic life in it, 

but it needs a lot more. Many of the letters we get 

prove George Sim Johnston's point in "After the Council: 

Living Vatican II" (Crisis, July/August 2004): "Most laity 

still have the odd notion that we must wait for a signal 

from the bishop of local pastor to do anything. The 

council taught that if you have the Faith, you spread it." 

Rather than waste valuable time in our self-

constructed bunker, we should be busy attacking -- 

spreading the truth in the vast world outside. But this 

will require a new attitude and a new approach. Pope 

John Paul II knew this. At the Denver World Youth Day 

in 1993 he told us, "This is no time to be ashamed of the 

Gospel. It is the time to preach it from the rooftops. Do 

not be afraid to break out of comfortable and routine 

modes of living, in order to take up the challenge of 

making Christ known in the modern metropolis." 

To do this, we have to get off of defense. We need 

to learn how to be convincing in the modern 

metropolis. And we need to preach without sounding 

preachy from whatever rooftops we can climb onto. 

Catholics are well behind the world in understanding 

how to argue in the 21st century. It's high time we 

become wise as serpents and innocent as doves, rather 

than the other way around. 

To that end, here are four rules of contemporary 

rhetoric that just happen to have a 2,000-year-old 

resonance for Christians. 

Use them. 

  

Rule Number 1: It's not just about your argument. It's 

about you and your argument. 

As John Henry Cardinal Newman said, "The heart is 

commonly reached, not through the reason, but 

through the imagination.... Persons influence us, voices 

melt us, looks subdue us, deeds inflame us." 

He goes on to argue, in A Grammar of Assent, that 

syllogisms can't command belief in God. Only a real 

experience of God can do that. Similarly, our 

arguments won't persuade anyone to our position. The 

plain reality is that others will only agree with us if 

they first trust us. And they'll only trust us if we show 

that intangible quality of trustworthiness that 

Christians know is love. 

You can't fake love; if you try, it backfires. You 

actually need to care about your opponent. This 

happens to be a precept of both Christianity and public 

relations. And when you're arguing with someone, the 

first way to show them love is to show them respect. 

This isn't as easy as it sounds. To respect a person, you 

have to open-minded and realize that he may actually 

have something important to say. 

When I was first looking for work in Washington, 

D.C., a wise man -- Pat Fagan, who was then at the 

Department of Health and Human Services -- told me, 

"If you're conservative, you should always read the 
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Washington Post with an open mind and the 

Washington Times with a critical eye." Good advice. G. 

K. Chesterton observed that a chief component of St. 

Thomas Aquinas's genius was that he made his 

opponents' arguments sound better than his opponents 

did. 

Go therefore and do likewise. 

Accurately assess your opponent's position, and 

he'll be more likely to listen to yours. And apart from 

gaining his good will, getting his argument right is 

necessary from a practical point of view. How, after all, 

can you move your opponent away from his position if 

you're addressing a position he doesn't actually hold? 

One other important way to respect your opponent: 

Admit when you're wrong. The human tendency is to 

dig in and get defensive (see Dan Rather). But this 

results in not only losing the argument but losing your 

credibility as well. Nobody listens to a person who is 

stubborn in his error. If you want others to admit when 

you're right, you have to admit when you're wrong. 

  

Rule Number 2: Speak their language. 

Once you've gained the right to be listened to, you face 

your next challenge: saying something that will be 

understood. Catholics speak a language filled with 

moral concepts and references to Church authority and 

Christian preconceptions -- a language our neighbors 

simply don't understand. And they speak a language of 

relativistic pragmatism, good-natured individualism, 

and amorality that we don't understand. 

How to bridge the gap? We can (and often do) 

demand that they submit to our superior moral 

language -- but we won't (and don't) get very far. If we 

want to persuade them, we need to speak in a language 

they already understand. That would be their language. 

This rule comes straight from the top -- it is, in fact, 

the subject of a papal encyclical. 

Pope John Paul II's encyclicals tended to have 

heavy, intellectual titles that point to the great issues of 

our day, such as The Gospel of Life, Faith and Reason, 

and The Splendor of Truth. But he also wrote one called 

The Apostles to the Slavs, which is a key to the John 

Pauline approach -- and a valuable lesson for Catholics.  

It tells the story of Cyril and Methodius, two 

talented brothers who retired early to "one of the 

monasteries at the foot of Mount Olympus." Their 

personal histories -- and the history of Europe -- 

changed when an emperor sent them to the Slavic 

people who needed "a bishop and teacher... able to 

explain to them the true Christian faith in their own 

language." 

The encyclical praises the two for not only learning 

the language of the Slavs but learning it better than the 

Slavs. They created an alphabet so they could translate 

Scripture into their new tongue. 

The pope lauded their "effort to gain a good grasp 

of the interior world of those to whom they intended 

to proclaim the word of God in images and concepts 

that would sound familiar to them." 

Their story has clear application to our times: Two 

intelligent Catholics retreated to Mount Olympus to 

spend their time enjoying their faith with like-minded 

Catholics. But they were sent away from their 

"comfortable and routine modes of living in order to 

take up the challenge of making Christ known." They 

translated the gospel into the primitive language of a 

closed and hostile world. And they conquered Eastern 

Europe. 

 Can we leave our own Mount Olympus and win 

over the people of our time? Only if we learn to speak 

in the language of our opponents.  

Take homosexual marriage as an example. Public 

opinion says, "Homosexuals are nice people. Why deny 

them what we have?" The answer, "Homosexual 

activity is contrary to Scripture," is true, but it's in a 

language that won't be heard. "Homosexual activity is 

intrinsically evil," is better but still won't make sense. 

A more winning argument is to find the kernel of 

truth in the opponent's argument. No matter how 
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destructive it has become, every wave of public opinion 

has some basis in truth. For instance, it is true that 

homosexuals shouldn't be unfairly denied happiness. 

Even the Catechism says so. 

And so we can agree with public opinion on this 

point. Homosexuals' happiness is important. But how 

can homosexuals be most happy? Cite the statistics that 

show that homosexuality is often caused by childhood 

abuse and leads disproportionately to depression, 

despair, and -- at alarming rates -- suicide. Then ratchet 

the challenge up a notch: "Homosexuals are nice 

people. Why deny the realities that harm them and 

doom them to a life of despair? Let's help them find real 

happiness by helping them our of the lifestyle." 

The pro-life movement has done this to great 

effect. Groups like Silent No More realized that the 

public was too distracted by the woman's problems to 

look at the life question. So they agreed. Women are 

important, too. Then they pointed out that abortion 

deeply wounds women. 

Yes, you risk making the argument -- at least initially 

-- too utilitarian. But you have a better chance of 

proceeding with the discussion if you begin there. 

  

Rule Number 3: It's about who, not what. 

People love people and hate abstract concepts. It's 

biological. Show a baby a picture of a person, and the 

baby will smile. Show the same baby a geometric shape, 

and the baby's attention will wander. It's the same with 

arguments. Whoever makes the best case about real 

people wins, whether he should or not. 

Politically savvy proponents of homosexual 

marriage know this. Many of us complained about 

media bias when we saw homosexual weddings on 

television (along with homosexual sob stories, 

homosexuals celebrating their new "rights," etc.). But it 

wasn't that simple. 

The homosexual activists were faced with a public 

that was largely against them. So they learned the 

language of the culture, did their homework, mobilized 

their people, made phone calls, and provided 

compelling personal examples to make their case. They 

didn't argue about the meaning of marriage or its 

proper ends; they argued that "we're people with 

feelings, too." 

And they didn't talk to the press about the 

consequences of redefining marriage. They talked about 

Hillary and Julie, David and Robert. 

"Hillary Goodridge, 46, of Boston, had to say she 

was the sister of her partner, Julie Goodridge, 45, to 

see Julie when she was rushed to the neonatal 

intensive care unit after giving birth to their daughter, 

Annie," said one story. "David Wilson, 58, was not able 

to say he was the brother of his partner, Robert 

Compton, 53, because Mr. Wilson is black and Mr. 

Compton, who has been hospitalized five times in the 

last five years, is white." 

You know how these articles go. Two nice gay 

people -- N and M -- feel injured in a specific, sad way 

by restrictive marriage laws. Heroic legislator X says, 

"These are fine people. Why deny them the same 

happiness of marriage that the rest of us have?" The 

story is "balanced" because grumpy conservative Y is 

quoted high up in the story saying, "Sodomy is 

depraved." 

Imagine how different it might be if the 

conservative side had instead said, "My friend Alicia 

thought the homosexual lifestyle would make her 

happy. But she suffered from lesbian battery -- violent 

behavior that researchers of homosexuality say is 

common in the homosexual community. Now Alicia 

has left the lifestyle and is rebuilding her life." 

Or better yet, imagine that an organization that 

mobilizes former and chaste homosexuals had been 

bugging the newspaper for months, providing a 

convenient phone number for the reporter. The 

journalist finally calls it and gets Alicia on the phone, 

who says: "I feel lied to by the gay culture. No one told 

me about homosexual despair. Some of my best 

friends committed suicide. I'm glad I left all that," she 
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says. "Please, sir, print my story. People need to hear 

this." 

That would have given the readers something to 

think about. Only a person who speaks the language of 

the audience and has a story can win an argument in 

our culture. 

  

Rule Number 4: Build a Positive Case. 

The reality, in the minds of most Americans, is that the 

Catholic Church is neither an enemy nor a savior. 

Indeed, it isn't a force to be dealt with at all. The Church 

is simply irrelevant. There are many reasons for this, 

and you can blame bishops, cardinals, and clergy in 

great detail if you like. But you can also blame lay 

people for receding into a defensive posture, speaking 

on in "thou shalt nots" or not speaking at all. 

We never gain when we merely oppose. We only 

gain when we build a positive case for what we have to 

offer. It has always been this way. 

When Christ caused a stir during his public ministry, 

it was because he was supremely relevant to the world -

- not to the religious world, but to the world at large. In 

the history of the Church, the Faith's greatest gains 

have come when it has addressed directly the needs of 

the world. The missionaries who spread civilization, the 

monks who invented schools, the nuns who invented 

hospitals, the priests who preached hope to a broken 

world -- these are the heroes that advanced the cause 

of Christ. 

What about Catholics today? Are we primarily 

engaged in an effort to stop the villains, or are we 

instead bringing the Church's transforming message to a 

world ravaged by destructive ideologies? 

Recall the encyclicals I mentioned. The Gospel of 

Life addresses the despair and emptiness of the culture 

of death -- with a proposal for building a culture of life. 

Faith and Reason comes to the rescue of a science that 

divorces itself from spiritual reality by making a positive 

case for a harmonious relationship between the two. 

The Splendor of Truth, likewise, is a compelling 

argument for how moral coherence brings human 

happiness.  

These are gold mines of teaching that are meant to 

solve real problems. But the strong, positive case for 

how magisterial teaching can help the world is still the 

exception in Catholic ministry. 

And not just in Catholic action -- in Catholic 

conversation, as well. I say this with confidence 

because I've tried it several times: Gather a group of 

faithful Catholics together and tell them to discuss the 

ways Catholic doctrine can help the world. Within ten 

minutes, the conversation will turn into a debate over 

who hijacked Vatican II. 

 To be a force capable of changing the hearts and 

minds of others, we need to break out of the cycle of 

fault-finding. We need to stop the endless project of 

sounding the dimensions of the abyss. The world is not 

a force that threatens us so much as it is a place in 

desperate need of what we have to offer. 

It's no longer sufficient merely to be right in the 

face of opposition. We must now be right and 

persuasive. When the dignity of life and the sanctity of 

marriage are at stake, we can't be content defending 

the Truth in a one-sided culture war. We have to win. 

 

Tom Hoopes is the executive editor of the National 

Catholic Register and co-editor, with his wife April, of 

Faith & Family magazine. From 1993 to 1996, he was 

press secretary for the chairman of the U.S. House 

Ways & Means Committee, Bill Archer. This article 

originally appeared in the November 2004 issue of 

crisis Magazine. 

http://www.ncregister.com/
http://www.ncregister.com/
http://www.faithandfamilylive.com/
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A Quiet Death in Rome: Was Pope John Paul I Murdered? 

Sandra Miesel | Classic 

4/1/09 
He barely mŀŘŜ ƛǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀǘƘǊƻƻƳΧ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ 

stand up. He clutched the sink and squinted 

painfully against the bright lights. Fumbling with his 

glasses didn't help. Why did everything look so 

yellow? He fought in vain to breathe, his heart 

quivering wildly in his chest. A lurch, a stumble, and 

Pope John Paul heaved out his life on the cold 

marble floor. 

Or did it happen this way… 

Just a note to capture the sudden inspiration, and 

then he could finish dressing for bed. Would the talk 

be good enough? Nothing was ever good enough for 

Them. Why had They chosen him? God alone knew. 

He rose cautiously on swollen feet. Agony seized his 

lungs. Heart racing in panic, he gasped for breath 

that would not come. With a muffled cry, Pope John 

Paul crumpled dead beside his desk. 

  

he death of Pope John Paul I on September 28, 

1978, shocked a world that had barely been 

introduced to "the Smiling Pope." His reign of 33 

days had been one of the shortest in the annals of the 

papacy. The official cause of death was myocardial 

infarction -- heart attack -- but confusion in the details 

of his demise fed instant rumors of foul play. Within a 

few months of the pope's death, Abbé Georges de 

Nantes from the League of the Catholic Counter 

Reformation was crying murder. 

The first conspiracy book, Jean-Jacques Thierry's La 

Vraie Mort de Jean Paul Ier (1983), emerged from 

Lefebvrist circles. It not only accused Jean Cardinal Villot 

of the murder but of also having substituted a double 

for Pope Paul VI. Other sensational -- and conflicting -- 

theories continued to appear during the 1980s… John 

Paul I was killed by the KGB… No, the KGB was 

spreading false rumors to make it look like a killing… No, 

it was the CIA, which wanted to make room for its 

candidate, John Paul II. 

Perhaps the most popular explanation entailed 

Freemasons and fraud at the Vatican Bank involving 

scandals that erupted a few years after John Paul I's 

passing (see the sidebars following this article). This 

scenario was made famous by David Yallop's best-

selling book, In God's Name: An Investigation into the 

Murder of Pope John Paul I (1984). 

Three years later, in an effort to stem the rumors, 

Archbishop John Foley of the Pontifical Commission for 

Social Communications asked English journalist John 

Cornwell to investigate the issue. No conditions were 

placed on the project, which received full Vatican 

support all the way up to Pope John Paul II himself. 

Cornwell's conclusions were published as A Thief in the 

Night: Life and Death in the Vatican (1989). 

Because Yallop and Cornwell are the best 

spokesmen for their positions, I'll frame the story of 

John Paul I's death as a debate between them. Both 

authors are British and lapsed Catholics. Yallop, who 

displays more overt hostility toward the Church and 

openly disparages Pope John Paul II, got his start 

writing true crime accounts for a popular audience. 

The sophisticated Cornwell, on the other hand, later 

worked at Cambridge. While Yallop presents his 

findings as the product of his research, Cornwell 

dramatizes the research process. 

Presuming the existence of what he expects to 

find, Yallop has a vested interest in arguing for murder; 

Cornwell does not. Yallop's shrill editorializing against 

what he sees as a rich, sex-obsessed Church -- "Vatican 

Incorporated" -- clearly slants his book. He piles on 

peripheral material about Mafia hits, the sins of John 

Cardinal Cody, and political corruption to heighten the 

luridness. His ugly, badly reproduced photographs 
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distort the people they represent, even his hero, John 

Paul I. 

Both writers tape-recorded their interviews and 

took notes. Neither provides a bibliography or 

footnotes, although Cornwell has documentary 

appendixes. Yallop employed at least two research 

assistants; Cornwell worked alone. Yallop reconstructs 

conversations that are unknowable and uses blind 

sources. Cornwell anchors his interviews with crisp 

personal descriptions of his subjects. Only informants 

sampled for gossip go incognito. Overall, as a specimen 

of historical writing, Cornwell's book commands greater 

trust. The grave deficiencies of his more recent work, 

Hitler's Pope, do not taint A Thief in the Night. 

  

Who Was Albino Luciani? 

The whole controversy hinges on the character of John 

Paul I himself. The "Smiling Pope" was born Albino 

Luciani on October 17, 1912, near Belluno in northern 

Italy. His working-class family was poor due to the 

erratic employment of his Socialist father. Luciani was 

ordained in 1935 and taught general subjects at the 

Belluno seminary until 1958, when he was made bishop 

of Vittorio Veneto. He became patriarch of Venice in 

1969 and received his cardinal's hat in 1973. 

At every level, Luciani was noted for his simplicity 

and his zeal for social justice. He wanted the Church's 

wealth pared down and shared with the poor, at home 

and abroad. Although pastoral, not cerebral, in style, he 

took special interest in catechetics and ecumenism. 

Besides service in the Italian bishops' conference, 

Luciani drew popular attention after publishing 

Illustrissimi, a book of letters to real and imaginary 

figures from Jesus to Figaro. 

When Pope Paul VI died in 1978, Luciani was 

elected pope on the second day of the conclave, chosen 

over conservative Guiseppe Cardinal Siri of Genoa and 

liberal Curia member Sergio Pignedoli. The warm, 

humble, and highly reluctant man from outside the 

Curia was hailed as "God's candidate," a handpicked 

surprise by the Holy Spirit. John Paul initially lived up to 

expectations by refusing to be crowned with the papal 

tiara or to be carried in the gestatorial chair. The public 

admired his evident holiness. 

Yallop glorifies John Paul as a brilliant, strong-willed, 

decisive campaigner for justice -- a saintly crusader. He 

praises Luciani's literary skill and breadth of culture, 

telling us at least three times that he'd read Mark 

Twain. Yallop's pope is a liberal reformer -- even a 

friend of Hans Küng -- who was on the verge of 

reversing the Church's position on contraception and 

cleaning up the Vatican Bank (not to mention flushing 

Masonic cardinals out of the Vatican). 

Unfortunately, this image is rejected by Cornwell's 

sources, both by hostile clerical observers and fond 

intimates. To the Roman clergy, John Paul was "a 

gauche and incompetent figure of fun." An Australian 

reporter who tried writing his biography summed him 

up as "an extremely anxious, nervous little man." His 

secretaries Rev. Diego Lorenzi (who came with him 

from Venice) and Rev. John Magee (whom he inherited 

from Pope Paul VI and who is now bishop of Cloyne, 

Ireland) both describe a terminally meek man. Magee 

tells a pathetic anecdote about finding John Paul 

huddled in a fetal position on his bed frantically 

praying the rosary because he had dropped some 

papers off his roof garden. He also insisted on serving 

as Magee's altar boy three times. 

Cornwell cites witnesses as diverse as John Paul's 

longtime housekeeper and Leon-Joseph Cardinal 

Suenens on John Paul's self-doubts. The huge 

responsibilities of the papacy overwhelmed him. His 

household recalls that "God, please take me away" 

was his daily prayer. (Intriguingly, he reportedly 

foresaw being replaced by a man he described as "The 

Foreigner" -- later identified as Karol Cardinal Wojtyla). 

According to Lorenzi, "Luciani wasn't interested in 

big issues," including financial matters. To Magee, "He 

was a man who worried about little, small things." 

Yallop tries to wish away such opinions as hindsight, 

but they're confirmed from too many directions. 
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Yallop's thesis that John Paul was about to approve 

the birth-control pill and do it in a statement to an 

American congressional delegation visiting Rome is 

simply ludicrous. Popes don't reverse major moral 

judgments on the spur of the moment, much less to 

visiting politicians. Although as patriarch of Venice, John 

Paul had urged pastoral lenience toward contraceptors 

and sent cheerful greetings to the first baby born by in 

vitro fertilization, he had also supported Humanae 

Vitae. His alleged disagreement on the pill rests on an 

unpublished report Luciani made to Paul VI. 

Yallop's second thesis that John Paul was going to 

clean house at the Vatican Bank on the basis of a few 

conversations is likewise untenable. His 33-day reign 

was deluged by papers from the secretariat of state -- a 

situation that gave him no time to master the 

labyrinthine complexities of the banking system. In any 

event, he was a man noted for prudence and slow 

decision-making, according to his official biographer, 

Msgr. Guilio Nicolini. Yallop fails to consider that 

cardinals keeping secrets might have deliberately 

elected a man too mild to bother them, one whose 

health would deteriorate in office. 

To speed up the timetable, Yallop claims that John 

Paul arrived in office harboring a grudge against 

Archbishop Paul Marcinkus, president of the Vatican 

Bank, for having facilitated the takeover of a Venetian 

Catholic bank by Roberto Calvi's Banco Ambrosiano. 

(Marcinkus denies both the offense and the feud.) John 

Paul is also presumed to have believed a newspaper 

account published right after he took office that 

accused prominent prelates of being Masons. 

Yallop sees a murder motive in the series of 

dismissals and new appointments John Paul was 

supposedly on the verge of making. He pictures the 

pope dying with a list of the new appointments clutched 

in his hands. Yallop claims the pope was a day away 

from sacking Marcinkus and his subordinates, shipping 

Sebastiano Cardinal Baggio out to be patriarch of 

Venice, and replacing Cardinal Villot with Cardinal 

Benelli as secretary of state. The targeted prelates had 

been named as Masons, so their Masonic brethren 

would be offended as well. Villot is also imagined to 

resent the imminent reversal of Humanae Vitae as a 

betrayal of Paul VI's legacy. Predictably, Yallop adds 

Cardinal Cody of Chicago as a suspect because he was 

supposedly going to be removed for financial and other 

misdeeds. 

But the Masonic angle is unproven, and discovering 

the scope of the Vatican Bank scandal in the time 

allotted is improbable. Villot was already slated to retire 

and died six months later. Would a cardinal kill for the 

right to name his successor? Cody is a red herring, 

brought in to trade on the gangster image of Chicago, 

a silly trick Yallop pulls with Marcinkus, too. No one 

heard the conversation between John Paul and Villot 

about personnel changes, and both papal secretaries 

insisted to Cornwell that the pope died with a booklet 

of sermons in his hands. 

  

Was the Pope Poisoned? 

Yallop fixed on digitalis as the poison, administered in 

liquid medicine that John Paul was taking for low blood 

pressure. Half a teaspoon of digitalis would indeed 

cause a fatally frantic heartbeat. Essential to this 

theory is Yallop's repeated assertion that the pope was 

otherwise in "perfect health," so only poison could 

have stopped his strong heart. Unfortunately, Yallop 

neglects to mention the eye embolism the pope had 

suffered in 1975 and the blood thinner (probably 

warfarin) he subsequently took to prevent a 

recurrence. Switching these pills with placebos or 

simply forgetting to take them would have proven 

lethal within a few days. Additionally, John Paul's niece 

and present papal press secretary, Joaquin Navarro-

Valls -- both physicians -- confirm the severe swelling 

of the pope's legs due to circulatory problems. The 

pope's Venetian physician refused to talk to Cornwell 

and is unlikely to have spoken with Yallop. 

As for opportunity, Yallop's theory would require 

someone to penetrate the papal apartments and 

substitute digitalis without alerting the Swiss guards at 

both access points, plus the two secretaries and four 

housekeeping nuns inside. He doesn't try to implicate 
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the staff -- not even disgruntled former papal valets -- in 

spite of cruel whispers spread about Magee at the time. 

Yallop also fails to consider where the papal 

medicines were stored or who administered them. 

Cornwell mentions the housekeeper, Sister Vincenza, 

bringing the pope unspecified "tablets" from the 

kitchen on his last day. She routinely dispensed 

medication with dinner. No new prescriptions were 

filled at the Vatican pharmacy during the pontificate. 

  

Resolving the Contradictions 

Unfortunately, errors and obfuscations by Vatican 

sources gave rumors room to grow. A key problem, 

from the initial report issued by Cardnal Villot to a 

memorandum from the Commission for Social 

Communications in 1984, was the Vatican's prudish 

unwillingness to admit that the Holy Father had been 

found dead by Sister Vincenza and not by a secretary. 

The public might be scandalized by a nun -- however 

elderly -- in the papal bedroom. 

Cornwell examines Yallop's points of suspicion and 

refutes each one. To allow for a cleanup of the 

evidence, Yallop's murder theory requires that the 

pope's body be found at 4:30 or 4:45 a.m., one hour 

earlier than official reports estimated. He bases this on 

an early story by the Italian news service ANSA that 

garbled the time and misrepresented the layout of the 

papal apartments. Yallop also claims to have had 

testimony from Sister Vincenza to this effect but 

refused to show Cornwell his transcripts. 

Both papal secretaries and a confidante of the late 

Sister Vincenza insist that the body was discovered 

about 5:30 a.m. The nun noticed that the coffee she had 

left outside the pope's bedroom door a few minutes 

earlier, as per his morning routine, had not been 

touched. She went through two sets of doors and 

parted a curtain to find John Paul dead on his bed with 

a light on and reading material in his hands. Magee was 

summoned first, then Lorenzi. They found rigor mortis 

already beginning to set in and tore the pope's cassock 

while preparing his private laying-out. This supports the 

official estimate for time of death as 11 p.m. the 

previous evening. Yallop's theory requires the pope to 

be freshly dead at 4:30 a.m. since digitalis administered 

the night before would have taken hours to work. 

The cause of death was listed with unseemly haste 

as myocardial infarction by Dr. Renato Buzzonetti, now 

Pope John Paul II's personal physician. He had never 

examined John Paul I and asked no questions about 

symptoms. (Heart attack would be most unlikely to 

leave a victim in such a composed posture.) No autopsy 

was performed, as the last pope autopsied was Pius VII 

in 1830. Yallop suggests a "secret" autopsy while John 

Paul was lying in state, but what he refers to was a 

simple retouching of the corpse. Yallop claims no 

death certificate was issued; Cornwell reproduces it. 

Yallop also claims that the undertakers were 

summoned at 5 a.m. before the official finding of the 

body, but this is based on an incorrect news story 

taken from garbled secondhand information. The 

Vatican carpool log shows the embalmers were sent 

for at 5:15 p.m. The procedure began about 7 p.m. 

Yallop questions the disappearance of 

incriminating personal effects, supposedly removed by 

Cardinal Villot. He thinks John Paul's slippers and 

glasses might have been stained with vomit caused by 

the digitalis poisoning. But Cornwell finds that the 

pope's sister took them. His last will was a brief 

document bequeathing his goods to a Venetian 

convent, not a spiritual testament (as claimed by 

Yallop). 

Yallop's one damning datum was a Swiss Guard's 

observation of Marcinkus on foot lurking near the 

papal residence at an unusually early hour on the 

morning of the pope's death. But the guardsman, Hans 

Roggen, told Cornwell that his testimony was taken 

deceptively and misrepresented. Marcinkus was a 

demonstrably early riser and had driven in at his usual 

time. And contrary to Yallop's accusation, Roggen had 

not been asleep at his post. 

Having demolished Yallop's evidence, Cornwell 

offers his own explanation. After conferring with a 
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cardiac specialist and a forensic medicine expert, he 

rules out heart attack, congestive heart failure, and 

aneurysm in favor of pulmonary embolism as the cause 

of John Paul's death. If the pope's body is exhumed 

someday during a canonization process, an autopsy 

could clarify the cause of death, but this would never be 

permitted. 

  

What Really Happened That Night? 

Cornwell clinches his case with symptoms the pope 

suffered on his last day alive. After a normal morning, 

John Paul complained of feeling unwell after his siesta 

but didn't permit Magee to call a doctor. While taking 

his daily walk that afternoon, he suffered a violent 

cough and pain -- probably a minor embolism -- but 

again forbade Magee to summon aid. That evening the 

pope conferred with Cardnal Villot for more than an 

hour in his study. They did not argue, according to 

Magee. Afterward, the pope reported great pain that 

soon passed. Again, he refused to consult a doctor. John 

Paul dined with his two secretaries just before 8 p.m. 

Death came up for discussion, and the pope prayed for 

resignation to death. After dinner, he rushed down the 

hall to take a telephone call from Giovanni Cardinal 

Columbo of Milan until 9:15. This run likely triggered 

the fatal embolism that struck after the pope went to 

bed. Cornwell summarizes events thus: "John Paul I 

wanted to die, the conditions conveniently prevailed, 

[and] the spectators did not rush forward to prevent 

him." 

After building a plausible case, Cornwell then offers 

a speculative reconstruction of what happened after 

the telephone call to account for contradictions in the 

witnesses' testimony. Was Lorenzi out after dinner, or 

did he and/or Magee conduct the pope to his room 

after compline and call his attention to the newly active 

alarm buttons? 

Cornwell assumes that Lorenzi was out until 

midnight while Magee stayed up late reading about 

papal deaths. Magee thought to check on the pope en 

route to his own room, saw the light on, and walked in 

to find the pope dead in a pitiful heap on the floor -- an 

unseemly end. He waited for Lorenzi and together they 

propped the pope up on his bed with pillows as if 

reading. Without thinking to offer the last rites, they left 

the body to be found the next morning, not anticipating 

that Sister Vincenza would make the discovery first. 

 Though they hotly denied his reasoning, Cornwell 

suspects that the priests confected a triumph of image 

over truth -- not even an embolism would strike fast 

enough to leave the dead pope still clutching papers. 

The tension between truth and image dogged 

Cornwell's entire investigation. Evasion, gossip, and 

equivocation frustrated him at every turn, producing 

an account far sadder in its sinfulness than Yallop's 

fanciful rant. For Cornwell, "the most obvious and 

shameful fact of all" is "that John Paul I died scorned 

and neglected by the institution that existed to save 

him." 

 

Sandra Miesel is a veteran Catholic journalist. This 

article originally appeared in the July/August 2003 

issue of Crisis Magazine. 
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Sidebar 1: The P-2 Lodge 

The mysterious P-2 Lodge that cast a long shadow over 

Pope John Paul I was founded in 1877 as a temple of 

convenience for provincial Freemasons visiting Rome. 

Originally named the Propaganda Masonica (later 

known as the Propaganda Due, hence P-2), it was 

restructured in 1970 as a "reserved" secret lodge to 

gather men capable of leading a right-wing coup in the 

event of a Communist takeover. 

The speed with which P-2 was growing and rumors of its 

political extremism led regional Masonic leaders to ask 

for its suppression. But P-2 continued despite its official 

closing and is believed to have been behind two 

terrorist bombings -- blamed on the Left -- that claimed 

a hundred lives. Using its intelligence contacts, P-2 may 

have also prevented the rescue of Christian Democrat 

leader Aldo Moro, who was kidnapped and killed by Red 

Brigade Communists in 1978. 

A Mason expelled from the craft for objecting to P-2's 

activities gave damaging data about the lodge to Roman 

authorities. On March 17, 1981, the finance police 

raided the office of its venerable master, Licio Gelli, and 

found its membership list. Among P-2's 962 members 

were 43 members of parliament, 43 generals, eight 

admirals (including all the heads of the Italian armed 

services), all the heads of the state security services, 

sundry government officials, police chiefs, businessmen, 

media stars, and journalists (including the editor and 

publisher of a major Italian newspaper). Michele 

Sindona and Roberto Calvi, key players in the Vatican 

Bank scandal, were also members. P-2 was finally closed 

for good, but its members scattered to other lodges and 

continued their baleful effect on Italian public life. 

Were any Catholic clerics in P-2? Martin Short names 

none in his excellent study of Freemasonry, Inside the 

Brotherhood. Nor were any clerics placed in P-2 by 

Shroud of Secrecy, a sensational -- and implausible -- 

compendium of clerical gossip (although the book 

imagines that Masons are omnipresent within the Holy 

See). Witnesses interviewed by John Cornwell, including 

a veteran FBI agent long-stationed in Italy, denied any 

Masonic presence in the Vatican. 

But belief in "the Great Vatican Lodge" is still a staple in 

some circles. In 1976 a radical traditionalist group called 

the International Committee for Defense of Catholic 

Tradition published a list of prominent Masons in the 

Vatican. An overlapping list of 121 supposed Masonic 

prelates was published in 1978 by muckraking Italian 

journalist and P-2 member Mino Pecorelli of 

L'Osservatore Politico. Among the high-ranking officials 

he accused of secret membership in the craft were: 

Sebastiano Cardinal Baggio (head of the Congregation 

of Bishops), Agostino Cardinal Casaroli (Vatican foreign 

minister), Jean Cardinal Villot (Vatican secretary of 

state), and Archbishop Paul Marcinkus, head of the 

Vatican Bank. Pecorelli was shot to death in 1979, 

possibly in retaliation for trying to blackmail Gelli. 

Yallop believes that both true and false accusations are 

mingled in the lists. 

Clerical Masonry still remains a bugaboo among some. 

These fantastic charges have never been satisfactorily 

proven although Rome did turn friendly toward 

Masonry during the 1970s, just at the time the Vatican 

Bank scandal was brewing. The old penalties were 

reinstated in 1981 -- a month before P-2 was exposed. 

Although canon 1374 of the current Code of Canon 

Law does not name Freemasonry as a forbidden 

society, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger issued a clarification 

in 1983 restating the Church's negative judgment on 

Masonry. 
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Sidebar 2: The Vatican Bank Scandal 

The Vatican Bank scandal is mind-numbingly complex. 

More than a million documents had to be processed 

during its liquidation alone. Because the scandal is cited 

as a motive for the alleged murder of Pope John Paul I, 

it deserves its own summary. 

"The Vatican Bank" is shorthand for the Institute for the 

Works of Religion (IOR). It is personally owned by the 

pope and makes loans to religious projects throughout 

the world. During the 1970s the IOR began to exploit its 

extraterritorial status as an "offshore bank" to engage 

in risky speculations involving Banco Ambrosiano of 

Milano. The latter had started as a special "Catholic 

bank" serving the Milanese Church outside the secular 

banking industry where Freemasons were prominent. 

The Ambrosiano's director, Roberto Calvi, made contact 

with the IOR through financier Michele Sindona, who 

had been advising Pope Paul VI since his days as 

Cardinal Montini of Milan and was already exploiting 

the Vatican Bank for his own illegal schemes 

(supposedly including money laundering for the Mafia). 

Calvi and Sindona were themselves patronized by their 

sinister puppetmaster in the P-2 Lodge, Licio Gelli. All 

were cozy with cardinals. 

In 1971 Calvi made friends with IOR president, 

American Archbishop Paul Marcinkus. The IOR bought 

shares in Ambrosiano, placing deposits in and making 

loans to the Milanese institution, its foreign 

subsidiaries, and a flock of shell corporations. Through 

intricate shuffles, Calvi was loaning and perhaps 

laundering money through the IOR to shell outfits that 

would use it to buy more shares of Ambrosiano. This 

drove up their price and gave him a bigger stake in the 

bank than allowed by law -- not to mention large profits 

from transaction fees. Although Calvi was convicted of 

currency fraud in 1981, the IOR continued as his 

partner. It even gave him "letters of comfort" saying 

that the IOR controlled Calvi's Panamanian shell 

corporations in exchange for Calvi's promise that it 

would not be liable for their debts. 

But in 1982 the stock market fell, revealing a shortfall of 

$1.3 billion in Calvi's funds. He's reported to have 

sought help from Opus Dei but was refused. Calvi fled to 

England, where he was found hanging from a London 

bridge. In 2002, Italian courts finally ruled that this was 

murder, not suicide, and three suspects are currently in 

custody. 

After delicate investigations by the Italian government 

and the Holy See, the Vatican paid $241 million to 

Ambrosiano's creditors in 1984 "for moral 

considerations" without admitting any responsibility. 

Most of the missing $1.3 billion was eventually 

recovered except $40 million that Calvi seems to have 

embezzled. 

There was a curious footnote to the IOR scandal. In 

1993, an Italian court convicted Slovak-born Bishop 

Pavel Hnilica of losing $2.8 million of Church funds by 

trying to buy a suitcase supposedly containing 

documents that would absolve the Vatican of blame. 

The seller who decamped with the cash was one of the 

men now charged with Calvi's murder. 

As for other participants, Sindona's financial empire 

crashed in 1974, and he was poisoned in 1986 while 

serving a prison sentence for murder. Arrest warrants 

were issued for Marcinkus and two subordinates, but 

they stayed inside Vatican City and charges were 

eventually dropped. Left in office by Pope John Paul II, 

Marcinkus resigned from the IOR in 1990 for modest 

retirement in Sun City, Arizona. Gelli eluded the law for 

decades but was finally arrested in Cannes in 2002 and 

brought back to Italy to answer for his crimes. 

The whole sordid business has been resurrected in 

Italy thanks to I Banchieri Di Dio (The Bankers of God), 

a 2002 film by Giuseppe Ferrara that sensationally 

blends financial fraud with Masons, Mafiosi, arms 

dealers, politics, and the funneling of CIA money to 

Solidarity. 

 


