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A Catholic Writer Who Does Not Turn Away 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

4/20/09 

n recent years, the phrase "Catholic writer" has 

become highly problematic. Some bestow it like a 

laurel on the brow of anyone who writes about 

pious Catholics who manage, through thick and thin, to 

follow all the rules. Others use the label in a nostalgic 

(and laudable) quest to find the next O'Connor, Percy, 

or Greene. Still others habitually track down Catholic 

"themes" in fiction by any author whom they discover 

attends Mass or was educated by nuns.  

Every now and then the real thing comes along: a 

Catholic writer who writes well enough to satisfy 

literate readers who judge fiction by the canons of 

fiction, not theology. It's a bonus when that Catholic 

writer occasionally peoples his narratives with familiar 

characters -- like the sexually confused ex-seminarian or 

the young, excessively certain priest. You recognize him 

not by his profession of faith, or his attention to clergy 

and rituals, but by his well-crafted works of imagination 

infused with a sacramental intelligence.  

Such a writer is the 40-year-old Andrew McNabb, 

whose first book of short stories is titled The Body of 

This: Stories. 

McNabb's name should ring a bell among well-read 

Catholics: Yes, he is related to the famous Dominican 

Rev. Vincent McNabb, who rivaled his friends 

Chesterton and Belloc as a stylist. "He was my great-

grandfather's father's brother, Patrick, one of eleven, 

who came to the States," McNabb told me on the 

phone from Portland, Maine, where he lives with his 

wife, Sharon, and their four young children. 

Both of McNabb's daughters suffered strokes 

before they were born and now have cerebral palsy. 

Working at home, writing early in the morning and late 

at night, he is the primary caregiver for all the children. 

"I started writing fulltime ten years ago, ever since I 

married Sharon," he told me. McNabb had struck it rich 

in his 20s, living in New York City and working for a 

Russian trading company that shipped millions of 

dollars of poultry and beef to Russia. "Everyone wanted 

a piece of us," he told me. His success allowed him to 

move from Greenwich Village to the affluent East 59th 

off Sutton Place -- where he suddenly decided to give it 

all up.  

McNabb took a seven-month break in Ireland, 

where he started writing, something he knew he 

wanted to do since he had studied for his MBA at NYU. 

Upon his return at age 30, he married his wife, who 

was then a junior partner at Smith Barney. They moved 

to Newport, Rhode Island, so she could work in 

Providence, they could begin their family, and McNabb 

could continue to write. After nearly four years, the 

McNabbs moved to the West End of Portland, where 

many of his stories are set.  

It wasn't a stretch: McNabb grew up not far from 

Portland, in North Reading, Massachusetts, where he 

was one of five children (including two who were 

adopted) in a practicing Catholic family. He studied 

business at the University of Massachusetts at 

Amherst before leaving for his eight giddy years in 

New York. Always a devout, practicing Catholic, 

McNabb admits to having "been more sinful than the 

next person -- sex, drugs, the kind of people I kept 

company with." When I observe that some of this 

experience shows up in his stories, he comments, "This 

has been my experience. To write any other way would 

be wrong." 

  

McNabb's stories are not going to be read aloud on 

EWTN anytime soon. Impure thoughts abound -- not 

just sexual, but violent and spiteful. Take this 

description of a man fuming with rage as he watches a 

woman, a widow he knows, waiting for her dog to 

leave an "extrusion" in his front yard: 

I 

http://www.amazon.com/Body-This-Stories-Andrew-McNabb/dp/1934866059/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1240146169&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Body-This-Stories-Andrew-McNabb/dp/1934866059/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1240146169&sr=1-1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vincent_McNabb
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This wasn't the Balkans where neighbors turned 

murderous overnight, but Portland, Maine, where it 

was the case, as with any other place humans lived, 

that at a moment's notice you could circle in and 

find what was easiest to despise about just about 

anyone. 

Note the totally unexpected meditation that follows, as 

the man decides to go out and clean it up:  

The widow and the others -- the cowards who came 

and left under the cover of darkness, the hypocrites 

who bagged only when someone else was about -- 

they provided for him this necessary task, this 

debasement, this penance, and for that he felt the 

tiniest bit of gratitude. 

This is typical of McNabb's stories; what makes them so 

involving and moving is his attention to moments in life 

where many of us instinctively look away or simply turn 

off our thoughts to get through unpleasantness.  

Most of his stories are short -- some as brief as 500 

words. "This is just how it happened for me," he 

explains. He finished two "crappy novels" but is working 

on a memoir, Daddy's Hope, about being a stay-at-

home father with kids who have health issues.  

Many of McNabb's characters are frail, sickly, and 

elderly. One of the most touching, almost haunting, 

stories -- "Their Bodies, Their Selves" -- alone makes 

McNabb's collection of thirty tales a must read, and 

there are many others that rise to its level. "It's What It 

Feels Like," the only long story in the volume, about an 

estranged husband who has won the lottery, has an 

ending worthy of O. Henry. "The King of the Tables" 

follows an elderly man with a schoolboy crush as he 

competes for his beloved's attention while serving 

meals in the parish basement.  

McNabb's stories juxtapose the pure and the 

impure, the violent and the tender, the body and the 

spirit -- yet there is nothing in them suggesting a 

Gnostic dualism. The unity of his stories is achieved by 

drawing our attention to a dogged mortality we would 

rather ignore. The Body of This is a sustained, poetic 

meditation on one character's message to her injured 

husband: "There you are, and here I am." 

 

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/Body-This-Stories-Andrew-McNabb/dp/1934866059/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1240146169&sr=1-1
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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Marriage in the Public Eye 
Rev. Dwight Longenecker | Column 

4/20/09

 was instructing some eighth graders on the 

sacrament of marriage some time ago, and they 

wanted to know why it was wrong to live together 

with someone before marriage. I explained about the 

sacredness of the marriage act, but one girl insisted, 

"But what if you just live with a guy, but you're not 

sleeping together?" 

"It's still wrong," I replied, "because what you are 

doing is setting a bad example." 

"But if you're not doing anything wrong, it's nobody 

else's business." 

"Wait a moment," I said, thinking fast, "It does 

matter what other people think. What would you think 

if you picked up the phone one evening and it was me, 

and I asked to talk to your mom? What if she went into 

the other room and laughed and chatted on the phone 

with me for 30 minutes?" 

Girly giggles all around, with a few "yuck"s. 

"Okay," I continued, "what if the next night I show 

up at your place with flowers, dressed in a suit. Your 

mom comes down the stairs in a nice outfit, we go out 

to dinner, and she tiptoes in late? Are you good with 

that?" 

"No way!" 

"But your mom and I are just friends! We're not 

doing anything wrong! What's the problem?" 

Red faces and silence. 

"So appearances do matter. We have to avoid not 

only the sin but the appearance of sin, because other 

people are watching us. If you live together chastely 

with a boy, how is anyone to know? Are you going to 

hang a sign over your door saying, 'It's ok. We're living 

together, but we have separate bedrooms'? In this day 

and age, people will assume that you are sleeping 

together, and that sets a bad example for younger 

people -- not to mention that it gives you and the other 

person a bad reputation." 

What is often neglected in our individualistic, 

freedom-loving age is that our actions -- especially in 

the moral sphere -- influence others. When one couple 

cohabits, it gives silent approval for all couples to 

cohabit. We forget that marriage (or lack of it) is a 

public statement. That's why we have witnesses at 

every wedding: because they represent the wider 

community. Marriage is not just for an individual. It's 

not just for a couple. It's for everyone. 

This is one of the reasons why Catholics are 

opposed to homosexual "marriage." We are opposed 

not just because it violates the natural definition of 

marriage, but because it erodes marriage for everyone. 

When a man "marries" another man, or a woman 

"marries" another woman, their action is public. It 

affects the whole of society. What's more, the 

proponents of homosexual marriage want marriage to 

be public and to affect society -- otherwise why 

campaign so stridently for it? 

  

If marriage is a public action, so is divorce. Friends of 

mine went through marital difficulties some time ago, 

and when the wife wanted a divorce I asked who 

would benefit from such an action. She admitted that 

she would, but when I asked about anyone else, she 

couldn't answer. Her decision to divorce would have 

had a negative impact on her husband (who did not 

want it), her children, her brothers and sisters, the 

members of her community, her parish, and virtually 

everyone she knows. Divorce is a public action that 

hurts children, wounds marriage, offends society, and 

damages everyone. 

I 
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The public aspect of marriage is validated and 

deepened within the Catholic understanding of the 

sacrament. For a Catholic marriage to be valid, it needs 

to be celebrated in a Catholic church, by a Catholic 

minister, according to the Catholic rite. In an age when 

couples can write their own vows and be married by 

anyone with a license on a beach, a mountaintop, or in 

a hot air balloon, the Catholic strictures seem narrow 

and needlessly old-fashioned. After all, what's wrong 

with being married at the beach? 

But what is wrong is that a wedding is not 

essentially about the individual, or even the couple 

getting married. It is a public sacrament in which the 

couple is supported not only by their families but by the 

whole faith community. It is a sacrament of the Church -

- therefore, Christ, through His Church, celebrates the 

sacrament. In other words, the Catholic marriage not 

only involves the whole community, it involves the 

whole communion of saints. 

The fact that eighth-grade girls in a conservative 

Catholic school had vital questions to ask on this topic 

only goes to show how eroded traditional morality 

already is in our society and in our Church. Those who 

hold to Catholic teaching must be prepared for an 

increasing split between the understanding of society 

and Catholic moral teaching. 

Not too long ago, most Christian folks believed what 

Catholics believe. The rest are shifting fast, and the only 

thing those who wish to stand firm can do is to make 

sure they're standing firmly on the Rock. 

 

Rev. Dwight Longenecker is the Chaplain of St. Joseph's 

Catholic School in Greenville, South Carolina. Visit his 

blog and Web site at www.dwightlongenecker.com. 

http://www.dwightlongenecker.com/
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Christ vs. the Power of Now 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

4/21/09

 have a lot of sympathy for New Age folks. Not 

sympathy with their ideas (if one can use such a 

strong word as "idea" for the quicksilver 

emotionalism and muddy mixture of suburban folk 

religion that is the New Age), but sympathy with the 

elemental movements of the heart that seem to 

animate much of the New Age. I myself was a pagan at 

one time. That is not to say I was a Wiccan, nor that I 

painted myself with woad and sat naked, pounding 

drums in some Men's Circle. Rather, I was raised in the 

suburban garage band culture of Wayne's World, 

darkening the door of a church perhaps five times in my 

life, unbaptized, clueless about the gospel, filled with 

superstitious fears and pagan notions floating about in 

pop culture -- "without hope and without God in the 

world," as Paul said. 

Spiritually bereft as I was, it more or less fell to me 

to grope my way through the murk toward whatever 

light I could find, with lots of voices in our culture 

shouting "Lo! Here! Lo! There!" as I did so. Confronted 

with the crude materialist reductionism of the 

scientistic culture of the late 20th century, I rejected it 

by a sort of intuitive gut instinct as a thing of inhuman 

gloom and nihilism. I didn't know much, but I knew the 

world was far too mysterious and beautiful to reduce it 

all to physics, math, electricity, power, politics, or any of 

the other diagrams of thin, watery rationalism. I 

experienced nature and human beings, not as a pile of 

raw materials, but as . . . well, something charged with 

grandeur. And so I sought what was behind nature 

without knowing that was what I was doing. I "felt 

after" the dear freshness that lay deep down things. 

Nor was I wrong to do so, judging by Paul's words to 

the Athenians in Acts 17. For in "feeling after" God I 

eventually found out what (or rather Who) I was feeling 

after, by His grace. Such seeking God with the 

imagination is the very essence of paganism and 

constitutes a huge part of what countless New Agers 

are doing. For the New Age is, in large degree, a 

reaction to the same materialist meaninglessness that 

appalled me. 

The problem, of course, is that merely rejecting 

atheistic materialism does not necessarily mean you are 

pursuing God. And, indeed, the New Age often winds 

up being a sort of attempt at sacramentality without 

all the God-and-Jesus stuff. It seeks not as a person but 

a sort of (to coin a phrase) "Force." And it often 

couples this vague tapioca spirituality with all sorts of 

quack counsels, remedies, theories, and nostrums that 

sometimes come close to sounding Christian while in 

fact leading us very far into darkness. 

Take, for instance, New Age guru Eckhart Tolle's 

counsels to "abandon the past" and ignore the future 

in his bestseller The Power of Now. Sounds a bit like 

Paul's counsel to forget what is behind and press 

onward in the upward calling of Christ Jesus, not to 

mention Christ's own counsel to "not worry about 

tomorrow." But Tolle's simplistic counsel overlooks the 

fact that Christ bids us only to abandon our sins, not 

the past. It ignores the fact that the command is to not 

worry about the future, not to utterly ignore it.  

That's because Christ knows that the thing that 

makes us uniquely human is our ability to remember 

the past and hand it to our children. Not simply our 

own personal past (a dog can do that with its puppies), 

but the pasts of millions of others. That is what a 

culture and a civilization is, and that is why Israel's 

entire history is one long and careful act of 

remembering, studded with feasts, rites, rituals, and 

monuments designed to make sure that their past is 

not abandoned. Indeed, all civilizations are marked by 

this commitment to memory. That's why, in contrast to 

Tolle's nonsensical feel-good counsel, the central 

command of the entire Christian tradition is, "Do this 

in memory of me." A people that loses its memory is a 

people that is ripe for destruction -- and a particularly 

I 

http://www.nationalpost.com/opinion/columnists/story.html?id=de1f3f86-6f17-4c6f-bcda-01bc3a3dfa2f
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1577314808/insidecatcom-20
http://markshea.blogspot.com/2008_04_01_archive.html#7593335960547473078
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laughable form of destruction, as it goes down to its 

doom reciting tommyrot such as Tolle's hilarious 

explanation of the origins of menstrual cramps ("Dude! 

It's all because of the Inquisition"). 

 

A people that will not believe in God will believe in 

anything. A people who abandon their history do 

indeed live in the Power -- indeed, the iron grip -- of 

Now. They are slaves to the Now, pushed by every gust 

of fashion, severed from all connection to the rest of 

common human experience and common sense, 

suckers for every crank and quack with a theory, unable 

to lift their eyes even for a moment to see past the ends 

of their noses. They live in the power of every charlatan 

who tells documentable lies to people who no longer 

have the slightest idea what the documents say, nor 

even how to read them. The Power of Now can be so 

strong in some people's lives that they can neither look 

back to a time when Brangelina were not dominating 

People magazine, nor forward far enough to anticipate 

that taking out an adjustable-rate mortgage without 

sufficient funds to pay it will leave their life (and a great 

many other lives) in ruins. And if they are so 

shortsighted about the things of earth, how shall they 

fare in the things of Heaven? 

A Christian can and should speak of the "sacrament 

of the present moment" and attend to obeying the 

counsels of our Lord and seeking his daily bread. But 

that is an altogether different thing than the New Age 

philosophy of Tolle or the Force, which is admirably 

summed up in Orson Scott Card's immortal words: "Just 

close your eyes and lunge." To live in the present 

moment in Christ is precisely to live in a tradition that 

stretches back to Adam and forward to That Day. An 

amnesiac civilization is a civilization that is begging for a 

tyrant to stampede it whithersoever he wants it to go, 

for his own purposes, using the tools of fear, appetite, 

and lies. New Age prophets like Tolle (who have not 

abandoned the past or the future so completely as to 

forget the value of the massive number of dollars they 

earn with their quackery) simply make that job easier.  

Meanwhile, only the truth of Christ can keep us 

from the power -- or rather the tyranny -- of Now. 

 

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor for 

www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for 

InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at 

markshea.blogspot.com. 

http://www.catholicexchange.com/
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Stanley L. Jaki 
Rev. George W. Rutler | Column 

4/21/09

he first impression really was the lasting one in 

my instance with the Rev. Stanley L. Jaki (1924-

2009). More than 20 years later, I vividly see him 

sitting me down on the porch of a house in Princeton 

and telling me that religious freedom was the most 

important teaching of Vatican II and that, in his view, 

Pope John Paul II's "Achilles heel" as a philosopher was 

phenomenology. 

Father Jaki was a genius and, as true humility 

dispenses with modesty, he would not have denied it if 

someone were rude enough to ask, though he would 

have thought the question more silly than impolite. 

Suffering fools gladly was not his charism, nor was 

debate a genre comfortable to him. More than ruffling 

feathers, he plucked them, and he could turn callow 

undergraduates to melted butter when they used non 

sequiturs. 

Like his two surviving brothers, he was a 

Benedictine of the tenth-century Archabbey of 

Pannonhalma, where he lived through World War II, 

being ordained in 1948. After receiving a doctorate in 

theology in Rome, he came to the United States and 

taught in Pennsylvania, but that ended when he lost his 

voice after a tonsillectomy. His speech returned, 

unforgettably, a few years later, but the voice was raspy 

and must have been a trial to him. No longer able to 

teach, he studied at Fordham for a doctorate in physics 

with Victor Hess, who had received the Nobel Prize in 

1936 for his discovery of cosmic rays. Then he founded, 

with six other Hungarian priests, a priory in Portola 

Valley, California, where he was bookkeeper from 1957 

to 1960. He did further studies at Stanford and 

Princeton and went on to lecture in universities around 

the world, publishing some 40 books, including his 

brilliant Gifford Lectures at Edinburgh. 

He died in Madrid at the age of 84 only a few days 

after having lectured in Rome as a member of the 

Pontifical Academy of Science. It distressed some -- 

including Chauncey Stillman, who had endowed it -- 

that he would not take a chair in Roman Catholic 

studies at Harvard, for they thought Father Jaki would 

restore it to its original purpose; but he was loyal to 

Seton Hall, where he was Distinguished University 

Professor. All this while he was under obedience to the 

archabbot of Pannonhalma, whose abbey he helped 

with the proceeds of the largest monetary award in 

the world, the Templeton Prize. 

Father Jaki's great lights were Newman and 

Chesterton, about whom he wrote books from his 

unique perspective as a philosopher of science, but his 

intellectual father was Pierre Duhem, mathematician 

and physicist. He even wrote a book about Duhem's 

hobby of painting landscapes. That spectacular French 

pioneer in thermodynamics and hydrodynamics paved 

the way for Father Jaki's perception of the essential 

role of Christianity, and in particular medieval 

scholastics such as Oresme, in providing the mental 

and cultural matrix for the development of modern 

physics. 

"Science lives by hope no less than religion." The 

Duhem-Quine thesis, which posits an alternative to 

Popper's method of distinguishing science from 

pseudoscience, was, I am sure, at least in its method of 

observation, behind Father Jaki's claim that Gödel's 

incompleteness theorem applies to "theories of 

everything" in theoretical physics. 

Father Jaki was the bane of editors, writing 

brilliantly in English but with thoughts within thoughts 

and rambling asides that he refused, with the ferocity 

of a Hungarian hussar, to have retooled. In one book 

on which we collaborated, he asked permission to add 

a "small footnote" to one of my paragraphs. Upon 

publication, I found myself calling Kant a rank amateur 

in science and recommending Father Jaki's translation 

of Kant's "shockingly incompetent" cosmogony. It was 

by far my most erudite footnote, though I had not 
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written it. He also highly disapproved of Rahner's 

"Transcendental Thomism," which he called 

"Aquikantianism," a neologism that I mentioned to a 

professor of theology in Oxford who, while poles apart 

from the Benedictine in most matters, deemed it a 

brilliant confection. 

Father Jaki knelt for a holy hour every day and kept 

rosaries in his pockets for people to join him in prayer. 

While only a brave man would challenge points dear to 

him, I remember Father Jaki on long summer days 

talking with children as if time did not matter; when, as 

pianist, he played Chopin and Liszt, he seemed the most 

docile of men. In electing Newman and Duhem and 

Chesterton for mental fraternity, he was organizing in 

subconscious hope what might be a convivium in the 

heavens of the Savior of Science. 

 

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

our Saviour in New York City. His latest book, 

Coincidentally: Unserious Reflections on Trivial 

Connections, is available from Crossroads Publishing. 

http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.oursaviournyc.org/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824524403/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824524403/insidecatcom-20
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But What about My Toys? 

John Zmirak | Column 

4/22/09

y church in downtown Nashua is a 

reverent, slightly battered Irish parish, with 

painted wood that bravely substitutes for 

marble, a bathroom that always smells funky, and a 

mostly empty rectory. Built for ten or twelve, the red 

brick fortress houses two of the best priests in our 

diocese, who offer the Latin Mass twice a month, 

assisted by a surprisingly able choir. The pastor is brisk 

and informative in his sermons. He's also a bit of a 

"card"; a late vocation who used to belong to a rock 

band, he's said to vent excess energies by hammering 

his old drum set. (At least, that's what the associate 

pastor says.) 

This Sunday past completed the Octave of Easter, 

which the pastor taught us serves in a sense like one 

long liturgical "day." I didn't know that, I said to myself, 

resolving to put something extra into the basket: The 

laborer is worthy of his hire. But I got something more 

from the Mass that day, an insight into a spiritual issue I 

struggle with, that writhes at the heart of the things I 

write, the arguments I get into, the doubts I fight 

against. This insight came to me during the Mass, 

although it has taken some days to fully articulate it to 

myself. That in itself is unusual; most times if I can't 

figure out a theological problem in 20 seconds, I dismiss 

it as an irresolvable mystery, or at any rate something a 

council or ex cathedra statement will have to sort out 

some day.  

But the conflict I encountered this past Sunday is 

one that pervades our life and faith as Catholics, and I 

don't think it's one I'll see resolved this side of the 

grave: the tension between the orders of Nature and 

Redemption, between God's Creation and Crucifixion, 

and the claims they make upon us.  

It started with the reading from the Acts of the 

Apostles, which was brief and went like this:  

The community of believers was of one heart and 

mind, and no one claimed that any of his 

possessions was his own, but they had everything in 

common. With great power the apostles bore 

witness to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and 

great favor was accorded them all. 

There was no needy person among them, for 

those who owned property or houses would sell 

them, bring the proceeds of the sale, and put them 

at the feet of the apostles, and they were 

distributed to each according to need (Acts 4:32-

35). 

This apostolic model of Christian life has clearly had its 

echoes through the centuries in the form of monastic 

life and mendicant orders and the ongoing aspiration 

of Christian thinkers that societies formed by men of 

faith make provision for those in need -- something 

largely unknown in pagan Rome, where the only 

charity provided to the poor came in the form of bread 

and circuses, dished out to keep the mob from 

storming the Capitoline.  

What is more, for many Christians, the fact that 

the Church in its earliest (and, presumably, purest) 

days practiced voluntary communism would serve as a 

rebuke, a perfect model from which the hierarchical, 

manifestly unequal societies of Christendom had fallen 

through human sin. Medieval heretics and orthodox 

mendicants alike aspired to apostolic poverty, and 

movements such as the Beghards and the Beguines 

spread the idea that true Christians even among the 

laity would share in this aspiration. The most radical of 

the Franciscans, who split from the recognized order 

and called themselves the "Spirituals," went so far as 

to say that owning private property itself was a mortal 

sin.  

The political implications of this were clear, and 

clearly dangerous, to the Christian authorities of 
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Church and State; as Norman Cohn documents in The 

Pursuit of the Millennium, most of the movements that 

embraced ideas like these, from the Spirituals to the 

Flagellants, got mired in heretical anti-clericalism and 

sometimes resorted to violent revolutionary politics. 

(They also displayed a disconcerting proclivity for 

attacking and sacking the local Jews.)  

These movements were quashed, but their spirit 

reappeared with the Peasants Revolt in Reformation 

Germany, and again among radical Protestants in the 

English Civil War. The notion that inequality and 

property were sinful structures went on to infuse the 

socialist movements, until at last Karl Marx claimed as 

his motto, "From each according to his ability, to each 

according to his needs."  

That's almost enough to sour a soul on the ideal of 

equality. But still, a small voice speaks to you when you 

hear this Scripture reading: The apostles lived this way. 

Are we sure they were wrong? That their mode of life is 

suited only for men in religious vows? Are you sure that 

isn't a copout?  

In fact, there is a deeply Christian impulse toward 

detachment from things of the flesh, toward focus on 

the next life rather than this one. One sees it, for 

instance, in the (frankly creepy) longing felt by some 

saints like Teresa of Avila for martyrdom during 

childhood. In its deeper, more serious forms (like her 

adult spiritual writings and those of St. John of the 

Cross), the urge toward renunciation, the willing 

embrace of suffering and mortification, make up a 

major strain in Catholic spirituality. Think of St. 

Ignatius's infamous Third Degree of Humility, the deal-

killer for me at my one and only Ignatian retreat:  

 In order to imitate and be more actually like Christ 

our Lord, I want and choose poverty with Christ 

poor rather than riches, opprobrium with Christ 

replete with it rather than honors; and to desire to 

be rated as worthless and a fool for Christ, Who first 

was held as such, rather than wise or prudent in this 

world. 

(I was so scandalized by this that I could only retain my 

good opinion of the Jesuits by meditating on the 

exquisite Baroque churches they had built, their role in 

the court of Louis XIV, and their presence as chaplains 

on the ships of the Spanish Armada. But that's another 

story.) 

  

As I chewed this biblical cud at Communion time, 

something else happened that brought home to me the 

reasons for my resistance. A mother was hauling her 

squirming, adorable two-year-old blonde daughter up 

the aisle. The child, with the face of a Renaissance 

angel, was terrified, and squalled with perfect clarity 

that echoed off the walls. "But what about my toys? I 

want my toys!" She was scared to leave them behind, 

afraid her trip up to the altar of the Lord would take 

some joys out of her youth.  

St. Augustine might have muttered to himself (as 

he did when he spoke of crying infants) that original 

sin was clearly operative even before the age of 

reason. But I had a different reaction: I wanted to run 

up and kiss the little girl. Her reaction to leaving the 

pew echoed my feelings about the reading. Her fear 

was palpable, and her mother kindly reassured her 

that her toys would still be there when they got back. 

(How unlike certain parishes I remember from NYC . . .) 

And I couldn't help thinking: Doesn't God feel the 

same way toward us? While surely there is evidence of 

the Fall in the inordinate, obsessive attitudes we can 

take toward earthly pleasures -- aren't they also 

thumbprints left behind when He created us? If 

pleasures are only put here as hurdles for us to jump 

over, snares we are meant to renounce, then how can 

we justify offering them to our children, our friends, 

our lovers? Most of the simple acts of kindness and 

charity we perform in daily life consist of giving each 

other such pleasures -- cooking a tasty meal, providing 

a spouse the pleasure of . . . well, let's just say a back 

rub. If the truly Christian thing is to disdain and despise 

such things, and suffering is (as the Rev. Frederick 

Faber once was bold enough to write) "the only 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/sign-in.html?ie=UTF8&email=&disableCorpSignUp=&path=%2Fgp%2Fyourstore&redirectProtocol=&mode=&useRedirectOnSuccess=1&query=signIn%3D1%26action%3Dsign-out%26useRedirectOnSuccess%3D1%26path%3D%2Fgp%2Fyourstore%26ref_%3Dpd_irl_gw_r&p
https://www.amazon.com/gp/sign-in.html?ie=UTF8&email=&disableCorpSignUp=&path=%2Fgp%2Fyourstore&redirectProtocol=&mode=&useRedirectOnSuccess=1&query=signIn%3D1%26action%3Dsign-out%26useRedirectOnSuccess%3D1%26path%3D%2Fgp%2Fyourstore%26ref_%3Dpd_irl_gw_r&p
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5524&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5524&Itemid=48
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currency acceptable in Heaven," then what business 

have we making the lives of others more pleasant?  

I've written before, with blistering sarcasm:  

If suffering is such a good thing, why keep it to 

ourselves? If it's the key to salvation, we should be 

spreading it, far and wide. Instead of serving as the 

single largest social welfare agency in the world -- 

running hospitals, clinics, hospices, and shelters on 

six continents -- all with the goal of diminishing 

suffering, the Church ought to be promoting it. 

This tension between the wholesome, animal drives 

God implanted in us through His creation and the call of 

Christian perfection isn't one I can resolve in the next 20 

seconds, so I'll leave it to the reader to sort out the 

conflict between the apostolic aspirations of serious 

Christians and the innocence of a child, "for of such is 

the kingdom of God" (Lk 18:16). 

 

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

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

Thomas More College in New Hampshire. He writes 

weekly for InsideCatholic.com. 

http://www.amazon.com/Catholics-Guide-Wine-Whiskey-Song/dp/082452411X/ref=pd_bbs_sr_2?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1240365320&sr=8-2
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0824524357/insidecatcom-20
http://www.thomasmorecollege.edu/
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Are Canadian Bishops Helping to Support Abortion in Mexico? 

Deal W. Hudson | Column 

4/23/09

ast year, the Catholic Campaign for Human 

Development (CCHD) announced it would no 

longer fund the community-organizing arm of 

ACORN, a decision based on the disclosure of ACORN's 

explicitly partisan efforts on behalf of President Barack 

Obama's political campaign.  

Now a much more egregious use of Catholic money 

has been alleged. LifeSiteNews (LSN), which operates 

primarily out of Toronto and is leading the investigation, 

has presented evidence that the Canadian Catholic 

Organization for Development & Peace (CCODP), an 

official arm of the Canadian Bishops' Conference, is 

funding 16 organizations in 9 countries who advocate in 

favor of abortion and/or contraception.  

At first, the Canadian Bishops' Conference paid little 

heed to the evidence against CCODP and instead urged 

Catholics to continue giving to the organization. Two 

Canadian bishops called LSN's reporting "false" and 

"malicious." After months of following the story, 

however, it began to gain traction. An editorial in the 

Catholic newspaper of Vancouver acknowledged the 

scope of the CCODP scandal. Vancouver's Archbishop, J. 

Michael Miller, and several other bishops demanded an 

internal investigation of CCODP before passing along its 

share of the annual Lenten collection. As a result, 

CCODP has asked a group of Canadian, U.S., and 

Mexican bishops to investigate the allegations. 

This isn't a new charge. In 2000, the CCODP was 

forced to stop funding the pro-abortion World March of 

Women after LifeSiteNews reported on the issue. That 

led to a huge controversy in Canada, with bishops 

publicly disagreeing with each other, creating 

widespread mainstream media coverage of the issue. 

But CCODP's denials will be considerably weakened 

after Wednesday's interview on LSN with the Mexican 

official of an organization receiving CCODP grants 

($32,000 in 2007-2008). Ofelia Pastrana Morena, the 

general coordinator of the Comaletzin Rural Feminist 

Interregional Coordinator, said in a telephone interview 

yesterday that the organization promotes the use of 

artificial birth control and "sexual and reproductive 

health services." According to Pastrana Morena, if 

contraceptives fail, her organization seeks to make 

abortion available to women who don't want what she 

called the "product" of conception, meaning the 

unborn child. 

This is what's known as a smoking gun -- positive 

proof of LSN's allegations that CCODP is funding at 

least one organization that recommends abortion for 

women. The question then is whether or not this will 

motivate the Canadian bishops to go beyond a simple 

internal investigation and scrutinize the grant-making 

of CCODP as closely as it deserves. 

  

One disturbing aspect of the story is how CCODP and 

many of the Canadian bishops initially responded to 

the evidence. Before LSN released its first story, it 

contacted CCODP, where a representative told them 

that the organization has "no policy for or against" 

abortion. Its spokesman was completely unconcerned 

over whether the group was involved in pro-abortion 

activities.  

 After LSN released its first report, CCODP 

responded by releasing a memo saying that it was not 

involved in funding organizations that provide 

"abortion services," an accusation LSN never made. 

CCODP executive director Michael Casey also wrote to 

CCODP supporters saying, "It is dangerously 

irresponsible and slanderous on the part of some 

journalists, through ill-conceived conjecture and 

hypothesis, to deliberately misinterpret the social 

justice initiatives of our southern partners in this light."  

L 

http://www.arch-no.org/News.php?mode=read&id=332&title=Catholic+Campaign+for+Human+Development+ends+all+funding+to+ACORN
http://www.lifesitenews.com/index.html
http://www.devp.org/
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/apr/09042204.html
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/apr/09040110.html.
http://bcc.rcav.org/09-04-20/editorial.htm
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2001/feb/01021201.html
http://www.lifesitenews.com/index.html
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/mar/09031210.html
http://www.devp.org/devpme/eng/pressroom/2009/comm2009-03-13-eng.html
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CCODP has continued to deny that it funds 

organizations that provide "abortion services." 

Meanwhile, it has only addressed LSN's first report, the 

one in which they presented information about five of 

its Mexican partners. Since then, LSN has produced 

numerous reports, many with much stronger evidence 

that CCODP has refused to acknowledge. 

LifeSiteNews has done the reporting and provided 

the evidence necessary for a serious and thorough 

investigation of the CCODP. Whether its administrative 

officers will respond as quickly and definitively as the 

CCHD in the United States remains to be seen. 

ǅ ǅ ǅ 

If you would like to urge the Canadian bishops to stop 

funding organizations that support abortion, contact 

the bishops' conference: 

Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops 

2500 Don Reid Drive 

Ottawa, Ontario 

Canada 

K1H 2J2 

E-mail: cecc@cccb.ca 

Phone: (613) 241-9461  

Fax: (613) 241-9048 

A complete list of contact information for the Canadian 

bishops may be found here. 

 

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.lifesitenews.com/features/DevelopmentPeace/
mailto:cecc@cccb.ca
mailto:cecc@cccb.ca
http://www.cccb.ca/site/component/option,com_wrapper/Itemid
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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Politics as Applied Theology: A Conversation with Peter and 

Helen Evans 
Brian Saint-Paul | Column 

4/23/09

eter and Helen Evans know what it's like to be 

spiritual seekers. They ran through the gamut of 

Eastern religions and philosophies before 

returning to the Christianity of their youth. Better still, 

they've written a book to help those who find 

themselves similarly seeking.  

The result is Get Serious: The Church's Stand on 

Contemporary Culture, a collection of in-depth 

interviews with Christian representatives -- Protestant, 

Catholic, and Orthodox -- on six cultural issues facing 

the church today: abortion, war, euthanasia, animal 

rights, welfare, and genetic engineering.  

Brian Saint-Paul -- the interviewee for their chapter 

on animal rights -- spoke with them about the project. 

ǅ ǅ ǅ 

Brian Saint-Paul: What was the motivation behind the 

book? This was a considerable project. Why take it on? 

Helen Evans: It started years ago, when we came back 

to Christianity ourselves. I had grown up Orthodox, but 

had left it for many years. We went to the Easter service 

with my sister as a family obligation, and Peter started 

asking questions about it. When I tried to answer, I 

realized that I really didn't know how.  

We had looked into so many things. We'd studied 

Eastern philosophy and Zen Buddhism. We went to Sikh 

temples, etc. But I realized that I didn't know anything 

about Christianity, so we started studying that. As we 

did so, we discovered what a great, rich tapestry it was.  

Peter Evans: It was a revelation.  

Helen: Right. We realized we'd been mouthing a lot of 

words about Christianity that we'd picked up along the 

way, but had no idea what we were saying. We really 

didn't know anything about it, and knew there were a 

lot of people out there just like us.  

So that's why we wrote it. 

Get Serious: The Church's Stand on Contemporary 

Culture is the name of the book. There's also a teaser 

line on the cover that asks, "Whoever said 

Christianity was nice?" What did you mean by that? 

Peter: We were looking for something short for the 

main title, and had considered a number of options. 

One idea was simply to name it The Church's Stand on 

Contemporary Culture, but that looked more like a 

subtitle.  

So we came up with Get Serious -- that was how 

we felt when we decided to recommit ourselves to 

Christianity. The whole thing was almost an alarming 

experience for us. I remember that we were at a hotel 

in Washington, D.C., and had decided that this was 

what we were going to do. We were going to become 

Christians again. 

Helen: Right after Christmas service, we had gone out 

to eat afterward and just couldn't speak to each other. 

No words would come out. We looked at each other 

and asked, "Do you feel the same way?" "Yes." 

We knew it was going to change our lives.  

Peter: Right. In life, we have decisions to make. 

Because we believe that politics is applied theology, 

when we make political decisions, we better make 

them based on the truth. Otherwise, they'll be bad 

decisions. That's why it's important to "get serious" 

about them.  

P 

http://www.amazon.com/Get-Serious-Ever-Said-Christianity/dp/1606963015/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1240507390&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Get-Serious-Ever-Said-Christianity/dp/1606963015/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1240507390&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Get-Serious-Ever-Said-Christianity/dp/1606963015/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1240507390&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Get-Serious-Ever-Said-Christianity/dp/1606963015/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1240507390&sr=1-1
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And the line, "Whoever said Christianity was nice?" 

What does that mean? It seems to run counter to the 

way a lot of people think about the Christian faith. 

Peter: Yes, true. We had encountered an amazing array 

of nonsense when we were plowing around in the New 

Age. We kept hearing about how "nice" everything 

should be. When you die, you go into the light, and 

everything's so "nice." The more we researched 

Christianity, the more we realized that Christianity 

wasn't "nice" in that sense. Its great virtue is that it's 

the truth.  

Nice just isn't good enough. 

Helen: Who was the first person who went to heaven? 

The thief. He may not have done one good thing in his 

life, but he ultimately embraced the truth, and that was 

what mattered. 

How did you decide on the structure of the book -- the 

interview format? Why not just write a straight-ahead 

text addressing the various issues?  

Peter: Because we had in mind our target reader as 

being someone who may not be interested in plowing 

through the content, but who might enjoy 

"overhearing" conversations that don't put the onus on 

them.  

Helen: You'll also notice that often -- even within the 

same interview -- we'll ask similar questions with 

different phrasings. We did that because we want 

people to hear their own questions, in the words they 

would use. 

Peter: And to be flippant, it was easier.  

Easier? One of the things that struck me when we did 

our own interview -- and this came back to me as I was 

reading the others in the book -- was how thoroughly 

prepared you both were on each subject. You clearly 

did a great deal of research prior to the interviews.  

Helen: Absolutely. Just choosing people to interview 

was a challenge in itself. 

We had to be well prepared; we had an idea how 

each conversation would flow. Also, of course, we 

wanted to lead the reader through a logical sequence 

on each topic, so that they would eventually be able to 

embrace those positions themselves.  

Peter: Of course, it also grew out of our own 

questioning and research. So as we were conducting the 

interviews, we recalled a lot of what we had learned 

ourselves.  

As you mentioned, you're both Orthodox, but this is 

very much an ecumenical book. You interview 

Orthodox Christians, of course -- including the Dean 

Emeritus at St. Vladimir's -- but you also interview 

Catholics and even an Evangelical Anglican. Why the 

ecumenical approach? Why not just write something 

from the Orthodox perspective? 

Peter: We wanted to have a broader appeal. We did 

mention in the preface that there are various branches 

to the Christian tree, but we were aiming for some of 

the core issues. We'll leave the more distinctive 

theological issues to others. Our point was to show 

that Christianity shares these principles.  

Helen: These are topics that the traditional branches of 

Christianity agree on. Helping the poor, euthanasia, 

just war, etc. There's a lot of false Christianity out 

there, and we wanted to appeal to that group as well. 

For example, some forms of Christianity say that you 

need to be compassionate, and part of that 

compassion is helping someone to "end" his suffering 

through euthanasia. But that's false -- plainly false. A 

lot of people mix up Karmic religions with Christianity.  

In the book, we try to meet this head on by 

presenting the true Christian faith as it should be lived 

in the public square. 

So the book responds not only to secularist 

weaknesses, but also to some of the problems in 

"soft Christianity," if I might call it that.  

Helen: I recall a Pew Research poll that found that 

anywhere from 75 percent to 90 percent of Americans 

believe they are religious. But when you look more 
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closely, you see that they don't actually mean religious -

- they mean spiritual. And that may not include Jesus, or 

may have Jesus alongside Buddha and Hinduism. That's 

why we were clear to say, "No, some of those things are 

definitely not Christian, and here's the truly Christian 

position. 

As we mentioned, you did quite a bit of research prior 

to the interviews. What did you learn in that research -

- or in the interviews themselves -- that surprised you? 

In other words, what discoveries did you make in the 

creation of this book? 

Helen: The most surprising was how politics really is 

applied theology. And that works backwards, too. All 

the branches of Christianity -- Protestant, Catholic, and 

Orthodox -- have their right and left, conservatives and 

liberals. We give talks on the topics in the book, and 

when we're inside the Beltway, we hear pastors -- even 

priests -- who tell us, "Hmm, why don't you just say that 

abortion is a 'problem'? We don't want to get too 

carried away." At the same time, if we're outside the 

Beltway, we hear, "You've got to tell them abortion is 

wrong." 

Interesting. 

Helen: Yes it is. But even in studying church history, we 

see that this split is found throughout time. This is 

nothing new. It may not have been labeled 

"conservative" and "liberal," but the same sort of 

division is present in the history of the church.  

Peter: If politics is applied theology, then theology has 

political implications.  

One of the things that surprised me in the creation 

of this book was discovering that the Church is not 

uniformly pacifist. That seemed to be all we were 

hearing before we looked into the matter. Being a 

strong Second Amendment guy myself, I was delighted 

to find that there's a well-developed tradition in the 

Catholic Church of just war theory. That same thing 

exists as a tradition in the Orthodox Church as well.  

Yes, I noticed you chose Father Johannes Jacobse -- an 

Orthodox priest -- to address the question of war. That 

was an interesting twist, and I appreciated seeing the 

same just-war concepts expressed in new terms.  

Peter: Also, there was an organization called the 

Orthodox Peace Fellowship which was making a lot of 

incorrect claims about war and Christianity. So we 

wanted to correct that as well.  

You put the book together at the end of the last 

administration. Now, with a new president and a new 

global situation, what does the popular culture need 

to hear most?  

Peter: Oh boy. 

[Laughter] 

Try to narrow it down to a half-dozen items or so. 

Helen: Well, for one thing, we need to understand 

where our goodness comes from -- it is not from 

people, nor from any administration, nor from any 

country. The only immortal thing on earth is the 

human soul, and God gave us that. We try to protect 

our freedoms and liberties because God gave them to 

us -- not some government. Likewise, God provides us 

ultimately with our sustenance, not government. We 

can be patriotic, but we must always put God first.  

Peter: A long time ago, it was observed that salvation 

doesn't come through a system, but through a savior. 

That is more true now than ever before, because the 

state is beginning to intrude in ways that it has not 

before -- and even presenting itself as a kind of savior. 

"We have a crisis? The government will save us!"  

There is some instrumental truth in that, if in fact 

it's able to correct some of the problems in the 

financial sector. But there is no salvation there. I'm 

concerned that we'll become fearful as we watch our 

jobs and savings disappear, and that fear will override 

our faith. I'm concerned that we'll be swept up into the 

growing intrusions of the state into all aspects of our 

lives.  

Helen: I think that we're going to be tested in our faith. 

We may be looking at new hate-speech laws, the 

Freedom of Choice Act -- maybe even people who 
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decide to leave the medical profession if they're forced 

to do these things. We're going to be tested, but then, 

we've always been tested. That's what we're 

guaranteed as Christians. Christ promised to help carry 

our burdens, so let's take Him up on that. 

 

ǅ ǅ ǅ 

You can order Get Serious: The Church's Stand on 

Contemporary Culture here. 

 

Brian Saint-Paul is the editor of InsideCatholic.com. 

http://www.amazon.com/Get-Serious-Ever-Said-Christianity/dp/1606963015/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1240507390&sr=1-1
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Remembering Tom Dillon 
Joseph Susanka | Column 

4/24/09

"I send you my prayers and best wishes and pray 

that God's blessings may abide with you as you lead 

the college into the future. May you be the presence 

of Christ -- His Love and His Compassion -- to your 

students and staff."  

-- Letter from Mother Teresa to Thomas E. Dillon on 

the occasion of his Inauguration, September 1991 

ne would be hard-pressed to find a man 

better suited to the task he had been given 

than Thomas E. Dillon. The students at his 

beloved Thomas Aquinas College, where he served as 

president for almost 20 years, were blessedly unaware 

of the incredible pressures Dr. Dillon bore day-in and 

day-out; still, they all recognized that God had given us 

just the right man for the job. And while it is easy (and 

often hopelessly hyperbolic) to speak of someone as 

"making something what it is today," there is no doubt 

that Thomas Aquinas College would not exist as it does 

today were it not for the tireless efforts and prayers of 

Dr. Dillon. 

There are two kinds of deaths: those that make us 

sad because we fear that the person might not have 

been quite ready to die, and those that make us sad 

because we were not ready for him to leave. Dr. Dillon's 

unexpected passing last week, the result of a tragic car 

crash in Ireland, is as clear an example of the latter as I 

have ever known. As I sat in the newly dedicated chapel 

of Our Lady of the Most Holy Trinity and listened to the 

countless supplicants beseeching God to grant Dr. Dillon 

speedy entrance into his eternal reward, I was struck by 

the way in which his death made explicit to the rest of 

the world what his family already knew so well: Tom 

Dillon gave his life for Thomas Aquinas College. 

For years, he poured himself out for her; there was 

no sacrifice he was unwilling to make for her, no task he 

would not undertake. His fiercely competitive nature, 

self-deprecating humor, painstaking attention to detail, 

and neverending pursuit of excellence -- character traits 

that many alumni will remember with particular 

fondness from his frequent presence on the TAC 

basketball courts -- were the perfect tools for one faced 

with the daunting task of keeping the College in 

existence. If TAC needed him to spend months out of 

every year away from the comfort of his home so that 

she might survive, he was ready. No man could have 

loved his family more, and I am sure that his time away 

from them was one of the greatest sacrifices he was 

asked to make. And yet few men could say that they 

had more "family" than did Dr. Dillon; the entire TAC 

community has lost a father. He was indeed, as 

Mother Teresa had hoped and prayed, the "presence 

of Christ -- His Love and His Compassion" to the 

students, the staff, and the entire TAC family. 

Looking back on my time with Dr. Dillon, I am truly 

amazed by the impact he had on the lives of countless 

students and alumni -- unquantifiable, but which will 

be keenly felt through its absence. I am amazed at the 

way in which he was able to convince so many friends 

and benefactors of the profound importance of what 

TAC was doing, and at the way in which he became a 

genuine friend and confidant for so many of these 

same supporters. And I am blessed to have spent time 

living with and learning from a man so unstinting in his 

willingness to sacrifice for others, and so unswervingly 

committed to the cause of Truth. 

Dr. Dillon would have been the first to remind us 

that nothing is certain, and that his final destination 

depends greatly on the prayers and sacrifices of those 

he leaves behind, and (thankfully) on the Mercy of his 

Divine Redeemer. I can almost imagine him, like 

Brutus, asking for a little less praising and a little more 

burying. Prayers for the happy repose of his soul are 

more than just appropriate; they are essential. But at 

the same time, it is exceedingly difficult to imagine Our 

Lord greeting him at the Heavenly Gate with anything 
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other than words of welcome -- "Well done, my good 

and faithful servant; come, share your Master's joy." 

While the sadness felt at his untimely death is great, I 

suspect that the college gained an extraordinarily well-

placed advocate just as it lost an able earthly leader. 

 For many of us TACers, one of the most vivid 

memories we have of Dr. Dillon will always be the 

moment when he delivered his "Charge to the 

Graduates" at the conclusion of every graduation 

ceremony. It is difficult to imagine these words being 

said by any voice other than his, though not nearly as 

difficult as it is to imagine anyone for whom they are 

more applicable at this moment than Dr. Dillon himself: 

Each of you must live your life so that, when you are 

to meet your Maker, you can say, as did the angelic 

doctor as he received the Eucharist for the last 

time: 

 

I receive Thee, 

Price of my redemption,  

Viaticum of my pilgrimage, 

For love of whom I have fasted, prayed, taught, 

and labored. 

Never have I said a word against Thee. 

If I have it was in ignorance 

And I do not persist in my ignorance. 

I leave the correction of my work to the Holy 

Catholic Church 

And in that obedience I pass from this life. 

May God bless you on your way. 

 

Joseph Susanka, C '00, writes from Lander, Wyoming. 

Dr. Dillon's funeral was celebrated today at 10:00 a.m. 

in his crowning achievement, Our Lady of the Most 

Holy Trinity Chapel. Please pray for him and for the 

family and friends he leaves behind. Requiescat in 

pace. 
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Evolutionary Art  
Martin Morse Wooster | Review 

4/23/09 
 
The Art Instinct: Beauty, Pleasure, and Human Evolution 
Denis Dutton, Bloomsbury Press, 243 pages, $25 

 
It happens to most of us who like classic art: You're 

reading an article about some contemporary artist 

who's making millions selling "art" made from rumpled 

beds, carved-up corpses, or human waste, and you ask 

yourself, why? Why can't art be heroic and life-

inspiring? Why does art have to degrade and shock? 

And what is art, anyway? 

These are questions that have perplexed Denis 

Dutton, a philosopher of art at New Zealand's 

Canterbury University, for his entire career. Dutton, 

who is best known for running Arts and Letters Daily, an 

invaluable Web site that aggregates interesting articles 

about the arts and humanities, is a thoughtful and 

sensible man. His goal of restoring standards and good 

taste to determine what is good and bad art is an 

admirable enterprise. But Dutton argues that evolution 

is the key to separating good art from bad, ensuring 

that his book is ultimately unconvincing. 

For Dutton, great art -- which, in his definition, 

includes not just painting and sculpture, but also fiction 

and musical compositions -- has these characteristics: 

¶ Complexity. You can listen to a Beethoven 

sonata, read War and Peace, or see Hamlet 

again and again and find new meaning in the 

work each time. Great artists aren't deliberately 

obscure, but they create works whose 

complexity ensures that they're deep and 

enduring.  

¶ Seriousness. "The themes of great works are 

love, death, and human fate." This doesn't 

mean that great art has to be tragic; Jane 

Austen was a great artist. But great art has to 

address the meaning and purpose of life. 

¶ Purpose. An artistic creator has to produce a 

work based on what Charles Murray, in Human 

Accomplishment, refers to as "transcendental 

goods" -- or what Dutton describes as "a belief 

that real beauty exists, there is objective truth, 

and the good is a genuine value independent 

of human culture and choices." Artists whose 

goal is to mock and parody the past or spit on 

their public can never be great artists. 

The problem with The Art Instinct is that Dutton comes 

up with these reasonable conclusions through an 

unprovable belief that art is an evolutionary drive that 

somehow unconsciously persists from generation to 

generation. 

He begins with an experiment conducted by bad-

boy Soviet émigré artists Vitaly Komar and Alexander 

Melamid in the early 1990s. Komar and Melamid 

commissioned a global poll about what sort of 

elements people like in paintings. The poll found that 

people in India, America, or Kenya preferred "a 

landscape with people, water, and animals" with a 

blue background. The paintings of the great American 

landscape painters Albert Bierstadt and Frederic Edwin 

Church are examples of the sort of art the world 

prefers, at least according to Komar and Melamid. 

Komar and Melamid's poll was anticipated by a 

1982 study by psychologists J. H. Balling and J. D. Falk, 

in which people in five different age ranges viewed 

photos of different landscapes. They found that while 

people 15 and over liked looking at different scenery, 

olds around the world preferred the East African 

savanna more than any other landscape, including 

those who had never been to Africa or to a desert. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596914017/insidecatcom-20
http://www.aldaily.com/
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This research, says Dutton, is proof that deep inside 

every one of us is a preference for the African landscape 

where early humans lived and loved nearly 2 million 

years ago. This preference is "an inheritance from the 

Pleistocene," according to Dutton, and when we're 

enjoying the view at a well-designed landscape like New 

York City's Central Park, it's our inner caveman who's 

happy. 

Evolution, for Dutton, trumps relativism and allows 

us to establish permanent standards for determining 

good and bad art. Marcel Duchamp once famously tried 

to place a urinal in an art show and declare that the 

urinal was art. Duchamp, says Dutton, was wrong. He 

didn't produce art because art, Dutton believes, 

comprises complicated works that give their creators an 

evolutionary advantage over the competition. Duchamp 

didn't produce anything that endures, so he didn't 

create art. 

The Art Instinct is what philosophers call "a thought 

experiment," and Dutton offers no proof that the 

instinct actually exists. There are many more sensible 

defenses of great art than claiming, as Dutton does, that 

we should prefer great art because evolution controls 

our taste. You could, for example, argue that landscapes 

are aesthetically excellent because the world is charged 

with the grandeur of God. 

Denis Dutton is a thoughtful man, and The Art 

Instinct is an important book. But the defense of great 

art must ultimately rely on firmer ground than 

evolutionary theory. Dutton is provocative -- but not, 

ultimately, persuasive. 

 

Martin Morse Wooster's reviews have appeared in the 

Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, and Washington 

Times. 
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Shakedown: How Catholics Are Getting Ripped Off in the Name 

of Justice  

Francis X. Maier | Classic 

4/18/09 
We got a new law passed in California that opens up 

the statute of limitations for all victims of sexual 

abuse. It's something we've been trying to do in 

several states for years. And I'm not waiting for it to 

click in. I'm suing the shit out of [the Catholic 

Church] everywhere: in Sacramento, in Santa Clara, 

in Santa Rosa, in San Francisco, in Oakland, in L.A., 

and everyplace else. 

-- Jeffrey Anderson, plaintiffs' attorney 

April 2003 interview 

y wife and I were watching the news one 

evening when the camera cut away to an 

attorney on the steps of Colorado's state 

capitol. He announced to a cluster of reporters that he 

was suing the Archdiocese of Denver for $10 million for 

each of the various sexual abuse victims he now 

represented. 

The attorney was Florida's Jeff Herman. Herman is 

one of several high-profile litigators -- along with 

Minnesota's Jeffrey Anderson -- who has made a 

business of suing the Catholic Church over the past 

decade. Under Colorado law, plaintiffs' attorneys may 

not name the damages they seek to recover in civil 

suits. That's a matter reserved for courts and juries. 

Herman may or may not have known this. In either 

case, he couldn't resist a photo op and sound bite. Ten 

million dollars has a nice ring to it. In Colorado, as 

elsewhere, the guerrilla theater of sex-abuse litigation 

has some very practical goals: shocking the public, 

frightening Catholics, polluting jury pools, and 

influencing judges and lawmakers. 

In this case, though, as we sat in front of the TV, my 

wife -- a teacher for 30 years -- asked a simple question: 

"$10 million? I wonder how much we'd get if Danny 

were abused."  

In our house, the suffering of sexual abuse victims 

carries a special force. Our 15-year-old son, Dan, has 

Down syndrome. Two of our granddaughters also have 

serious genetic problems. Because of their disabilities, 

all three of them are up to ten times more likely to be 

sexually abused as a minor than the general 

population. For our family, worrying about the sexual 

abuse of children is not a theoretical problem. We're 

alert to it every day, in every one of our son's 

relationships -- especially when he climbs on the bus to 

his school. 

Dan attends a public high school. We don't actually 

want him there; we'd prefer to have him in a Catholic 

school, where he'd be safer. But the law makes this 

option cost-prohibitive by denying us the opportunity 

to apply his educational financing in a manner we 

judge best for our son. We can live with that. But what 

we won't live with is the hypocrisy of the news media 

and lawmakers blaming the Catholic Church for a 

culture of secrecy and sexual abuse when the same 

problems -- and worse -- pervade our public schools. In 

fact, if Dan ever does experience sexual abuse as a 

minor, the data suggest that he's more likely to face it 

in a public school than anywhere else outside the 

home. 

The evidence is alarming: Dan is safer serving Mass 

at our local parish than he'll ever be in America's public 

schools. And yet the Church has been the sole focus of 

attack since the clerical sex-abuse scandal came to 

light four years ago. And now, thanks to new 

legislation cropping up in states around the country, 

she may pay a heavy price for our nation's selective 

blindness. 
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Dirty Secrets 

A 2005 Associated Press report noted that in some 

states, sexual abuse is now the main reason public 

school teachers lose their licenses. A 1999 probe by the 

Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, appropriately titled "Dirty 

Secrets," found that during the 1990s, "by far the most 

common reason for teacher discipline" in Pennsylvania 

"was sex-related offenses, according to state 

documents." In January 2006, New York City's special-

schools investigator Richard Condon reported that 250 

public school teacher misconduct cases had been 

substantiated in his jurisdiction alone during 2005. Of 

these, 92 confirmed cases involved sexual misconduct 

complaints against public school educators, ranging 

from rape and educator-student relationships to sexual 

harassment and public exposure.  

And this isn't a new development. More than a 

decade ago, Dr. Sherry Bithell, author of Educator 

Sexual Abuse, estimated that one in 20 teachers 

engages in sexual misconduct with students, from 

obscene comments to outright sexual abuse. Professor 

Charol Shakeshaft of Hofstra University, the leading 

national expert on sexual abuse by public school 

educators and staff, effectively confirmed this in her 

February 2006 testimony to the Colorado General 

Assembly, noting that 6.7 percent of all students in the 

United States report being sexually abused in a physical 

manner by an educator in public schools. In 

Shakeshaft's words, "Of the approximately 45 million 

students attending public and private K-12 schools, 

more than 3 million will have been the target of physical 

sexual exploitation by an employee of the school by 

eleventh grade." 

Shakeshaft went on to stress: "These 3 million 

[victims] include only students who have been the 

target of sexual abuse that includes touching. This 

number does not include adults who show students 

pornography, who expose themselves, or who direct 

other forms of visual and verbal sexual abuse at 

children. I'm only talking about sexual abuse actions 

that include forced touch. If those [other abusive] 

actions are added, the number of students nationwide 

is 4.5 million." 

Even on the wild chance that these data are off by 

half, the scope of public school sexual abuse involves 

many hundreds of thousands of students and eclipses 

anything in the Catholic clergy. The evidence also 

suggests that from 1 percent to 5 percent of the 

teaching profession and up to 25 percent of all public 

school districts have problems of sexual abuse.  

All of this should sound familiar -- from stories 

about sex abuse in decades past, right down to an 

alleged pattern of what one angry public school parent 

called "passing the trash" (moving abusive public 

school teachers from job to job). In fact, Craig 

Emmanuel, an investigator with the Arizona 

Department of Education, told the Pittsburgh Post-

Gazette that, on average, teachers who molest 

children work in at least two to three school districts 

before they're stopped.  

But don't expect to read about it in your local 

newspaper. According to Shakeshaft, most incidents of 

public school educator sexual misconduct with 

children "are not entered into criminal justice 

information systems, and abusers are generally subject 

only to informal personnel actions within the relative 

privacy of the [public school] administration." As just 

one example, she cited "a study of 225 cases of 

educator sexual abuse" in a major metropolitan area 

where "only 1 percent [of offending teachers] lost their 

teaching credentials." 

Terri Miller, a single mother and president of 

SESAME -- Stop Educator Sexual Abuse, Misconduct 

and Exploitation, a national, public school equivalent 

of the clergy-abuse victims' group SNAP -- offered 

similar testimony to the Colorado General Assembly 

this spring. Quoting data that suggest a much higher 

incidence of sexual abuse in public schools when 

compared with the Catholic priesthood, Miller pointed 

to one of the teachers in her daughter's public school 

in Nevada who had been dismissed only when 

authorities belatedly discovered his long history of 

sexual misconduct at schools in Minnesota, Colorado, 

and elsewhere in Nevada. The teacher was never 
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reported or punished, but rather allowed to move freely 

from one job to the next. 

"This last point is not an isolated case," Miller told 

Colorado lawmakers. "There are many [public school] 

teachers like this one in classrooms across the country, 

paid by our tax dollars, who are changing the lives of 

our children forever." 

  

Protecting Their Own 

But in most states -- including Colorado -- there's one 

big difference between sexual abuse in public and 

private institutions, with huge consequences for public 

school parents like my wife and me. The fact is, it's 

much easier -- and much more lucrative -- to sue the 

Catholic Church, or any church or private organization, 

than it is to sue the local public school district. The 

reason is simple: Public school districts enjoy 

governmental immunity unless state law- makers say 

otherwise. And so far, the legislators in most states 

have kept that immunity in place. As a result, public 

school districts have a drastically reduced financial 

exposure with incidents of sexual abuse.  

Under March 2006 Colorado law, and in many other 

states, my wife and I can recover a great deal more 

money, with much less effort, if our son Dan is abused 

by a priest at our local church than if he's raped by a 

teacher or coach at his school. Parents in states like 

ours have much less time to identify, report, and legally 

pursue sexual abuse committed by a public school 

employee than if the same abuse is committed by the 

employee of a religious or private organization. The 

amount of money they can recover in damages is also 

sharply limited -- in Colorado, $150,000. 

And yet, according to the data, children are more 

likely to be sexually abused in a public school setting 

than at their local parish. Most state lawmakers either 

don't seem to know this or simply don't care. The 

message sent to parents of public school students is 

clear: Sexual abuse at the hands of a public school 

employee is less grievous and less expensive than 

exactly the same abuse at the hands of a pastor or 

Sunday school teacher. Something is grotesquely wrong 

with that kind of lawmaking.  

My wife and I have heard the usual cynical 

arguments in favor of governmental immunity. Our 

favorite is the excuse that opening public schools to 

litigation might "bankrupt" them -- as if bankrupting 

Catholic schools, charities, and parishes were okay. 

We've even heard the bizarre claim that churches and 

other nonprofits should be held to a "higher standard" 

because of their tax-exempt status.  

But this ignores the fact that governments grant 

tax exemptions precisely for the benefit of the 

communities they govern and to reduce their own 

expenses. It implies that the abuse of a minor by a 

priest is somehow more loathsome simply because his 

parish gets a tax break, and that public school districts 

should be held less accountable because we pay taxes 

to support them. 

Of course, governmental immunity does ensure 

one thing -- that superstar plaintiffs' attorneys won't 

care a whit about public school sexual abuse, no 

matter how deep the pain or how vast the pool of 

victims. There's just no money in it. 

  

Shakedown 

The sexual abuse of minors is a grave crime and sin, no 

matter who commits it. Catholics are right to be 

outraged at any priest who abused a child and at any 

bishop who callously refused to deal with the evil 

behavior. Many Catholics are parents themselves, with 

a deep sympathy for abuse victims and an eagerness 

to help them heal. This is a good and necessary thing. 

No one can listen to their suffering and remain 

unmoved. Unfortunately, some attorneys have built an 

industry on twisting the goodwill of today's Catholic 

community into a hammer for smashing American 

Catholic life.  

What many Catholics don't realize is that big-

league sex-abuse attorneys often sue the Catholic 

Church with the same money they took from other 
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Catholics. The money your grandparents poured into 

building the Church, lawyers now use to rip it back 

down. In sex-abuse settlements against Catholic 

dioceses, plaintiffs' attorneys often take 40 percent of 

the action. Aside from providing the attorney a hefty 

take, it also fills a firm's coffers to file claims in other 

dioceses. 

For the past 20 years, this has been a great way for 

some lawyers to make a living. But plaintiffs' attorneys 

now face a decline of new cases. Contrary to media 

innuendo, most Catholic dioceses and institutions did 

learn the lesson of the 1980s. As a result, over the past 

decade, the flow of current clergy sex-abuse cases has 

slowed to a trickle. Most clergy sexual abuse allegations 

coming to light now are decades old -- 25, 35, even 50 

years. That means that in many cases, these claims have 

expired. They're time-barred by statutes of limitations. 

And statutes of limitations exist for good reasons; 

that's why law-enforcement officials almost always 

support them. Beyond a certain point, memories fade, 

people die, evidence gets lost or grows stale, and 

fraudulent claims increase. But these statutes put a 

major cramp on potential profits in the litigation 

industry. So what's a hungry plaintiffs' attorney to do? 

It's easy. Get the rules changed -- retroactively. 

Two different law codes govern the disposition of 

sexual abuse cases: criminal and civil. The Supreme 

Court has ruled that criminal liability cannot be applied 

retroactively. It's unconstitutional. But some lower 

courts have held that civil liability can be extended 

retroactively. And the threshold for proof in civil cases is 

much lower than in criminal cases. As a result, plaintiffs' 

attorneys -- usually backed by victims' groups -- have 

launched a national effort to lobby state lawmakers to 

change civil liability rules after the fact. 

It works like this: Plaintiffs' attorneys troll a new 

territory for possible cases. Each new claimant then 

identifies other potential claimants. Victims' groups may 

assist in the process, or act as contacts with potentially 

sympathetic state lawmakers. Plaintiffs' attorneys may 

then provide help in drafting the proposed new 

legislation that they themselves hope to profit from. 

This happened in California, where Jeffrey Anderson 

helped develop the text for the state's catastrophic law 

SB 1779, retroactively revising the statute of limitations 

for sex-abuse cases in that state.  

By the time the media enter the project, the 

plaintiffs' storyline is firmly in place, and the press 

almost invariably follows it without deviation. One 

study found that during the first six months of 2002, the 

61 largest California newspapers ran more than 1,700 

stories about sexual abuse incidents in the Catholic 

Church but only four about the same problem in public 

schools. And, as happened in California, once the 

public has been suitably barraged with shock reports, 

the lobbying begins to secure "justice" for those 

victims whose claims have expired due to statutes of 

limitations. Some victims claim they were too afraid to 

come forward in the past. Others say they were so 

traumatized that they didn't remember their abuse 

until recently. But all of them agree that the only way 

they can get closure and peace is by litigating their 

expired cases. 

Whatever the merit of these claims -- and many 

scientific sources reject the credibility of "recovered" 

or "repressed" memories -- the goal is always the 

same: to overturn existing statutes of limitations for 

private (but not public) institutions. Once these 

safeguards go, the "legalized looting" -- to quote one 

angry Catholic parent -- can begin. How can a church 

community defend itself, for example, when an alleged 

perpetrating priest is dead, and so is every other 

witness except the accuser? But this has happened 

again and again. More than 1,000 new plaintiffs came 

forward in California during a 2003 suspension of the 

statute of limitations. So far, California Catholic 

dioceses and religious orders have paid out roughly 

$250 million to plaintiffs, and the bleeding continues. 

The attack on statutes of limitations by plaintiffs' 

attorneys has now touched 14 or more states. It's a 

classic display of entrepreneurial skill -- the fruit of 

years of carefully cultivating victims' anger, media 

gloating, the hostility of some lawmakers toward the 

Church, confusion and guilt by Church leaders, and 

resentment among the faithful. The effect on 
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American Catholic life is catastrophic. There's no 

"Catholic Superfund" to pay for these massive, 

retroactive sex-abuse settlements, no secret pile of 

ecclesial wealth; and insurance, even in the best 

circumstances, covers only a modest portion of the total 

damages. In some dioceses, insurance companies are 

suing the Church to avoid payment. 

In the end, the people who will pay the most for 

this crippling attorneys' scam are our families -- and our 

children. "Retroactive liability" has nothing to do with 

real healing for sexual abuse victims; it has everything 

to do with greed. It involves the financial and legal 

mugging of innocent Catholic families today, for alleged 

events that happened decades ago and in which they 

played no part. It amounts to punishing the innocent in 

the name of lost innocence. But no matter how piously 

an attorney frames the scam, two wrongs simply don't 

make a right.  

  

Waking the Sleepwalkers 

The priests I knew growing up were good men -- men I 

wanted to emulate without exception. But I also have 

two friends, and probably a third, whose sons were 

sexually abused by priests in decades past. They've 

struggled with that traumatic experience ever since. 

Like all Catholic parents in the last four years, my wife 

and I have listened to stories of clergy sexual abuse with 

a mixture of pain, disgust, and frustration. We look at 

our own four children, especially Dan, and we try to 

imagine what our attitude toward God, or the Church, 

might be today if they'd been hurt. More importantly, 

we've tried to pray ourselves into a deeper 

understanding of the wounds in the lives of young 

people damaged by sexual abuse.  

Of course, we'll never fully understand that pain, 

any more than an outsider can fully understand the 

experience of raising a disabled child. But as a parent, I 

also know that real justice is not served by creating a 

new class of victims -- innocent Catholic families and 

communities today -- in the name of helping other 

victims. Changing the civil liability rules after the fact is 

not justice; nor is bankrupting Catholic parishes and 

dioceses. It's a form of financial and legal violence that 

will continue until the money's gone -- or we force it to 

stop.  

As a Catholic, I believe I have a duty to help sexual 

abuse victims heal. And I have an equal obligation to 

the Catholics who came before me, and the ones who 

will come after me, to pass along the Faith and the 

resources with which I was entrusted. They're not 

mine to throw away. 

It's revealing that, in Colorado and elsewhere, 

some of the biggest supporters of "retroactive liability" 

are disaffected, angry, self-described Catholics who 

resent the Church for her teaching on abortion, 

"emergency" contraception, embryonic stem-cell 

research, the death penalty, immigration, Iraq -- the 

list of complaints is endless. Too often, Catholics of my 

generation seem to be diving headlong into an 

assimilation gone perverse, moved by a spirit of 

revenge against the Church for simply daring to be 

herself and not a theater prop for their own egos. And 

nothing serves her enemies -- including the sex-abuse 

litigation machine -- better than when the Church's 

own children join in tearing her down. 

American Catholics today are like sleepwalkers 

who dream they're awake -- who think they're 

engaged with and accepted by their surrounding 

secular culture. In reality, we're getting robbed of our 

identity and resources while we slumber.  

It's time to wake up.  

 

Francis X. Maier, the father of four, writes from 

Colorado. This article originally appeared in the May 

2006 issue of crisis Magazine. 
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The Problem of Evil  

Benjamin D. Wiker | Classic 

4/24/09 
s an advocate of the Intelligent Design 

movement, I'm very often confronted with the 

following rather pointed criticism: "Well, if the 

world is designed, then we've got to blame the designer 

for all of the evil in it, don't we? Backaches and 

headaches, cancer, cats playing with mice, parasites, 

floods, Nazis, slavery, starving children -- the whole 

mess would have to be laid at the designer's door." 

Indeed, the presence of evil has been used, time 

and again, as a kind of trump card thrown down in 

debate against theists in general and design proponents 

in particular as the unanswerable objection, a lock-tight 

logical proof of atheism. In slightly expanded form, the 

logic runs as follows: If God exists, He is all-powerful 

and benevolent. If He is all powerful and benevolent, He 

wouldn't allow _____. But _____ exists; therefore, God 

does not exist. 

We must understand, however, that this is not a 

mere debating tactic on the part of the atheist, but a 

formalization of a very human cri de coeur: "I can't 

believe God exists. There is so much evil in the world." 

Simply put, evil is a real problem, and odd as it sounds, 

we need to keep it that way. 

 

Keeping Evil as a Problem  

Keep it that way? As tempting as the above syllogism 

might be, either to our hearts or our heads, if we are to 

take evil seriously, it must be rejected because it is self-

devouring and, hence, self defeating. If God does not 

exist, then there is no evil in the world. We can 

illustrate this seeming paradox by watching how quickly 

the cri de coeur is undermined in the most thorough 

and powerful denial of design: Darwinism.  

Charles Darwin himself famously complained in a 

letter to Asa Gray, "I own that I cannot see as plainly as 

others do, and as I should wish to do, evidence of 

design and beneficence on all sides of us. There seems 

to me too much misery in the world. I cannot persuade 

myself that a beneficent and omnipotent God would 

have designedly created the Ichneumonidae [parasitic 

insects] with the express intention of their feeding 

within the living bodies of Caterpillars." Rather than 

such apparent natural cruelties being the result of 

divine intention, Darwin chose to hang them on the 

vagaries of natural selection. As a result, the presence 

of evil was rendered unproblematic because we could 

only expect a mixture of good and bad results from 

evolution's ongoing natural lottery.  

Witness, however, the jaws of defeat already 

devouring the victory: If the universe and all things in it 

are the unintended result of the purposeless ebb and 

flow, expansion and collapse, explosion and fusion of 

matter and energy, then we have lost the grounds for 

complaint about all the evil in the world. The dust 

cannot complain to the cosmic wind that blows it 

recklessly hither and thither. 

The irony, then, is that, while the "misery in the 

world" helped to confirm Darwin's belief in a world 

without design, consigning the cause of the misery to 

evolution meant, ultimately, giving up the existence of 

evil. As the Voltaire of contemporary Darwinism, 

zoologist Richard Dawkins, has rightly noted, from the 

perspective of evolution, while such parasitism as 

Darwin complained about may seem "savagely cruel," 

the truth of the matter is that "nature is not cruel, only 

pitilessly indifferent." For Dawkins, this is "one of the 

hardest lessons for humans to learn." In a cosmos in 

which a creator is absent, things are "neither good nor 

evil, neither cruel nor kind, but simply callous -- 

indifferent to all suffering, lacking all purpose."  

Paradoxically, then, eliminating God because of 

the existence of evil means embracing an impersonal, 

que sera sera cosmos utterly indifferent not only to 

our complaints but even to the distinction between 
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good and evil itself. And the same goes for those who 

retain a distant God who, for some strange reason, 

gives free reign over nature to the blind, careless 

demiurgic powers of natural selection. In either case, 

the outcome can only be an object of complaint if it was 

initially an object of intelligent intention. 

In one sense, this is very helpful, for it provides the 

proper response to the all-too frequently served 

atheist's platitude that the presence of evil is the coup 

de grace that finally and decisively puts theology out of 

our misery. As it turns out, the only victim of the coup 

de grace is the cri de coeur. But thankfully, the cry of 

the heart is so deeply human that we cannot embrace 

cosmic indifference. We are repelled by a heartless 

universe and cannot shake our conviction that evil really 

is a problem. The solution to the problem of evil cannot 

simply be the dissolution of the existence of evil. 

Therefore, we had better look more carefully at evil as a 

problem. 

 

The Problem of Deciding What Is Evil  

Understanding evil as a problem is not an easy task, 

however. In debates about the existence of evil, we 

often overlook the unpleasant but illuminating fact that 

while we all agree that evil exists -- and I do believe, in 

his heart of hearts, even Dawkins knows that it exists -- 

we don't all agree on the particular evils we would 

include in our list of complaints. That is no small point. 

One might think, for example, that we all agree that 

disease is evil and that its elimination is an 

unambiguous good. For Darwinism, however, the 

elimination of disease itself becomes a problem 

because disease and other hardships help weed out the 

unfit. As Darwin noted in his Descent of Man: 

"With savages, the weak in body or mind are soon 

eliminated; and those that survive commonly 

exhibit a vigorous state of health…. We civilized 

men, on the other hand, do our utmost to check the 

process of elimination….. There is reason to believe 

that vaccination has preserved thousands, who 

from a weak constitution would formerly have 

succumbed to small pox. Thus the weak members 

of civilized societies propagate their kind. No one 

who has attended to the breeding of domestic 

animals will doubt that this must be highly injurious 

to the race of man." 

Or to take an even more interesting example, even 

though Dawkins rightly concluded that evolution 

removes God and hence considerations of good and evil 

from the cosmos, he has also released a jeremiad 

against religion as an evil we'd all be better off without. 

Just after the horrifying destruction of the Twin Towers 

on September 11, Dawkins railed against the "faith-

heads," each equipped with an "after-life-obsessed 

suicidal brain," a brain of the "Abrahamic kind" that 

"teaches the dangerous nonsense that death is not the 

end." 

To be fair to Dawkins, the horror of the attack may 

have driven him momentarily to extremes of passion. 

(At least we can be thankful that his passion drove him 

back into the realm of sanity again, where he was 

willing to affirm publicly that evil is real and a real 

problem.) But there is an important lesson here. The 

crises and consequent passions of the moment often 

skew our more balanced assessments both of what 

things are evil and, further, what we would do about 

them if suddenly we were granted omnipotence to 

treat the problem. Unfortunately, human beings are 

more fickle than farsighted, and their judgment 

undulates even upon the waves of headaches and 

hormones, let alone the larger shocks of events like 

9/11. So the problem of identifying what is evil often 

depends upon when we are asked. 

There is yet another difficulty in defining evil, one 

that was implicit in Darwin and Dawkins but which we 

need to make explicit. As radically different accounts 

of happiness and the human good become more 

pronounced and sharply defined, we shall find that 

more and more, one person's joy is another's sorrow, 

and one group's victory is another's sign of impending 

darkness.  

For example, some years ago, the news came of 

the first baby born from sperm bought over the 
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Internet. And just who was doing the peddling? A lovely 

organization called Man Not Included (MNI) that caters 

especially to lesbian couples (and to a lesser degree, 

single-by-choice women, whatever their nuance or 

persuasion). Once the registration fee is paid, lesbians 

can search the MNI database for donors and click on 

those with the desired characteristics. They need never 

get closer than a mouse to a male.  

To frustrated lesbians, who may now have sperm 

delivered right to their front door for home 

insemination, this news offered a golden ray of hope. 

For others, however, the news was bleak rather than 

bright, one more oppressive sign that the sun was 

setting on modern civilization.  

The result of this increasing divergence is that the 

very same thing is seen to be both dawn and dusk, a 

cause both for celebration and lamentation. To drill in 

the point, for Planned Parenthood and NOW, the 

legalization and increasing availability of abortion 

worldwide over the last 25 years is a great sign of hope, 

an unprecedented shimmer of light finally bursting forth 

after countless millennia of oppression by men, a joyful 

release from the slavery of biology. For those who 

oppose abortion, however, the last quarter-century has 

been the darkest on record, a remorseless slide into the 

depths of a barbarism previously unknown. 

Thus, if we dig below the surface of the universal cri 

de coeur that "there is so much evil in the world," we 

soon find its actual referent is all too frequently not 

universal. It can mean, as we have just seen, both that 

abortion rights are not yet universal and that abortion 

exists for anyone at all. The problem of evil, then, 

resides not merely in the presence of evil. In no small 

part, evil is problematic because we do not agree upon 

what things actually are evil.  

Further, such divergence about good and evil has a 

ripple effect that distorts more particular levels of 

seeming agreement, especially in regard to what should 

be done oncethe evil has been identified. Show a 

picture of a malnourished, deformed two-year-old 

orphan from Ethiopia, and a sad, pained expression 

steals over the faces of all. "Ah, yes," one would say, 

"there is so much evil in the world." Yet, the harmony 

turns to cacophony once we ask what should be done 

about it. If you still doubt, imagine throwing the picture 

into the center of a table around which are seated 

representatives of the United Nations, Planned 

Parenthood International, the Vatican, and the 

government of Ethiopia. 

In sum, the vexing problem of evil is, if anything, 

even more frustrating than we thought. We cannot opt 

for a solution, like evolution, that simply eliminates the 

problem by eliminating the distinction between good 

and evil. Nor can we take for granted that there is real 

agreement on what things are actually evil, or if we 

find such agreement, what should be done. Alas, the 

contradictions even extend to the individual, who 

often changes his mind with his mood. Of course, the 

ramifications for theology are immense. 

 

The Problem of Evil and God  

Given all of the above, it is not very clear exactly how 

we could get from "There is so much evil in the world" 

to "I can't believe God exists." Not only does the denial 

of God undermine the reality of evil, but since we 

cannot agree on what things actually are evil or, if 

some semblance of agreement exists, what to do 

about it, it is difficult to see exactly what we expect of 

the divine. 

To illustrate, if we were all suddenly given the 

power to eliminate evil and make the universe right 

again, each in accordance with his or her own list, we 

would very quickly end up in a chaotic and destructive 

free-for-all far worse than the condition we were 

trying to escape. The only way to avoid such chaos 

would be to lay aside all our differing opinions and 

figure out exactly what things are evil. 

But here we run into yet another problem. Not 

only are we confused about what is evil. We are also 

unaware of how much of a problem evil is; that is, we 

don't truly see how deep and pervasive are the evils 

that actually afflict us.  
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Imagine the following: We, bemoaning all the evil in 

the world, cry out that we cannot believe God exists. No 

sooner has the conclusion escaped our lips than God 

abruptly appears. Of course, being God, He is not only 

all-powerful and so can remove all the evils, but He is 

all-knowing and so can see all the evils. 

"Do you wish me to remove all the evil from the 

world?" God asks. 

"Yes! Yes! Please do!" we cry. 

"All the evil?" He asks again, leaning forward and 

looking straight through our eyes and into our hidden 

depths. 

Well, we don't really know about all the evil, do we? 

We begin rummaging around nervously within. Oh 

dear! Unkind words, unfulfilled promises, nagging 

resentments, and a thousand other failures in everyday 

charity. Sins of our youth, sins yet to be committed, sins 

of omission. The new clothes, new car, theater tickets, 

baubles, and toys we bought even while we knew that 

the money could have saved a thousand lives or made 

the poverty of a thousand more lives bearable. Even 

more frightening, what of the sins hidden even from us? 

"All the evil?" He repeats yet a third time. 

Under the omniscient gaze, we are made rather 

keenly aware that somehow all the evil in the world is 

not out there, and that we hadn't really considered, in 

our cry of the heart, the evil within the very heart that 

cries. The problem with suddenly getting rid of all evil is 

that (at least in this imaginative exercise) we are making 

such a request to an all-powerful, all-knowing Being, 

and hence we're likely to be caught in the very dragnet 

that we bid God to cast. This is all the more frightening 

given that we are often oblivious to the faults in 

ourselves that others find so painfully obvious. 

In attending to omniscience, we've stumbled upon 

an oft-neglected aspect of the problem of evil. We 

generally focus on the problem of evil as if it were 

merely a problem of power. That is, we look to the 

heavens and cry, "Why don't you do something?" or we 

look dejectedly down at the earth, shake our heads, and 

mutter, "If there were a God, he would have done 

something about this. And you wonder why I'm an 

atheist!" 

But the problem of evil is not one that could be 

solved by power alone. Power exercised in the 

elimination of evil devoid of the penetrating knowledge 

that can accurately identify evil, root and branch, is 

either chaotic or ineffective. It is chaotic if it is governed 

by confusion about what is evil; it is ineffective if it does 

not get to the hidden roots of evil. 

Again, we see the necessity of God insofar as we 

have discovered the necessity for divine wisdom. As 

we have seen, our disagreements about evil can only 

be settled by determining what things actually are evil. 

But that would take a divine-like mind, a mind that 

adheres unerringly to truth by its very nature and is 

not swayed by the passion-driven storms of human 

partiality. Further, we must admit that evil must be 

eliminated at the very roots, and for this, once again, 

we will need an omniscient being who won't let us 

hide the evils within us, evils that would have to be 

eliminated if the world is to receive more than an 

ineffective whitewashing. 

 

The Problem of Not Being God  

We have seen that a good part of evil is human in 

origin, what we usually call "moral evil," and that 

moral evil often involves distortions in our judgment 

that in turn cause us to disagree about what actually is 

evil. We must also recognize another, more subtle 

aspect of the problem of evil: Human judgment is not 

only distorted, and hence entangled in disagreement, 

but human -- that is, not omniscient. This fundamental 

lack of omniscience, independent of the distortion of 

sin, makes our assessment of "natural evil," the kind of 

evil that so disturbed Darwin, problematic as well. 

As it is often such natural evil that turns men away 

from theology and to an atheistic mode of science, I 

shall use science to make the point. The history of 

science is littered with the grandest claims of 

omniscience. I say "littered" because all-encompassing 
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theories rise and fall like so many civilizations, 

displacing each other at fairly regular intervals. The 

reason for this pattern is simple: The universe is nearly 

mind-numbing in its complexity, from the farthest 

reaches of the most distant galaxy to the densely 

intricate subatomic microcosmos and everywhere in 

between. The gap between our human capacities and 

the awe-full immensity of the universe accounts for the 

cyclic pattern of scientific discovery and revolution.  

This pattern allows for a humble recognition of the 

actual circumscribed realm of human intellectual 

competence. The order of the cosmos from the eye-

view of omniscience is something we strive for, not 

something we have attained. Human reason is 

competent but not omni- competent. The problem is 

not that the universe is unintelligible; it is that the 

intelligibility of the universe lies within but also exceeds 

our human intelligence.  

It is fair to say, then, that we do know many things, 

but that we do not know the overall design of the 

universe and how the myriad particulars fit in. We see 

some aspects of it quite clearly; others we find 

confusing or utterly confounding. Our efforts yield both 

victories and humilities. After much hacking through a 

set of difficulties, scientists break into a clearing and 

gaze happily upon a suddenly illumined landscape, but 

soon enough new difficulties arise, and they see how 

small a clearing actually was gained and how much lies 

dense, entangled, and unknown beyond it. 

If we did comprehend the design of the cosmos, 

then of course we would have achieved omniscience 

and therefore would be in the best possible position to 

judge its design. But that is an important admission, for 

in it, we recognize that only the perspective of 

omniscience could judge the design, both in whole and 

in regard to any of the parts. Simply put, distinguishing 

between things that are actually evil, things that only 

appear to be evil, and things that are harmful or painful 

but necessary or beneficial to bring about a larger good 

would take an omniscient eye, not a merely human one. 

With this in mind, we may return to Darwin's 

statement: "I cannot persuade myself that a beneficent 

and omnipotent God would have designedly created the 

Ichneumonidae with the express intention of their 

feeding within the living bodies of Caterpillars." Again, 

such parasitism cannot be called evil if it is the result of 

evolution. To call it evil, both Ichneumonidae and 

Caterpillars must somehow be understood as 

intentional results of God. But if that is the case, then 

knowing we are not omniscient, and God is, we cannot 

properly judge His designs or their beneficent order and 

intent. The best we can say is that we don't know how 

such parasitism -- what appears to us to be a natural 

evil -- can fit into God's designs. 

 

The Answer to the Problem of Evil  

It might seem at this point that the problem of evil has 

been solved and that, as it turns out, evil is not really a 

problem after all. Once we realize that there is so little 

agreement on what is evil or what to do about it, and 

that our merely human judgment is either stunted or 

partial, then we must confess that our complaints are 

without merit. Only God could know the big picture, 

and into that picture backaches and headaches, 

cancer, cats playing with mice, parasites, floods, Nazis, 

slavery, and starving children all somehow fit. 

But such a conclusion seems to commit the same 

kind of error as evolution. We cannot solve the 

problem of evil by dissolving the reality of evil. We 

seem to be caught in a trap. On the one hand, the 

oppressive weight of evil leads us to deny the 

existence of God, but if we deny God and pin evil on 

the mindless and indifferent lottery of evolution, then 

evil itself disappears. On the other, if we recognize that 

in order to retain evil, the cosmos and its contents 

must be the intentional result of an intelligent creator -

- a creator whose ultimate designs are beyond our 

merely human reach to fathom -- then evil seems to 

disappear into the inscrutable depths of omniscience. 

What could release us from this trap?  

The trap is all the more excruciating because, even 

after all of the above is taken into account, there 

seems to be a great excess of suffering, especially in 
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regard to the innocent. We still want to cry, Job-like, to 

those inscrutable depths, "Who are you to orchestrate 

everything around us puny and pitiable creatures, 

leaving us shuddering in the darkness, ignorant, blasted, 

and buffeted? It's all well and good to say, 'Trust me! 

It'll all be made right in the end,' while you float 

unscathed above it all. Grinding poverty, hunger, thirst, 

frustration, rejection, toil, death of our loved ones, 

blood-sweating anxiety, excruciating pain, humiliation, 

torture, and finally a twisted and miserable annihilation 

-- that's the meal we're served! You'd sing a different 

tune if you were one of us and got a taste of your own 

medicine."  

 

What could we say against these depths if the answer 

we received was not an argument but an incarnation, a 

full and free submission by God to the very evils about 

which we complain? This submission would be a kind of 

token, a sign that evil is very real indeed, bringing the 

incarnate God blood-sweating anxiety, excruciating 

pain, humiliation, torture, and finally a twisted and 

miserable annihilation on the cross. As real as such evil 

is, however, the resurrection reveals that it is somehow 

mysteriously comprehended within the divine plan.  

With the Incarnation, the reality of evil is absorbed 

into the deity, not dissolved into thin air, because God 

freely tastes the bitterness of the medicine as wounded 

healer, not distant doctor. Further, given the drastic 

nature of this solution, we begin to recognize that God 

takes the problem of evil more seriously than we could 

ever have taken it ourselves.  

At the same time, it's not just a question of God's 

submission to our condition. In order to solve the 

problem of evil, we also need to be delivered from our 

ignorance, our confusion, our shortsightedness, our 

willful distortion of truth, and our weakness in the face 

of evils we recognize but choose nonetheless. We need 

to be cured of imperfections and led by and to more 

than human wisdom, and all this must be done in a way 

that is, as it were, fit to the capacities of human nature. 

We need, that is, to have the very wisdom and mercy of 

God made flesh. 

And finally, since we are burdened by the presence 

of natural evil, the very evil about which Darwin 

complained, all the world must somehow be 

redeemed. That is, in our cry of the heart, we not only 

wanted things made right in regard to human beings 

but also a new heaven and a new earth, released from 

the current ambiguities and cruelties. 

This is the full answer given by Christianity, an 

answer to the entire problem of evil. Of course, this 

answer can only and ultimately be grasped as the 

answer by the gift of faith. The most an essay such as 

this can do is remove the obstacles and prepare the 

ground for the seed to be dropped. But that, I hope, is 

no small thing. 
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