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Cicero, Catiline, and the American Left 
David R. Carlin | Column 

5/4/09 

ne of the unfortunate byproducts of the fact 

that, for many years now, nobody has studied 

Latin in school is this: Hardly anybody 

remembers Cicero and the conspiracy of Catiline. If we 

could remember this, it would be helpful in thinking 

about what those on the American Right call "enhanced 

interrogation" and those on the Left call "torture." 

The story, briefly, is this: It was the year 63 B.C. 

Catiline, a talented, restless, ruthless, and ambitious 

Roman senator from an old patrician family, had for a 

number of years been plotting to seize power in Rome. 

He hoped to do what Sulla had done before him, and 

Caesar would do after him: namely, make himself the 

sole ruler of the city and empire. He gathered round 

himself many young men who, despite being from good 

families, were in dire financial need: young men who 

stood to profit from a revolution that would turn the 

Roman world upside down, giving license to 

assassination, the cancellation of debt, and the 

confiscation of property. Twice Catiline stood for 

election as consul, and twice he was defeated at the 

polls. 

Following his second defeat, which probably took 

place in October of 63 B.C, Catiline decided to make his 

move. He had confederates at key places throughout 

Italy, including in the city of Rome itself. One of his men 

headed an army that was being assembled near what is 

now the city of Florence. In Rome, the plan was to 

throw the city into a state of chaos and panic by means 

of widespread arson and assassination, including the 

murder of the strongly anti-Catiline consul, Cicero, the 

great lawyer, orator, and man of letters. With the city in 

chaos and panic, the army from Florence could attack, 

power could be seized, and Catiline could become 

dictator. 

Cicero, however, foiled the plot. By adroit detective 

work he learned what was happening, arrested a 

number of key conspirators who were in the city, and 

revealed the plot to the Senate. (You can read these 

revelations in Cicero's four anti-Catiline orations.) The 

Senate, convinced that strong measures were urgently 

needed, passed what is known as "the Ultimate Decree" 

-- that is, a decree that urged the consul to take 

whatever steps may be needed "for the safety of the 

republic." That was a euphemistic way of saying: "Put 

the conspirators to death -- immediately and without 

trial." And this Cicero did. 

The trouble with these executions, even though 

they may have saved the republic (at least for the time 

being: less than 20 years later, Caesar, a far more 

brilliant leader than Catiline, would extinguish the 

republic forever), was that they were, strictly speaking, 

illegal. According to the law of Rome, a citizen could 

never be put to death by the authorities without first 

having a trial. The fact that the Senate had authorized 

the executions didn't make them legal, for the Senate 

was neither a legislative nor a judicial body; it was 

simply an extraordinarily influential advisory body. 

Cicero was faced with a choice: Do I break the law, 

or do I let Catiline and his friends make a coup d'etat? 

When he saved the republic by breaking the law, he 

had every reason to believe that he would never face 

prosecution for his deed. The traditional Roman 

attitude had been to look the other way when some 

savior of the city cut legal corners. It was a sign that 

traditional Rome was coming to an end when, a few 

years after the execution of the Catilinians, a political 

enemy of Cicero indicted Cicero for the illegal 

executions. This political enemy was a reprobate by 

the name of Publius Clodius -- who, among his other 

claims to ill-fame, was at one time the adulterous 

boyfriend of Caesar's wife. To avoid standing trial, 

Cicero was forced to go into voluntary exile, leaving 

Italy for a few years, although eventually he came 

home when political tides shifted. 
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For the sake of argument, let's grant that the enhanced 

interrogations at Guantanamo really did constitute 

torture, and that they were illegal under either 

American or international law. And let's further grant 

that they did some real good in protecting the United 

States from further terrorist attacks. What would Cicero 

say? He would say, "Go ahead and torture." He would 

say, "Necessity knows no law." 

Keep in mind, however, that Cicero was a man of 

high ethical standards. He was one of the most notable 

moralists of the ancient world: see, for example, his 

work De Oficiis (On Duties). It is one thing for a good 

man to feel that he has a license to break the rules; it is 

something else for a bad man to feel he has that license. 

Were Bush, Cheney, and Rumsfeld good men doing 

illegal things (assuming, for the sake of argument, that 

they did illegal things), or were they bad men doing 

these things? Today's American Left would have us 

believe that they were bad men. This, to my mind, is an 

utterly preposterous accusation. Clearly they were well-

intentioned American patriots, even if their judgments 

may not have been error-free. 

There was a time when Americans were politically 

wise enough, like traditional Romans, to look the other 

way when the nation's leaders cut legal corners for the 

good of the republic -- for instance, when President 

Lincoln illegally suspended habeas corpus in the early 

days of the Civil War. But this wisdom has now deserted 

many of us, in particular those on the American Left. 

Imitating Publius Clodius, they want to prosecute those 

who authorized the enhanced interrogation/torture 

that took place at Gitmo. If the indictment of Cicero by 

Clodius was an ominous sign that the Roman republic 

was on its last legs, I fear that the widespread leftist 

desire to put Cheney, Rumsfeld, et al. on trial is an 

ominous sign that something dreadful is happening to 

the American political system. 

 

David Carlin is the author of Can a Catholic Be a 

Democrat? He can be reached at 

drcarlin@hotmail.com. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1933184191/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1933184191/insidecatcom-20
mailto:drcarlin@hotmail.com


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

4 

 

The Barber Shop 
Thomas Howard | Column 

5/4/09

ur local barber shop is run by a cheery woman 

named Pearl who knows everyone in town. She 

waves at them all as they walk past the big 

window where you sit to have your hair cut.  

Pearl's assistant is Ethel. Some months ago I noticed 

a Bible in an open cupboard at her end of the working 

shelf in front of the barber chairs. When the chance 

presented itself, I asked, "Are you interested in the 

Bible?"  

That opened the sluices -- a great fountain of 

delighted incredulity that a local duffer should pick up 

on a topic that does not commonly form the coinage of 

chat in the shop. Oh, yes! The Bible is the most 

interesting thing in the world! There's so much in it!  

What had particularly flagged down her attention 

was all the business in Genesis about the Nephilim -- 

sometimes translated "giants." Who were these "sons 

of God" who "came in to" the daughters of men?  

Certainly we have all been titillated by that exiguous 

reference. Ethel had on hand several further books that 

picked up on this strange tale and pursued it on to what 

used to be called "British Israelism." The idea here is 

that the Anglo-Saxons are the Ten Lost Tribes. Ethel was 

very excited about it all. Perhaps we are among that lost 

Chosen! (I have only the sketchiest picture as to how 

widely this "Saxon" net is to be cast. Does it encompass 

all Teutons? Nordics? Aryans? Who?) 

Presently she registered a certain diffidence, 

indicating with rolling eyes and bobbing head that she 

was not entirely comfortable with our going on about 

the topic in the shop.  

The next time I was in the shop, there were only the 

two of us. When she discovered that I am a believing 

Catholic, the fountain opened again. Talk ranged from 

the Nephilim to the Lost Tribes to the apocalypse and 

the antichrist. She was agog that I seemed to know all 

about everything that she brought up.  

Intermittently I'd ease in a hint about how the real 

point of the whole drama is the Incarnation of the 

Savior. I am not much of a Christian "witness," however. 

I find refuge in C. S. Lewis's remark, made in a letter to 

one of his correspondents who had asked him about 

this sort of effort: "Concerning putting one's Christian 

point of view to doctors and other unpromising people 

. . . ." he began. I took the remark for my own ensign. 

Ethel is always glad when I turn up, even though it 

is Pearl who cuts my hair. The note struck is very much 

that here we are -- fellow Christian believers. 

The whole business has set me to thinking about 

faith and its endless variations. Only God knows what 

constitutes faith. Curiosity about the Nephilim: surely 

it's a start? Not everyone has sat at the feet of 

Bonaventure, St. Francis de Sales, or Pope Benedict 

XVI. Who knows what, finally, constitutes the faith that 

is asked of us mortals? A biblical scholar at Tubingen in 

the 19th century, for example, who knows his Hebrew 

and Greek, and whose busy task is to purge Sacred 

Scripture of any taint of the miraculous: Is his faith -- 

what is left of it -- received by the Most High as 

salvific? For him, the stories of creation, Red Sea, 

incarnation, and resurrection are fairy tales.  

When is faith not faith? What, exactly, is the faith 

of your toothless, mumbling Balkan crone in a black 

babushka? I have a friend who has left the Protestant 

Fundamentalism of his youth, with all of its exultation 

in the great drama of incarnation, passion, and 

resurrection, to the view that the whole thing comes 

to nothing at all but (in his words) "spreading Shalom." 

The Paschal Mystery is to be given a wide berth. 

Scriptural documents are untrustworthy anyway. He 

now wonders if there is a God at all.  

O 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

5 

 

Only God can assess this sort of thing. What interior 

struggles with honest doubt in a man, and what tincture 

of any culpable decision to jettison the Faith -- such 

matters are reserved to the Divine Mercy to decide 

upon.  

And what of good people clapping and sweating in 

dingy Sunday night chapels, innocent of the things that 

would appear essential to a Catholic visitor? Or, for that 

matter, what of Catholics who line up in a hangdog way 

for Communion and who, if you asked them about the 

Faith would say, "What?" Or the happy-Jack-squirrel 

folks who can quote volleys of Scripture but who seem 

never to have paused long enough to ask, "Who art 

Thou, Lord?" Or the centuries of those lonely Japanese 

who kept a lambent flame alive after the Portuguese 

missionaries were all slaughtered, and who seemed to 

have only the dimmest inklings as to what their residual 

set of observances meant?  

Or what about oneself? Is there a rag of integrity in 

one's profession? 

That, alas, is the only question that will be asked of 

one at the Last Tribunal. It gives one pause. 

 

Tom Howard is retired from 40 years of teaching English 

in private schools, college, and seminary in England 

and America. 
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Notre Dame Fumbles Its Obama Offensive 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

5/5/09

ishop Thomas Wenski celebrated a Mass of 

Reparation this past Sunday in Orlando at the 

Cathedral of St. James. Although the Mass was 

offered in reparation for transgressions "against the 

dignity and sacredness of human life," the one specific 

transgression prompting the liturgy was the decision by 

the University of Notre Dame to invite President Barack 

Obama to be its commencement speaker and receive 

an honorary degree.  

As Bishop Wenski explained, "That Notre-Dame 

would invite him and would grant him, at the same 

time, an honorary degree... reveals that Notre-Dame (at 

least in its Administration and Board) has forgotten 

what it means to be Catholic" (emphasis added). 

Who would have imagined it? A special liturgy of 

atonement occasioned by the nation's premier and 

most-beloved Catholic institution, the University of 

Notre Dame. Who would have predicted that Notre 

Dame would ever be publicly accused of forgetting 

"what it means to be Catholic"? 

Of course, Bishop Wenski is not alone in his opinion: 

He joins 61 bishops who have publicly taken issue with 

Notre Dame on their decision.  

When I asked the bishop how his Mass was 

received, especially by those associated with Notre 

Dame, he responded: 

Actually, Notre-Dame alumni approached me to 

express their upset at the honorary degree and 

asked what they should do. I suggested that we 

pray, and the idea of the Mass of Reparation was 

born. The Church was full, with many alumni and 

parents of alumni in attendance. I even got calls 

from alumni who were out of town but called to tell 

me that they would have been there otherwise. 

Not everyone thinks Notre Dame has transgressed here, 

however. David Gibson, at the dotCommonweal blog, 

writes that the Mass of Reparation indicates that "this 

whole thing has truly gone into an alternate universe." 

He adds that such a Mass was not advisable, "as it feeds 

divisions when there is no clear judgment that Notre 

Dame has committed such serious sin." 

Gibson got closer to the truth with his first 

comment about there being an "alternate universe" in 

the Catholic Church, which I take as a dramatic way of 

saying that there is a deep division among Catholics, 

and the Notre Dame incident has revealed it more 

clearly, perhaps, than any event in recent memory.  

The administration at Notre Dame thought their 

institution was bigger, and packed more clout, than 

any group of angry laymen and "ultra-conservative" 

bishops that might protest honoring the most pro-

abortion president in our nation's history. Just to make 

sure, they held back the announcement that former 

Vatican ambassador and Harvard Law Professor Mary 

Ann Glendon would be receiving the Laetare Medal at 

the same commencement. On the Monday following 

the Friday afternoon announcement that Obama 

would speak at its commencement, Notre Dame issued 

a press release about Glendon, and a flurry of e-mails 

went out to Notre Dame alums assuring them that the 

well-known pro-life jurist would provide the Catholic 

counterpoint to Obama.  

The strategy worked for a few days... and then the 

public-relations dam started to break. First, the local 

ordinary, Bishop John D'Arcy, announced on March 27 

that he would not attend the commencement 

ceremony for the first time since 1985. The other 

bishops began to voice support for their brother 

bishop; this included the president of the USCCB, 

Chicago's Cardinal George, a man deeply respected 

across the spectrum of the Church, who said on April 1 

that Notre Dame had "brought extreme 

embarrassment" to Catholics.  

B 

http://www.catholicculture.org/news/headlines/index.cfm?storyid=2802
http://www.orlandodiocese.org/who_we_are/bishop_wenski/columns/200904_und.php
http://www.americanpapist.com/2009/04/round-up-bishops-who-have-responded-to.html
http://www.commonwealmagazine.org/blog/?p=3079
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2009/03/24/obama-protest-bishop-boyc_n_178612.html
http://www.cnsnews.com/PUBLIC/Content/Article.aspx?rsrcid=45933


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

7 

 

But Rev. John Jenkins, the president of Notre Dame, 

arguing that Glendon's presence on the program 

supplied "balance," held on, even in the face of criticism 

from the head of his own Holy Cross order.  

The number of bishops gradually rose from 10 to 

2o, then 40 to 50. Archbishop Timothy Dolan, newly 

installed ordinary in New York, joined the chorus of 

criticism on April 15. Suddenly, Notre Dame found itself 

losing the public-relations battle. But then, almost two 

weeks later, the bottom dropped out -- Glendon herself, 

without any warning to the university, pulled out of the 

ceremony and posted an unusually stern letter for the 

diplomatic, and always affable, law professor. 

Glendon wrote that she was "particularly offended 

by the 'talking points' issued by Notre Dame in response 

to widespread criticism of its decision, including two 

statements implying that my acceptance speech would 

somehow balance the event." In hindsight this was 

Notre Dame's biggest blunder, next to the Obama 

invitation itself. Whoever thought an e-mail touting 

Glendon as the pro-life balance to the pro-abort Obama 

could be spread virally through the Catholic community 

without it finding its way to Glendon was stunningly 

naïve.  

The tactic underscores Notre Dame's self-image of 

standing astride the Catholic Church, rather than 

kneeling beneath it. 

 

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.cnsnews.com/PUBLIC/Content/Article.aspx?rsrcid=45933
http://www.ewtn.com/vnews/getstory.asp?number=94941
http://www.boston.com/news/local/articles_of_faith/2009/04/glendon_decline.html
http://www.zenit.org/article-25728?l=english
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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Tonight We're Gonna Party Like It's 1984 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

5/5/09

ast week, we started looking at the broad 

movement among some conservatives (including 

Catholics) over the past several years to excuse, 

minimize, defend, and champion the use of torture by 

the U.S. government in the "War on Terror." Among 

Catholics, in particular, the conversation has taken place 

at multiple levels, since the Catholic torture defender 

has to address it not only as a crime but as a sin. Church 

teaching, which describes torture as gravely and 

intrinsically immoral (cf. Veritatis Splendor 80), makes 

this a particularly difficult project, given the plain 

language:  

Reason attests that there are objects of the human 

act which are by their nature "incapable of being 

ordered" to God, because they radically contradict 

the good of the person made in his image. These 

are the acts which, in the Church's moral tradition, 

have been termed "intrinsically evil" (intrinsece 

malum): they are such always and per se, in other 

words, on account of their very object, and quite 

apart from the ulterior intentions of the one acting 

and the circumstances. Consequently, without in 

the least denying the influence on morality 

exercised by circumstances and especially by 

intentions, the Church teaches that "there exists 

acts which per se and in themselves, independently 

of circumstances, are always seriously wrong by 

reason of their object." The Second Vatican Council 

itself, in discussing the respect due to the human 

person, gives a number of examples of such acts: 

"Whatever is hostile to life itself, such as any kind of 

homicide, genocide, abortion, euthanasia and 

voluntary suicide; whatever violates the integrity of 

the human person, such as mutilation, physical and 

mental torture and attempts to coerce the spirit; 

whatever is offensive to human dignity, such as 

subhuman living conditions, arbitrary 

imprisonment, deportation, slavery, prostitution 

and trafficking in women and children; degrading 

conditions of work which treat laborers as mere 

instruments of profit, and not as free responsible 

persons: all these and the like are a disgrace, and so 

long as they infect human civilization they 

contaminate those who inflict them more than 

those who suffer injustice, and they are a negation 

of the honor due to the Creator." 

Plenty have tried to find a way around the language, 

and the Catholics who do have more often taken their 

cues from secular sources than from Catholic ones. 

Indeed, Catholics support torture by a greater 

percentage than does the ordinary population. 

The most extensive attempt by a theologian to 

probe whether Pope John Paul II really meant it when 

he said that torture was intrinsically immoral was that 

undertaken by Rev. Brian Harrison (here and here). 

What is remarkable is the distinction between what 

Father Harrison actually concluded and the ways in 

which his conclusions have been ignored, garbled, 

misconstrued, and, well, tortured by Catholic torture 

defenders (a typical and broad cross section of whom 

can be heard in the comboxes on my previous article). 

The key point Father Harrison makes is this:  

Thirdly, there remains the question -- nowadays a 

very practical and much-discussed one -- of torture 

inflicted not for any of the above purposes, but for 

extracting life-saving information from, say, a 

captured terrorist known to be participating in an 

attack that may take thousands of lives (the now-

famous "ticking bomb" scenario). As we have 

noted above, this possible use of torture is not 

mentioned in the Catechism. If, as I have argued, 

the infliction of severe pain is not intrinsically evil, 

its use in that type of scenario would not seem to 

be excluded by the arguments and authorities we 

have considered so far. (John Paul II's statement 

about the "intrinsic evil" of a list of ugly things 

L 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5888&Itemid=121&ed=1
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5888&Itemid=121&ed=1
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_06081993_veritatis-splendor_en.html
http://www.usnews.com/blogs/god-and-country/2009/04/30/poll-most-evangelicals-and-catholics-condone-torture-in-some-instances.html
http://www.rtforum.org/lt/lt118.html
http://www.rtforum.org/lt/lt119.html
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5888&Itemid=48
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including torture in VS #80 does not seem to me 

decisive, even at the level of authentic, non-

infallible, magisterium, for the reasons I have 

already given in commenting above on that text.) 

My understanding would be that, given the present 

status questionis, the moral legitimacy of torture 

under the aforesaid desperate circumstances, while 

certainly not affirmed by the magisterium, remains 

open at present to legitimate discussion by Catholic 

theologians. 

Father Harrison's argument is summed up here, where 

he compares the UN "Convention against Torture" with 

the 1992 Catechism on the subject of what specific 

actions qualify as torture. He suggests that the drafters 

of the Catechism, "while generally following the 

Convention's proscriptions, deliberately decided not to 

do so on [the] particular point" of torture for obtaining 

information. Because it looks to Father Harrison "like a 

deliberate decision on the part of church authorities, 

rather than a mere oversight or coincidence," he 

regards the morality of torture for obtaining 

information to be an open theological question. 

Now, in a purely abstract universe, Father 

Harrison's slender thread of speculation might make for 

a fascinating theoretical discussion (bearing in mind 

that it is predicated on a fantasy scenario). But we don't 

live in a purely abstract universe. We live in a universe 

in which Father Harrison's conclusion that torture might 

not be intrinsically immoral (given an incredibly remote 

hypothetical situation) was instantly pressed into 

service by Catholic torture defenders to mean "John 

Paul II didn't really mean torture is intrinsically and 

gravely immoral. In fact, torture is basically okay, as 

long as it's done to bad guys to get information and not 

to be sadistic."  

All over the Catholic blogosphere, Father Harrison's 

speculative opinions (seconded by no magisterial 

authority of which I am aware) were instantly elevated 

by torture defenders to something like an official 

response to a dubium from the Congregation for the 

Doctrine of the Faith. Result: While Rome was 

reiterating its opposition to the torture being inflicted in 

the real world, and archbishops were pointing out 

obvious truths like the fact that the use of torture by 

Americans was "a more serious blow to the United 

States than Sept. 11" because "the blow was not 

inflicted by terrorists but by Americans against 

themselves," American conservative Catholics were 

continuing the project of trying to square the circle and 

declare, not remote hypothetical ticking time bombs, 

but the real tortures authorized by the Bush 

Administration to be compatible with Catholic teaching.  

  

Given that, two things are worth noting:First, it could 

well be argued that, instead of asking, "What do we do 

if we are an action hero in a ticking time bomb 

fantasy?" Father Harrison's pastoral energies might 

have been more wisely expended asking, "Is it right or 

good for conservative Catholics to whip themselves 

into a frenzy of fear over remote hypothetical time 

bombs instead of attending to the very real fact that 

Caesar is, at this hour, engaging in acts that may very 

well be described as war crimes, as well as gravely and 

intrinsically evil? Why encourage a near occasion of 

grave sin by cultivating fantasies that tempt us to 

ignore the clear and obvious teaching of the Council 

and the last two popes on the sinfulness of torture?" 

The second thing worth noting about the popular 

distortion of Father Harrison's conjectures is this: Let 

us grant Father Harrison's remote speculation that 

torture to obtain urgent life-saving information is okay 

(some Catholics dilate on this speculation to claim that 

it cannot be torture at all if it is inflicted against 

terrorists, and carefully replace the word with 

"enhanced interrogation"). What then? 

Following Father Harrison's lead, the average 

Catholic torture defender grants that it is wrong to use 

torture to "punish the guilty" or "satisfy hatred" (since 

the Catechism actually spells that out). We are then 

usually told that the only thing legitimating torture is 

"obtaining life-saving information." Similarly, 

defenders of torture in secular conservative media 

constantly remind us that they are not themselves 

motivated by some thirst for vengeance, but are 

simply arguing in favor of "doing what it takes" to get 

http://disputations.blogspot.com/search?q=Harrison
http://www.hrweb.org/legal/cat.html
http://www.ratzingerfanclub.com/blog/2006/10/torture-debate-pt-iv-roundup.html
http://seeking4justice.blogspot.com/
http://coalitionforfog.blogspot.com/
http://www.usatoday.com/news/religion/2005-12-13-pope_x.htm
http://www.nydailynews.com/archives/news/2004/05/13/2004-05-13_vatican__abuse_a_blow_to_u_s_.html
http://www.nydailynews.com/archives/news/2004/05/13/2004-05-13_vatican__abuse_a_blow_to_u_s_.html
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the information necessary from extremists who want to 

kill us and disrupt the fabric of society. In the words of 

Charles Krauthammer: 

Let's take the textbook case. Ethics 101: A terrorist 

has planted a nuclear bomb in New York City. It will 

go off in one hour. A million people will die. You 

capture the terrorist. He knows where it is. He's not 

talking. Question: If you have the slightest belief 

that hanging this man by his thumbs will get you the 

information to save a million people, are you 

permitted to do it? Now, on most issues regarding 

torture, I confess tentativeness and uncertainty. But 

on this issue, there can be no uncertainty: Not only 

is it permissible to hang this miscreant by his 

thumbs. It is a moral duty. 

Krauthammer later modifies his scenario from torturing 

to save a million people to torturing to save one person. 

What he does not modify is his conviction that "if you 

have the slightest belief" that torture will get you the 

information to save lives, you have a moral duty to 

torture.  

"I completely agree!" says the post-Christian 

efficiency expert in the Ministry of Safety of the not-

too-far-off Security State. "Therefore, we will be 

rounding up the wives and children of all extremists 

suspected of possessing life-saving information and 

subjecting them to waterboarding, cold cells, and stress 

positions in front of the suspects. Bless my soul, even 

the most dangerous extremist sings like a canary when 

his little girl starts screaming and begging for mercy." 

At this point, the Catholic torture defender -- who 

has been laboring to assure us thatwaterboarding, cold 

cells, and stress positions are not torture, that the 

extreme demands of war mean we should look the 

other way even if they are, and that doing it "purely to 

obtain life-saving information" is okay -- is taken aback. 

He stammers, "But the wife and children are innocent!" 

To which the post-Christian efficiency expert replies 

calmly, "So what? This isn't about punishing anybody, as 

you yourself say. It's about getting necessary life-saving 

information in the most efficient way possible. It's a 

known fact that men who would otherwise die as 

martyrs will tell you everything they know to save those 

they love. Why do you think John Yoo said all those 

years ago that the president could, if he thought it 

best,authorize crushing a nine-year-old boy's 

testicles?"Here the efficiency expert smiles a warm 

and reassuring smile: "And we're not even talking 

about crushing testicles, of course. We aren't 

barbarians. We're just talking about a little harmless 

'dunking,' as Vice President Cheney once called it. It's 

safe, legal, and rare."  

"Oh! And by the way," he finishes, "I thought you 

should know that the newest directives have placed 

your brother and his family on our Extremist Watch 

List, since he is on record as having criticized abortion 

providers, the Transportation Safety Administration, 

and the president. Given the history of endangerment 

to human life from domestic terrorists such as Timothy 

McVeigh, abortion-clinic shooters like Eric Rudolph, 

and various other clear and present threats to national 

security, I'm sure you'll understand." 

 

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.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/006/400rhqav.asp?pg=2
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/04/30/AR2009043003108.html
http://forums.hannity.com/showthread.php?t=1429261
http://www.washingtonmonthly.com/archives/individual/2009_04/017850.php
http://www.washingtonmonthly.com/archives/individual/2009_04/017850.php
http://www.informationclearinghouse.info/article11488.htm
http://www.informationclearinghouse.info/article11488.htm
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/10/26/AR2006102601521.html
http://www.foxnews.com/politics/first100days/2009/04/14/homeland-security-warns-rise-right-wing-extremism/
http://www.foxnews.com/politics/first100days/2009/04/14/homeland-security-warns-rise-right-wing-extremism/
http://www.catholicexchange.com/
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Bless Your Heart, Tramp! 

John Zmirak | Column 

5/6/09

here we were, the four of us: me; an academic 

colleague of mine; a 60-something, salt o' the 

earth, sarcastic Yankee pastor; and a smart 

Midwestern seminarian on the brink of ordination. The 

beer was flowing freely -- into my glass, anyway -- and 

we were having the kind of conversation laymen have 

with priests these days (which means that topics arose 

I'm confident never came up between clergy and laity in 

previous centuries). In contexts like this, I feel a little 

uncomfortable, constrained to somehow convey the 

following points: 

¶ I know you're not one of the "bad ones." Isn't it 

a shame how a few pervy priests and a lot of 

feckless bishops put good men like you under a 

shadow? 

¶ I know you don't say the traditional liturgy, but I 

hope you'll consider it, since it really is a 

superior expression of the meaning of the 

sacrament to the Novus Ordo. Which is all 

you've ever said. Not that there's anything 

wrong with that.  

¶ I've got a pretty good idea how thankless, 

lonely, and tough your job really is. We really do 

appreciate you guys. Here, let me pick up the 

check. 

¶ No, I don't have a vocation. If we talked for 

another half hour, you wouldn't ask.  

In the course of the evening, a topic came up that rang 

certain alarm bells and almost got me pounding on the 

table. It was nothing doctrinal; the "heresy computer" 

that Rev. John Hardon hard-wired into my head when I 

sat in on his classes from 1979-82 didn't register 

anything dangerous. (By contrast, when I went to the 

campus ministry in college, the dang thing kept going 

off like a Geiger counter at Chernobyl.)  

Instead, the issue at hand was something pastoral 

and subtle. Normally that's the kind of thing I'd miss. 

Indeed, as I've always said of my taste in art and 

apologetics: "Hulk no like subtlety. It confuse him. Then 

it make him MAD . . ." 

Perhaps because it's an intellectual mistake I've 

made myself -- and paid for in tears and treasure -- this 

error, however subtle, upset and alarmed me, like 

finding the head of a rat floating in my soup. It's hard 

to just eat around it. 

We were talking about the prevalence of abortion 

and its root causes in modern sexual behavior. Now, 

I've written here before on how it was women who got 

a raw deal in the Sexual Revolution, which touted for 

all and sundry the horndog drives of adolescent boys 

as the model of modern, "liberated" behavior -- and 

how feminism was, in a sense, the bloody revenge. 

Legal abortion was the means by which young women 

could equal the field with men and minimize the 

consequences of promiscuity. And many of the women 

who contract with doctors to destroy their unborn 

children pay a terrible psychological price.  

So far, so good. All four of us were in agreement. 

But then the seminarian offered this theory, which I'm 

paraphrasing as closely as I can. 

"Women who have premarital sex, and abortions, 

were only looking for love. Most of them had poor 

relationships with their fathers, and they're seeking 

substitutes for the paternal love they never had. And 

men take advantage of that. That's why if we're going 

to change the abortion culture, it's going to have to be 

men whose attitudes we change. Men have to take 

responsibility for this, and they have to be the ones 

who learn how to say 'no' to premarital sex."  

This earnest, orthodox gentleman who studied in 

Rome and who's willingly embracing lifelong celibacy 

T 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4990&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4990&Itemid=48
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5810&Itemid=48
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/beware_the_penitent_gadarene/
http://www.hopeafterabortion.com/
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and practical poverty to serve the Church -- which is 

more than I'd ever do -- had clearly been doing his 

reading. Indeed, he sounded like he was reading off a 

script from some pious text or other he'd been assigned 

at a pastoral seminar by well-meaning "pro-life 

feminists."  

To this I responded: "What planet are you from?"  

Which kind of stopped the conversation cold. A 

good thing I was ready with a two-minute monologue, 

detailing all the many shades and colors of utter 

nonsense he'd just uttered. In sum, I said (less 

eloquently, I bet): 

"Granted that there are women who blunder into 

premarital sex because they're exploited by older or 

more sophisticated men who lie to them, who promise 

a lifelong commitment in return for a one-night stand. 

And some of those girls get pregnant, feel abandoned, 

and have abortions.  

"But is that really the average profile of a woman 

who has premarital sex -- a clueless, damaged damsel 

who isn't driven by any sexual desires of her own, but 

instead is searching for pure and perfect love, dragged 

down by the grubby cravings of filthy men? Is the 

average unmarried American woman -- who is, by all 

accounts, 'sexually active' -- an emotional basket case 

whose father left her wounded, vulnerable to 

exploitation by heartless, Y-chromosomed hedonists? If 

so, she is barely culpable for any sexual sins -- and 

hardly to be blamed for having an abortion. We should 

treat her purely as a victim, and not as a rational adult 

with free will who committed a sin. Why bother to 

absolve her? (Or, as the Church does ipso facto, impose 

on her -- as on the doctor and anyone else directly 

involved -- excommunication.) Is this the outcome of 

the pro-life position -- purely strategic -- that we never 

foresee any legal penalty for women who have 

abortions, only the doctors? If so, the price is too high." 

I asked the seminarian: "Have you ever dated? In 

fact, have you met any women? The ones I've known 

don't fit that description -- including the ones who don't 

practice perfect chastity. 

"In my limited experience, women have sexual 

desires, too. They are capable of making rational 

decisions, and should be held responsible for them -- 

just like men. Why do they go out and have sex when 

they know they shouldn't? Here's a theory: Original 

Sin. And your idea of making men the gatekeepers, 

expecting that (since women are pretty much helpless) 

it's going to fall to guys to be the new enforcers of 

chastity . . . Good luck with that one."  

The pastor turned to the seminarian. "Just wait till 

you hear some confessions," he said, and went back to 

his soup. 

And now you can see why I don't get invited out to 

dinner very often. But at least I picked up the check.  

P.S. My title isn't original. It comes from a priceless 

book by Celia Rivenbark, who, because she is 

Southern, would have treated the seminarian much 

more tactfully than I did. She would have said, 

"Sweetie, you need to watch yourself some soaps."  

 

John Zmirak is 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/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0013L2E0O/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0013L2E0O/insidecatcom-20
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/JZmirak/
http://www.amazon.com/Grand-Inquisitor-Crossroad-Book/dp/0824524357/ref=sr_1_5?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1219633304&sr=1-5
http://www.thomasmorecollege.edu/
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Will Benedict XVI Challenge Palestinian and Israeli Extremism? 

Deal W. Hudson | Column 

5/7/09
n op-ed published in the New York Times on 

Tuesday by veteran Vatican reporter John L. 

Allen Jr. lists four ways Pope Benedict XVI can 

"move things forward in the Middle East." He 

recommends the Holy Father endorse the two-state 

solution, call upon Palestinians to reject extremism, 

urge support for Holy Land Christians, and advise that 

Iran be included in regional discussions. 

It's easy to agree with all of Allen's suggestions, in 

part, because he leaves out one of the most important -

- and most controversial -- messages Benedict should 

consider sending: challenging Israel to reject its own 

extremism, specifically, the confiscation of Palestinian 

land and the building of settlements that is turning the 

West Bank into a series of enclosed "cantons."  

Every Israeli settlement creates an additional 

barrier and greater military presence on the West Bank. 

Along with the rise of Hamas, the Israeli settlements are 

the greatest obstacles to the two-state solution. This 

rapid acceleration of settlements is one of the "Ten 

Hard Facts Facing Benedict XVI in the Holy Land." 

I just returned from guiding a delegation of Catholic 

leaders on a Holy Land pilgrimage, and I agree with 

Allen that the pope's visit could have a huge impact at a 

time when the situation has gone from bad to worse. 

The 21-day Gaza incursion, combined with the election 

of Benjamin Netanyahu, has virtually snuffed all hope 

on the West Bank for an end to the 40-year Israeli 

occupation.  

Frankly, I was surprised that none of the Palestinian 

Christians I interviewed wanted Benedict to make this 

visit. When Pope John Paul II came in 2000, they 

expected a change for the better. Unfortunately, 

they've seen nothing of the sort; peace grows more and 

more remote as Israeli settlements, security walls, and 

fences reach further into Palestinian land.  

The last thing Palestinian Christians want is for 

Benedict's visit to be manipulated by the media as an 

affirmation of Israel's present treatment of Palestinians, 

especially those Gazans who saw their land destroyed 

by Israeli bombers. 

The same Christians I interviewed recommended 

that the pope visit Gaza. The area's only Catholic 

priest, Msgr. Manuel Massalem, said recently that "this 

is not the right moment to come," and he will ask the 

pope "why he came, what he intends on saying to the 

Christians, the Jews, the Muslims, and why he isn't 

coming to Gaza." 

A few days ago in Jerusalem, Latin Patriarch Fouad 

Twal ended any speculation about a possible visit to 

that shattered region. "The pope cannot go to Gaza. It 

was easier to bring Gaza to the pope," he said, and 

disclosed the fact that the Vatican had asked for 200 to 

250 travel permits for Gazan Christians to participate 

in papal events.  

At this time, there is still no word as to whether 

Israel has issued these permits, or where exactly the 

Gazans would join the Holy Father. The most likely 

place would be the Mass in Bethlehem on May 13. 

For Israel to issue those travel permits would be of 

no small significance. One of the major complaints of 

Palestinian Christians is the restriction on travel that 

keeps them from visiting sacred sites. Many have 

never worshipped at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 

in Jerusalem, traveled the Stations of the Cross along 

the Via Dolorosa, or walked in the Garden of 

Gethsemane.  

If Benedict challenges both Palestinian and Israeli 

extremism, it will send a strong message that the only 

solution is one that recognizes the legitimate rights of 

both the Abrahamic communities. 

 

A 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/06/opinion/06allen.html?_r=2
http://www.jpost.com/servlet/Satellite?cid=1209627019177&pagename=JPost%2FJPArticle%2FShowFull
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5818&Itemid=121&ed=1
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5818&Itemid=121&ed=1
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5750&Itemid=20&ed=5
http://www.insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5790&Itemid=48
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/article.asp?edition_id=10&categ_id=2&article_id=100998
http://www.monstersandcritics.com/news/middleeast/news/article_1475115.php/Church_wants_scores_of_Gaza_Christians_to_attend_papal_masses_
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Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in 

the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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Susan Boyle, the Whimsy of God, and Heaven 
Benjamin D. Wiker | Column 

5/7/09

f you are one of the very few people left who has 

not viewed the video of Susan Boyle singing "I 

Dreamed a Dream" on Britain's Got Talent, then you 

must do so immediately, or nothing I have to say will 

stick to your soul. If you are one of the tens of millions 

who have already sat aghast as her voice broke through 

from heaven, then you'd best do it again so you are 

freshly stunned. 

In referring to heaven, I am not engaging in literary 

exaggeration. Boyle's appearance caused an 

international sensation precisely because the sensations 

one experiences in watching her are otherworldly. We 

are getting a foretaste of heaven. Literally. 

The first thing that came to my mind after viewing 

her was Dante's Paradiso. One of the complaints of 

literary types is that hell is more interesting than 

heaven. I remember reading Dante's Divine Comedy 

again and again when I was young. The Inferno 

fascinates, the Purgatorio educates, but the Paradiso? 

Well, as many a commentator noted, heaven is boring. 

Just a lot of flitting around and about as they spiral 

upward singing, continual images of light, and endless 

but uninspiring talk about love. 

But Dante was right after all, and if I should ever be 

driven to teach again, I would have the class view 

Boyle's performance so they could get some inkling of 

what Dante was trying to portray -- indeed, what 

Mother Church holds out before us. In heaven, each 

person is immediately, deeply, and completely 

enchanted by, and enchanting to, every other. There is 

no envy, no pride, no thought of the self as opposed to 

another. Only an outpouring of love. 

Sound tedious? Unrealistic? Watch the video again. 

When Boyle began to sing, the entire audience 

immediately felt that most peculiar sensation of being 

absolutely thrilled, filled with joy to the point of 

overflowing tears, that this very ordinary woman 

existed, and that out of so earthen a vessel, such 

ethereal sound could pour. Every heart was entirely 

directed to her, as if she were a living miracle. No one 

was bored. 

It isn't just that her voice is so astoundingly 

beautiful. The strange effect on the audience is that so 

profoundly beautiful a voice was bursting forth from a 

woman of no account in the world, a late-40s, frumpy 

heap of disappointment, all too easy a target of 

mockery for barbed comments and sibilant snickering. 

Boyle embodied all that is dross for our society, and 

yet the whimsy of God carefully hid within her a great 

pearl, slowly built up over almost half a century. 

When she began to sing, no one wanted her to 

look any differently; the rejoicing was in her, about 

her, just as she was. Within a very few seconds, a very 

few notes, the entire audience was completely 

upended, and swirling around her like flitting souls in 

Dante's Paradiso, entranced by the beauty of a new 

soul entering heaven. Never again wonder why there is 

singing in paradise, or whether the human voice 

transcended and transformed, made unearthly by 

attachment to a divine tether, has the power to draw 

everyone within its compass upward and suspend 

each, shimmering with joy, above all the worries, gray 

agitation, pettiness, and grit of a spoiled world. 

Such was the state of the souls surprised by Boyle, 

souls for a few moments taken outside themselves -- 

the original meaning of ecstasy. Such is the permanent 

state of the redeemed in paradise. They are supremely 

happy that others exist. 

Let me be properly understood, for this is the most 

important point. We are each called to such a 

moment, a moment that will last forever, where we 

enter heaven and are surrounded by a countless 

audience of souls, rushing at us in giddy anticipation of 

the beauty that has been hidden within -- hidden 

I 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9lp0IWv8QZY
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amidst the trials, the disappointments, the dismal 

ordinariness of our lives, all of which served to form the 

pearl of great price. 

Surpassing beauty spun from the ordinary. That we 

loved our spouses in the most difficult times, that we 

loved our children when we had no strength left, that 

we tried to treat others as if they were passionately 

loved by God, that we submitted to the divine 

purgation, the fire that burns away all that we have 

done, said, and failed to do that is not beautiful -- all 

that will be our song. 

But it won't really just be our song. As with song on 

earth, beauty is compounded by harmony, and rising 

above and all around, will be a voice of Redeeming 

Beauty. If we can be nearly broken to tears by the 

beauty a mere woman's voice on earth, what will it 

mean to hear a Voice so beautiful that, like the heat and 

light of the sun, it cannot be borne directly by the 

senses without bringing complete destruction? And yet, 

we shall hear it and live. Forever. 

 

Benjamin D. Wiker is the author of the upcoming The 

Darwin Myth: The Life and Lies of Charles Darwin 

(Regnery, May 2009). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980974/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980974/insidecatcom-20
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Why I Love the Holy Land (and Why You Should, Too) 
Joshua Allen | Column 

5/8/09

or this one night, Jesus is in the tomb." 

These words, spoken to me by a priest on 

Holy Thursday, haunted my soul as the doors 

of the Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem were 

locked and I found myself spending the night in the 

tomb of Christ, which functions as the altar of repose 

for the basilica. Twelve hours later, exhausted but 

exhilarated, I left the tomb struggling to process my 

incredible experience of the reality of Christ and of the 

Holy Land, the very land where He walked and taught, 

where He lived and died. This was the center of it all, 

the center of all time and space. That tomb, forever a 

monument to the Resurrection, had shown me Christ as 

I had never seen Him before. I rejoiced and thanked 

God for the grace to be there in that moment, and I 

resolved to let it change my life. 

It is by any measure of blessings one of the greatest 

to have the opportunity to visit the Holy Land. I am a 

seminarian studying for the Archdiocese of Atlanta at 

the Pontifical North American College in Rome; I have a 

view of St. Peter's from my home. (Really, my cup is 

overflowing with blessings.) Our first summer at the 

NAC is spent outside of the United States; I spent mine 

on a 10-week pilgrimage, working at the Pontifical 

Notre Dame Center in Jerusalem. The Holy Land 

changed my entire perspective on faith: There, the 

theory becomes real; belief is given a face and a 

context; you engage the Scriptures as never before.  

It has a certain exotic quality for Americans: The 

flight is long and uncomfortable, the Jewish and Muslim 

cultures are completely foreign, and there is always the 

specter of terrorism and safety overhanging any 

thought of travel. A trip in the Holy Land is frankly 

disorienting. In Jerusalem, within 30 minutes you can 

walk from Calvary to the Upper Room to the Temple to 

Gethsemane, your head spinning all the while. 

Bethlehem is 20 minutes away; Galilee is two hours 

away. Mount Moriah, where salvation history begins 

with the Sacrifice of Abraham, is the mountain upon 

which the Temple is constructed -- in the center of the 

city. The City of David and Mount Zion, Gehenna and 

Emmaus are all right there.  

The magnificent reality of it all is simply 

overwhelming. We are so blessed to have a faith that 

is based in history: the Bible is filled with real events 

that happened at real places. God chose certain times 

and places to reveal Himself in history, and the fact 

that He chose the Holy Land means something. Of 

course, our faith is not dependent on particular places, 

but our faith does depend on the historical fact of 

Jesus Christ: His life, death, and resurrection. Jesus is 

not just a bedtime story; He is a real person. The 

Incarnation is necessarily specific: Jesus walked in real 

places doing real things with real disciples. 

  

Our Holy Father is beginning a pilgrimage to the Holy 

Land today. It is significant that he is starting his trip in 

Jordan at Mount Nebo, where God showed Moses the 

Promised Land. Moses was not able to enter; God 

merely showed it to him, proving that his gifts are 

more than spiritual ideas; instead, they are concrete 

realities we can see, taste, and touch. The blessings 

God gave to the children of Abraham so many 

millennia ago remain blessings for us today. The Holy 

Land is calling the Christian children of Abraham to her 

heart, and our Holy Father is answering the call. 

You cannot imagine the experience: seeing the 

Mount of Olives; touching trees that are 3,000 years 

old in the Garden of Gethsemane; standing where 

Jesus was transfigured; seeing how insultingly small a 

mustard seed really is; reading Psalm 23 in the Kidron 

Valley, or Psalm 88 in the pit of Christ (where He was 

held before being brought to Pilate); touching the very 

rock of Calvary baptized in Christ's blood; kissing the 

column where Jesus was scourged; kneeling at the 

"F 
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manger in Bethlehem; walking the shore where Peter 

affirmed his love for Jesus three times; praying where 

Gabriel appeared to Mary; celebrating the Mass of the 

Resurrection in the empty tomb. The Holy Land 

becomes a part of you, just as you become a part of its 

history, and it is absolutely addictive: I have been back 

three times already. 

There is no place like the Holy Land. Don't let fear 

keep you from experiencing its magnificence. Follow in 

the footsteps of Pope Paul VI, Pope John Paul II, and 

now Pope Benedict XVI. Pray for the Holy Land. Pray for 

the pope's visit. Visit if you possibly can -- it is worth the 

sacrifice. You will never be the same. 

 

Joshua Allen is a fourth-year seminarian studying at the 

North American College in Rome for the Archdiocese of 

Atlanta. He writes a regular column, Led Into the Truth, 

for Catholic News Agency. 

http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/
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What Lies Beneath  
Simcha Fisher | Column 

5/8/09 

 had a fleeting desire to see the newish movie 

Watchmen, until I heard that it was yet another in 

the genre of "let's peel off the facade of the world 

and get down to the truthiest truth underneath, which 

is, of course, stench and corruption."  

This must be an awfully old theme. Older even than 

The Matrix, I imagine. In that movie, the hero is invited 

to take a blue pill if he wants to persist in the pleasant 

and elaborate illusion that is human life -- or a red pill if 

he wants to wipe it away forever. If he chooses the 

latter, he will be doomed to live henceforth in a brutal 

and dangerous reality -- but it's the right thing to do, 

because it's the Truth, you see. 

In any age that prides itself (justly or not) on 

intellectual rigor and sophistication, this must be one of 

the chief temptations: to imagine that freshness and 

innocence are always the illusion, and corruption is 

always the reality, the core. (This theme is brilliantly 

dissected in John C. Wright's journal here.) 

But it's a temptation. Not one perspective on life, 

not a valid point of view, not an interesting theme to 

explore. A temptation, also known as a lie.  

Ransom, in C. S. Lewis's Perelandra, battles directly 

with this lie when the Un-man, pursuing him on 

shattered limbs through the pitch-black caves of Venus, 

courts him horribly with the myth of life as a thin crust, 

an outer rind. The tempter says:  

Picture the universe as an infinite globe with this 

very thin crust on the outside . . . . We are born on 

the surface of it and all our lives we are sinking 

through it. When we've got all the way through 

then we are what's called Dead: we've got into the 

dark part inside, the real globe. If your God exists, 

He's not in the globe --He's outside, like a moon. As 

we pass into the interior we pass out of His ken. He 

doesn't follow us in. . . .  

All the things you like to dwell on are outsides. 

A planet like our own . . . Or a beautiful human 

body. All the colours and pleasant shapes are 

merely where it ends, where it ceases to be. Inside, 

what do you get? Darkness, worms, heat, pressure, 

salt, suffocation, stink. 

It took me many years to realize that I believed this 

myth, emotionally if not intellectually, and had done so 

since I was little. I am sure that many young people do. 

Happily, in my late 20s, I gradually got an easy 

reprieve: God saw fit to shower me with so many hints 

and breaths of eternal happiness that only a willful, 

intentional twisting away from the light would confuse 

me for long.  

But there have been some times of confusion. 

Recently I suffered a spell of crushing misery. Things 

that I never even questioned had turned out to be 

shaky. Where I turned for consolation, there was 

perversion and malice. It didn't even feel like a trial, 

because I didn't know that the verdict was yet to 

come: It felt like the end had come, and there I was in 

the dark cave, and that was it. I had found the truth at 

last. 

But (O Lord, thou pluckest me) I came out. The 

darkness was answered with a spell of otherworldly 

happiness. The world was shining all the time. Angels 

leaped and rejoiced from every surface, basking and 

frolicking like otters in the glory of God-in-the-world. 

You will have to take my word for it, if this has never 

happened to you. I'd never seen anything like it, before 

or since. It lasted about three weeks.  

  

The super-rational joy, the passionate interest I felt in 

the world didn't last, but it was too real to forget or 

deny. One day, I was driving home from adoration. 

Now, I'm a typical crummy catholic who unwillingly 

I 
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drags herself there twice a month, so this day was 

unusual in that I had truly enjoyed my hour. I felt God's 

presence in the chapel as substantially as I feel my 

husband's presence when he walks in the door in the 

evening. We were there together, Christ and I, and it 

was fun.  

So after my hour was over, I was headed home, 

hauling the car around the roundabout, idly watching 

out for clueless pedestrians. Tired snowbanks, 

blackened with exhaust, leaned into the road, and no 

birds sang. "Echhh," I thought. "Well, that was very nice 

for an hour . . . but now back to the real world." 

Then I thought, "Just a damn minute." (At this point 

I think I actually put one finger up into the air like a 

stern lecturer.) 

"That was the real world. Back in there, in the 

chapel. The gold. The almost audible affection and 

consolation. The unmistakable Presence. That was the 

real world. And I hereby repudiate that stupid other 

idea!" And, thanks be to God, the stupid idea slunk 

away.  

Let's just say it: Goodness, Truth, and Beauty are 

real. Everything else is not.  

Now, driving home and feeling better that particular 

afternoon is one thing. But repudiating this stupid idea 

every day in every way -- rejecting utterly, without 

reservation, the temptation of the Matrix sensibility -- is 

a matter of life and death.  

Why? Because we are still waiting for the truth to 

take up arms and vanquish the enemy once and for all. 

Yes, we know and believe that it will happen at the 

Second Coming -- that then there will be no temptation, 

no mistake. Whichever pill we take, Christ the Warrior 

will be standing in front of us: good, beautiful, 

victorious, and unmistakably true. 

But right now?  

The Beautiful is an anencephalic baby who 

somehow lives for three weeks and longer.  The Good is 

a Host desecrated on You Tube. The True is the voice of 

a chubby DRE who preaches chastity to a handful of 

hardened, sarcastic teenagers.  

In other words, for some reason, God is 

vulnerable. He has made Himself vulnerable in this 

world. I don't know why.  

The one thing we can do about it is to remember 

that this weakness, this darkness, this tired, dried up, 

worn out world -- this is the illusion. This is the 

temporary state; this is the crust. Underneath it all is 

not darkness, heat, and stench.  

Underneath it all, deep down, is the living water.  

We must drink of it again and again, and we must 

offer it to each other, and remind each other that it is 

there. It will keep our heads clear until there can be no 

more confusion, once and for all. 

 

Simcha Fisher is a blogger for InsideCatholic.com and 

homeschooling mother of eight. She writes from New 

Hampshire. 
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The Mother of the Son: The Case for Marian Devotion  

Mark P. Shea | Classic 

5/2/09 
t has to be one of the strangest things in the world: 

So many Christians who love Jesus with all their 

hearts recoil in fear at the mention of His mother's 

name, while many who do love her find themselves 

tongue-tied when asked to explain why. 

Most of the issues people have with Mary are really 

issues about something else. "Where is the Assumption 

of Mary in the Bible?" isn't really a question about 

Mary. It's a question about the validity of Sacred 

Tradition and the authority of the Church. "Why should 

I pray to Mary?" isn't really about Mary, either. It's 

actually a question about the relationship of the living 

and the dead in Christ. "Do Catholics worship Mary?" 

isn't a question about Mary. It's concerned more with 

whether or not Catholics countenance idolatry and 

what the word "honor" means. And curiously enough, 

all these and many more objections both pay homage 

to and completely overlook the central truth about 

Mary that the Catholic Church labors to help us see: 

that her life, in its entirety, is a referred life. 

Mary would, after all, be of absolutely no 

consequence to us if not for her Son. It is because she is 

the mother of Jesus Christ that she matters to the world 

at all. If He hadn't been born, you never would have 

heard of her. John, with characteristic economy of 

expression, captures this referred life in her own words: 

"Do whatever he tells you" (John 2:5). And, of course, if 

this were all the Church had to say about her, 

Evangelicals would be more than happy to let her refer 

us to Jesus and be done with it. What baffles so many 

non-Catholics is the Church's tendency to keep referring 

us to her. "Ad Iesum per Mariam!" we say, to which 

many non-Catholics nervously respond, "Isn't 

Christianity supposed be about a relationship with Jesus 

Christ? Why do Catholics honor Mary so much?" 

  

 

Sublime Neglect 

That question sounded reasonable -- right up until 

another question began to bother me: If Catholics 

honor Mary too much, exactly how do we Evangelicals 

honor her "just enough"? For the reality was that my 

native Evangelicalism recoiled from any and all mention 

of Mary. 

This was odd. After all, Evangelicals could talk all 

day about Paul and never feel we were "worshipping" 

him or giving him "too much honor." We rightly 

understood that God's word comes to us through St. 

Paul, and there's no conflict between the two (even 

though Paul exhibits more character flaws than Mary). 

Yet the slightest mention of Mary by a Catholic 

immediately brought a flood of warnings, hesitations, 

scrutinies of her lack of faith (allegedly demonstrated 

in Mark 3:21), and even assertions that Jesus was less 

pleased with her than he was with his disciples 

(because he called her "Woman," not "Mom"; and 

because he commended his own disciples as "my 

brother and sister and mother" (Mark 3:35)). And all 

this was despite the fact that not just God's word (e.g. 

the Magnificat), but God's Word, came to us through 

Mary (John 1:14). As Evangelicals we could say, "If not 

for Paul, the Gospel would never have reached the 

Gentiles." But we froze up if somebody argued that, "If 

not for Mary, the gospel would never have reached the 

earth." Suddenly, a flurry of highly speculative claims 

about how "God would simply have chosen somebody 

else!" would fill the air, as though Mary was a mere 

incubation unit, completely interchangeable with any 

other woman on earth. "No Paul, no Gospel for the 

Gentiles" made perfect sense. But "No Mary, no 

incarnation, no death, no resurrection, no salvation for 

the world" was just too extreme. 

Indeed, from Evangelical piety and preaching as it 

is actually practiced, one could be forgiven for getting 

the sense that Jesus didn't really even like his mother 
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(like a teenager irritated because Mom just doesn't 

understand him). Having "Mary is No Big Deal" 

hammered home whenever her name was raised 

tended to give you the feeling that -- after her brief 

photo-op for the Hallmark Christmas card industry -- 

Jesus was glad to spend time away from the family, in 

the Temple discussing higher things. The position in 

Evangelicalism was more or less that we should do 

likewise and not lavish any attention on the mother 

who was too dim to understand who He was, and 

whom he "rebuked" by saying, "Why were you looking 

for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father's 

house?" 

And so, our claims to honor her "just enough" 

effectively boiled down to paying no shred of positive 

attention to her beyond singing "round yon Virgin, 

mother and child" each Christmas. The rest of the time 

it was either complete neglect or jittery assurances of 

her unimportance and dark warnings not to over-

emphasize the woman of whom inspired Scripture said, 

"From this day all generations will call me blessed." 

It was a startling paradigm shift to realize we 

treated her so allergically -- and one which, I have since 

noticed, isn't unusual for converts. Dale Ahlquist, 

President of the American Chesterton Society, told me 

once that when he was still hanging back from the 

Church because of Mary, a blunt priest he knew asked 

him, "Do you believe her soul magnifies the Lord? It's 

right there in Scripture." Ahlquist reflexively answered 

back, "Of course I do! I know the Bible!" But even as he 

replied he was thinking to himself, "I never really 

thought of that before." It can be a disorienting 

experience. 

But, in fact, it is right there in the Bible. Her soul 

magnifies the Lord, and from that day to this all 

generations have called her blessed. So why, when we 

Evangelicals looked at Jesus, did we never look at Him 

through the divinely appointed magnifying glass? Why 

were we so edgy about calling her "blessed" and giving 

her any honor? That realization was my first clue that it 

was, perhaps, Catholics who were simply being normal 

and human in honoring Mary, while we Evangelicals 

were more like teetotalers fretting that far too much 

wine was being drunk at the wedding in Cana. 

  

The Cultural Obstacles 

Part of the problem, I came to realize, was that 

Evangelical fears about Mary are visceral and not 

entirely theological. Indeed, much of the conflict 

between Catholics and Evangelicals is cultural, not 

theological. Evangelical culture (whether you're a man 

or a woman) is overwhelmingly masculine, while 

Catholic culture (again, whether you're a man or a 

woman) is powerfully feminine. And the two groups 

often mistake their cultural differences for theological 

ones. 

The Catholic approach tends to be body-centered, 

Eucharistic, and contemplative. Prayer, in Catholic 

culture, is primarily for seeking union with God. 

Evangelical approaches to God tend to be centered on 

Scripture, verbal articulation of belief, mission, and on 

the Spirit working in power. Prayer, in such a culture, is 

primarily for getting things done. Both are legitimate 

Christian ways of approaching the gospel. Indeed, they 

should both be part of the Catholic approach to the 

gospel. But because of these unconscious differences 

Evangelicals and Catholics often clash about culture 

while they think they're debating theology. The 

feminine spirituality of the Catholic can regard the 

masculine Evangelical approach as shallow, noisy, and 

utilitarian, lacking an interior life. Meanwhile, Catholic 

piety can be seen by Evangelicals as a cold, dead, 

ritualistic, biblically ignorant, and cut off from real life. 

Thus, Evangelicals frequently criticize the Catholic life 

as a retreat from reality into rituals and rote prayers. 

Not surprisingly, the heroes of the two camps are 

(for Evangelicals) the Great Human Dynamo of 

Apostolic Energy, St. Paul; and (for Catholics) the great 

icon of Contemplative Prayer Issuing in Incarnation, 

the Blessed Virgin Mary. As an Evangelical, I found Paul 

much easier to appreciate, since he was "biblical" -- he 

wrote much of the New Testament, after all. You could 

talk about Paul since he'd left such a significant paper 
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trail. Not so with Mary. Apart from the Magnificat and a 

couple remarks here and there -- plus, of course, the 

infancy narratives -- she didn't appear to occupy nearly 

as much psychic space for the authors of the New 

Testament as she did for Catholics. Marian devotion 

looked like a mountain of piety built on a molehill of 

Scripture. 

Looks, however, can be deceiving. For as I got to 

know the Bible better, it became obvious to me that the 

authors of Scripture were not nearly as jittery about 

Mary as my native Evangelicalism. Furthermore, they 

accorded to her honors which looked a great deal more 

Catholic than Evangelical. 

Luke, for instance, likens her to the Ark of the 

Covenant in recording that the Holy Spirit 

"overshadowed" her. The same word in Greek is used to 

describe the way the Shekinah (glory of God) 

overshadowed the tabernacle in Luke 1:35. Likewise, 

John makes the same connection between Mary and 

the Ark of the Covenant when he announces in 

Revelation 11:19-12:2: 

Then God's temple in heaven was opened, and the 

ark of his covenant was seen within his temple; and 

there were flashes of lightning, voices, peals of 

thunder, an earthquake, and heavy hail. And a great 

portent appeared in heaven, a woman clothed with 

the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on her 

head a crown of twelve stars; she was with child 

and she cried out in her pangs of birth, in anguish 

for delivery. 

The chapter goes on to describe the woman as giving 

birth to a male child who rules the nations with an iron 

scepter and who is almost devoured by a great red 

dragon. 

As an Evangelical, my own tradition found it 

remarkably easy to detect bar codes, Soviet helicopters, 

the European Common Market, and the Beatles 

encoded into the narrative of Revelation. But when 

Catholics suggested that the woman of Revelation 

might have something to do with the Blessed Virgin 

occupying a place of cosmic importance in the grand 

scheme of things, this was dismissed as incredible. 

Everyone knew that the woman of Revelation was really 

the symbolic Virgin Daughter of Zion giving birth to the 

Church. A Jewish girl who stood at the pinnacle of the 

Old Covenant, summed up the entirety of Israel's 

mission and gave flesh to the Head of the Church 

saying, "Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be 

to me according to your word" -- what could she 

possibly have to do with those images? Why, that would 

suggest that she was the Virgin Daughter of Zion and 

the Flower of her People, the Model Disciple, the Icon 

of the Church, the Mother of Jesus and of all those 

who are united with Him by faith and... 

Come to think of it, Scripture was looking rather 

Catholic after all. 

  

The Heart of Marian Doctrine 

That was the revolutionary thought that made it 

possible for me to press on, as a new Catholic, to find 

out what the Church was trying to get at with her 

Marian teaching. In coming to understand this, it 

seemed to me, I'd come a long way toward 

understanding why Mary figures so prominently, not 

merely in the heads, but in the hearts of Catholics. 

The first question that arises, of course, is, "Why 

Marian dogma at all?" Why not just dogmas about 

Christ and let Catholics think what they like about 

Mary? Why bind consciences here? 

The answer is that Catholics do think what they 

like -- not only about Mary, but about lots of things. 

And sometimes they think deeply erroneous things. 

When they do, and that thought imperils some 

revealed truth to the point it threatens the integrity of 

the Church's witness, the Church will, from time to 

time, define its doctrine more precisely. This is a 

process that's already at work in the New Testament 

(cf. Acts 15), and it continues until the return of Christ. 

So, for instance, in the fifth century there arose 

(yet again) the question of just who Jesus is. It was a 

question repeated throughout antiquity and, in this 
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case, an answer to the question was proposed by the 

Nestorians. They argued that the mortal man Jesus and 

the Logos, or Second Person of the Trinity, were more 

or less two persons occupying the same head. For this 

reason, they insisted that Mary could not be acclaimed 

(as she had been popularly acclaimed for a very long 

time) as Theotokos, or God bearer. Instead, she should 

only be called Christotokos, or Christ bearer. She was, 

they insisted, the Mother of Jesus, not of God. 

The problem with this was that it threatened the 

very witness of the Church and could even lead logically 

to the notion that there were two Sons of God, the man 

Jesus and the Logos who was sharing a room with Him 

in His head. In short, it was a doorway to theological 

chaos over one of the most basic truths of the Faith: 

that the Word became flesh, died, and rose for our sins. 

So the Church formulated its response. First, Jesus 

Christ is not two persons occupying the same head. He 

is one person possessing two natures, human and 

divine, joined in a hypostatic union. Second, it was 

appropriate to therefore call Mary Theotokos because 

she's the Mother of the God-Man. When the God-Man 

had His friends over for lunch, He didn't introduce Mary 

saying, "This is the mother of my human nature." He 

said, "This is my mother." 

Why did the Church do this? Because, once again, 

Mary points to Jesus. The dogma of the Theotokos is a 

commentary on Jesus, a sort of "hedge" around the 

truth about Jesus articulated by the Church. Just as 

Nestorianism had tried to attack the orthodox teaching 

of Christ through Mary (by forbidding the veneration of 

her as Theotokos), now the Church protected that 

teaching about Christ by making Theotokos a dogma. 

That is a vital key to understanding Marian dogmas: 

They're always about some vital truth concerning Jesus, 

the nature of the Church, or the nature of the human 

person. 

This is evident, for instance, in the definition of 

Mary as a Perpetual Virgin (promulgated in 553 at the 

Council of Constantinople). This tradition isn't so much 

explicitly attested as reflected in the biblical narrative. 

Yes, we must grant that the biblical narrative is 

ambiguous in that it speaks of Jesus' "brothers" (but 

does it mean "siblings" or merely "relatives"?). 

However, other aspects of the biblical narrative strongly 

suggest she remained a virgin. 

For instance, Mary reacts with astonishment at the 

news that she, a woman betrothed, will bear a son. If 

you are at a wedding shower and tell the bride-to-be, 

"You're going to have cute kids" and she responds "How 

can that be?" you can only conclude one of two things: 

she either doesn't know about the birds and the bees or 

she's taken a vow of virginity. In short, the promise of 

a child is an odd thing for a betrothed woman to be 

amazed about... unless, of course, she'd already 

decided to remain a virgin even after marriage. 

Likewise, Joseph reacts with fear at the thought of 

taking Mary as a wife. Why fear? Modernity assumes it 

was because he thought her guilty of adultery, but the 

typical view in antiquity understood the text to mean 

he was afraid of her sanctity -- as a pious Jew would be 

afraid to touch the Ark of the Covenant. After all, think 

of what Mary told him about the angel's words: "The 

Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the 

Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to 

be born will be called holy, the Son of God." 

I'm not even a pious Jew, but with words like that 

echoing in my ears about my wife, I'd find it easy to 

believe that Joseph, knowing what he did about his 

wife, would have chosen celibacy. 

"But nothing is sure, based on the text alone. It's 

still ambiguous," says the critic. Right. The biblical text 

alone doesn't supply an unambiguous answer to this or 

a myriad of other questions, including "Is the Holy 

Spirit God?," "How do you contract a valid marriage?," 

and "Can you be a polygamist?" But the Tradition of 

the Church in union with the biblical text does supply 

an answer: Mary had no other children, a fact so 

commonly known throughout the early Church that 

when Jerome attacks Helvidius for suggesting 

otherwise, nobody makes a peep. In a Church quite 

capable of tearing itself to pieces over distinctions 

between homoousious and homoiousious, you hear the 

sound of crickets in response to Jerome, punctuated 
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with the sound of other Fathers singing hymns to 

"Mary, Ever-Virgin." The early Church took it for granted 

and thought Helvidius as credible as Dan Brown. 

But why a dogma about it? Because, again, Mary's 

life is a referred life. Her virginity, like Christ's, speaks of 

her total consecration to God and of our call as 

Christians to be totally consecrated as well. Her virginity 

is not a stunt or a magic trick to make the arrival of 

Messiah extra-strange. It is, rather, a sign to the Church 

and of the Church. And that matters for precisely the 

reason I'd thought it did not matter when I was an 

Evangelical: because Christianity is indeed supposed be 

about a relationship with Jesus Christ. But a relationship 

necessarily involves more than one person. 

What it comes down to is this: Jesus can do a world 

of wonderful things, but there is something even Jesus 

cannot do -- He cannot model for us what it looks like to 

be a disciple of Jesus. Only a disciple of Jesus can do 

that. And the first and best model of the disciple of 

Jesus is the one who said and lived "Yes!" to God, 

spontaneously and without even the benefit of years of 

training or the necessity of being knocked off a horse 

and blinded. And she continues to do so right through 

the agony of watching her Son die and the ecstasy of 

knowing Him raised again. 

This is why the Church, like the gospels, has always 

called Mary our Mother: because Mom is the best 

model for training children. The command to call her 

"Mother" comes, of course, from Jesus himself. John 

doesn't record the words "Behold your mother" (John 

19:27) because he thought his readers might be curious 

about domestic arrangements for childless Jewish 

widows. Rather, as with everything else John writes, 

"These are written that you may believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may 

have life in his name" (John 20:31). In other words, he 

doesn't record everything about Jesus, only those things 

that have a significant theological meaning. This 

includes Christ's words to the Beloved Disciple. For the 

Beloved Disciple is you and not merely John. Mary is 

your mother and you are her child. And so we are to 

look to her as mother and imitate her as she imitates 

Christ. 

Defeating Destructive Ideologies 

This brings us to the last two (and intimately related) 

Marian dogmas. Given that Marian dogma is always a 

commentary on Christ and his Church, what is the 

Church saying in its dogmatic teaching that 1) Mary was 

preserved at the moment of her conception from the 

stain of all sin, both original and actual; and 2) Mary was 

assumed bodily into heaven at the end of her earthly 

existence? 

The great crisis that faced the Church in the 19th 

century (when the Holy Spirit, doing his job of leading 

the Church into all truth, led the Church to promulgate 

the dogma of the Immaculate Conception) was the rise 

of several ideologies -- still very much with us -- that 

called into question the origins and dignity of the 

human person. Darwin said the human person was an 

unusually clever piece of meat whose origins were as 

accidental as a pig's nose. Marx said humans were 

mere ingredients in a vast economic historical process. 

Laissez-faire capitalism saw people as natural 

resources to be exploited and thrown away when they 

lost their value. Eugenics said human dignity rested on 

"fitness." Much of Protestantism declared humans 

"totally depraved," while much of the Enlightenment 

held up the myth of human innocence, the "noble 

savage," and the notion of human perfectibility 

through reason. Racial theory advanced the notion 

that the key to human dignity was the shape of your 

skull, the color of your skin, and your membership in 

the Aryan or Teutonic tribe. Freud announced that 

your illusion of human dignity was just a veil over 

fathomless depths of unconscious processes largely 

centering in the groin or emerging out of issues with 

Mom and Dad. 

All these ideologies -- and many others -- had in 

common the degrading rejection of human beings as 

creatures made in the image of God and intended for 

union with God (and the consequent subjection of the 

human person to some sort of creature). In contrast to 

them all, the Church, in holding up the icon of Mary 

Immaculate, held up an icon of both our true origin 

and our true dignity. That she was sinless was a 

teaching as old as the hills in the Church, which had 
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hailed her as Kecharitomene, or "full of grace," since the 

time of Luke and saluted her as Panagia, or all-holy, 

since the early centuries of the Church. So then why did 

the Holy Spirit move the Church to develop and focus 

this immemorial teaching more clearly? 

Because what needed to be said loud and clear was 

that we were made in the image of God and that our 

fallenness, though very real, does not name or define 

us: Jesus Christ does. We are not mere animals; 

statistical averages; cogs in a machine; sophisticated 

primordial ooze; or a jangling set of complexes, 

appetites, tribal totems, Aryan supermen, naturally 

virtuous savages, or totally depraved Mr. Hydes. We 

were made by God, for God. Therefore sin, though 

normal, is not natural and doesn't constitute our 

humanity. And the proof of it was Mary, who was 

preserved from sin and yet was more human than the 

lot of us. She wasn't autonomously innocent, as though 

she could make it without God. She was the biggest 

recipient of grace in the universe, a grace that made 

her, in a famous phrase, "younger than sin." Because of 

it, she was free to be what Irenaeus described as "the 

glory of God": a human being fully alive. And as she is, 

so can the grace of Christ make us. 

The 19th-century ideologies didn't, however, 

remain in libraries and classrooms. In the 20th century, 

they were enacted by the powers of state, science, 

business, entertainment, education, and the military 

into programs that bore abundant fruit in such 

enterprises as global and regional wars, the Holocaust, 

the great famines, the killing fields, the "great leap 

forward," the sexual revolution, and the culture of 

death, which is still reaping a rich bounty of spiritual 

and physical destruction. In short, as the 19th-century 

philosophies assaulted the dignity and origin of the 

human person, so the working out of those philosophies 

on the ground in the 20th century assaulted the dignity 

and destiny of the human person. 

So what did the Holy Spirit do? Once again, in 1950, 

in the middle of a century that witnessed the biggest 

assault on the human person and on the family that the 

world has ever seen, the Church again held up Mary as 

an icon of who we really are and who we are meant to 

become by promulgating the dogma of the Assumption 

of Mary. Just as the Immaculate Conception held Mary 

up as the icon of the divine dignity of our origins, so the 

Church, in teaching "that the Immaculate Mother of 

God, the ever Virgin Mary, having completed the course 

of her earthly life, was assumed body and soul into 

heavenly glory" was now holding her up as the icon of 

the divine dignity of our destiny. 

The Church is repeating, in effect, that the God 

Who loves the world does not will that our fate be the 

oven, the mass grave, the abortion clinic, the 

anonymity of the factory, the brothel, the cubicle, or 

the street. The proper end of our life is supposed to be 

for us, as it already is for her, the ecstatic glory of 

complete union with the Triune God in eternity. Once 

again, God shows us something vital about our 

relationship to Himself through her, His greatest saint. 

And that, in the end, is the point of Marian 

devotion and theology. Through Our Lady, we see 

Jesus Christ reflected in the eyes of His greatest saint. 

But we also see "what are the riches of his glorious 

inheritance in the saints, and what is the 

immeasurable greatness of his power in us who 

believe, according to the working of his great might" 

(Ephesians 1:18-19). For what He has already done for 

her, He will one day do also in us. 

 

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor for 

www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for 

InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at 

markshea.blogspot.com. This article originally 

appeared in the December 2004 issue of crisis 

Magazine. 

http://www.catholicexchange.com/
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Eight Habits of Highly Effective Bishops  

Mary Jo Anderson | Classic 

5/6/09 
otwithstanding the sex-abuse scandal that has 

buffeted the Catholic Church in the United 

States, Catholics genuinely admire bishops 

whose courage and dedication have made a difference 

in their dioceses. Adversity tends to sharpen the 

contrast and clarify the picture of Catholicism in 

America. And the recent presidential election added 

another dimension to any reflection on the American 

Catholic identity, as many of the most crucial issues 

intersected Catholic teaching on the sanctity of life, sex, 

and marriage. 

Never before have Catholic Americans watched 

more closely what happens in their chanceries. They 

want to know what sort of man their shepherd is, this 

"successor to the apostles" who comes down to us from 

St. Peter. How does he discharge his responsibility? Is 

he an example of personal holiness? Is he courageous? 

Increasingly, Catholic commentators locate the mission 

of the contemporary Church at the epicenter of a global 

culture of death. And while it is true that bishops have 

pastoral care over the "portion of the people of God 

assigned to them" (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 

886), they also work for the good of the universal 

Church. The Church in America is undeniably free 

enough to function without persecution or legal 

impediment. But is it prepared for the fight? 

"We need a thorough cleansing in house if we are 

to battle the culture of death right outside our doors. 

It's up to the bishop to set the example, to lead us in 

the fight-beginning with public prayer. Nothing short of 

a bishop who is willing to publicly confront evil will 

inspire us to take on the world," wrote one university 

chaplain. "Seen as a battle, each bishop leads a 

division."  

His observation echoed Josef Cardinal Ratzinger, 

then-prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 

Faith, who noted that the most pressing enemy of the 

Faith is the militant secularism that has engulfed much 

of the Western world. French Cardinal Paul Poupard, 

president of the Pontifical Council for Culture, decried 

the loss of a Christian culture -- a casualty of the 

virulent secularism of which Cardinal Ratzinger warned. 

The cultural patrimony of Christians must be re-taught 

to Christians, "For without it, how can they appreciate 

the full value of Bach's St. John Passion, Handel's 

Messiah, Beethoven's Missa Solemnis, or 

Michelangelo's Pietà?" asked Poupard. European 

correspondents, stung by the rejection of Christianity 

in their Parliament, frequently warn American 

Catholics to guard their own Christian history.  

Pope John Paul II himself raised the alarm, calling 

all the faithful to defend the Church from those 

powerful forces that seek to privatize religious 

practice. Metaphorical wolves -- abortion, euthanasia, 

cloning -- threaten Christ's flock. Now is the time for 

the shepherds to make their stand. 

What qualities best equip today's bishop to fight 

the culture war? That's the question I posed in a 

survey of Catholic authors and activists, priests and 

scholars. It brought a flurry of thoughtful responses. 

Correspondents were quick to note that each diocese -

- like each family -- has its strengths and weaknesses. 

One may be strong on liturgy but lag on catechesis. 

Another operates in the black, its fiscal house in order, 

but lacks vocations. Renewal -- fostering a Catholic 

renaissance -- is a long-term process, and our own 

impatience shouldn't ignore sure but gradual progress.  

A review of the responses revealed eight basic 

good habits that were cited often by respondents. If 

we as lay people are to exhort our shepherds, we must 

have a clear idea what we're exhorting them to do. 

This list offers a point of reference for that effort. 

One important note: This survey was strictly 

informal -- more concerned with identifying strengths 

and qualities than with specific bishops or dioceses. 

But names inevitably arose; they offer helpful, 
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concrete examples of these habits. There are many 

other examples of bishops who exercise their office 

faithfully and are deserving of recognition, but space 

and the boundaries of the article limit a listing of all of 

them. Readers should make no assumption about a 

bishop simply because his name is not included in this 

piece.  

  

1. A bishop must be personally holy. 

David Tennessen, author of Dave's Digest, a pro-life 

news summary, identified several important qualities 

that serve a bishop at the crossroads of the culture war. 

One stood at the forefront, however: "The first and 

most fundamental quality any bishop must have is 

personal holiness." Tennessen believes that bishops 

who pray the Divine Office, make regular retreats, and 

schedule regular confessions for themselves are better 

equipped to serve as Christ's emissaries.  

In fact, it could be argued that the other habits of 

an effective bishop flow from this first habit. "The 

second quality necessary to be a good bishop," 

Tennessen offered, "is the ability to teach, which is his 

primary obligation…[and] reading the lives of the saints 

has shown me that the bishops who are holy make the 

best teachers."  

And so, holiness must be the foundation of any 

successful bishopric. "If a bishop has personal holiness," 

Tennessen concluded, "God will fill in anything else that 

might be missing." 

Tennessen wasn't the only one to observe that a 

bishop is most effective when his commitment to 

personal prayer is strong. One Atlanta priest noted, 

"How does one follow Christ if one is not on his knees? 

Think of Christ on His knees in Gethsemane. The 

Catechism is clear, 'Although Christ's ministers act in 

communion with one another they also act in a 

personal way.'" The citation continues, "Each one is 

called personally: 'You follow Me' in order to be a 

personal witness…to bear personal responsibility…." 

  

2. A bishop must promote and defend the authentic 

Catholic Faith. 

One frequently mentioned quality of a strong bishop is 

his willingness to stand up for the truth, no matter the 

cost (often paid in media uproar). Indeed, for 2,000 

years, bishops have been among the chief defenders of 

the Faith -- from the early Church, through the 

Reformation, and to the modern era. Our contemporary 

shepherds must continue that venerable tradition. 

Happily, respondents offered some excellent 

examples. Francis Cardinal George of Chicago was 

often praised for his "devastating" and repeated 

critiques of dissent. Professor Gerard Bradley of Notre 

Dame observed that Cardinal George is also 

"extraordinary and exemplary for his untiring and 

fearless and unblinking intellectual engagement with 

the challenge of militant secularism."  

Many others recalled Bishop Fabian Bruskewitz's 

refusal to permit Catholics in his diocese of Lincoln, 

Nebraska, to be members of Planned Parenthood, the 

dissident Catholic organization Call to Action, or to 

maintain any Masonic affiliation and still be considered 

in good standing with the Church. 

"What I find most admirable in him," said Phil 

Lawler of the Catholic World Report, "is his willingness 

directly to acknowledge and confront the most serious 

problem in the Church in America today: the manifest 

failure of the bishops, as a group, to provide pastoral 

leadership."  

Maintaining doctrinal fidelity must occur not just 

among Catholics in general but also among those who 

work in the parishes themselves. Bishop Robert F. Vasa 

of Baker, Oregon, was mentioned often for his strong 

example in this area. In April 2004, the bishop issued 

"Giving Testimony to the Truth," a document 

addressed to the lay ministers of his diocese. Included 

was an oath of fidelity, "Affirmation of Personal Faith." 

The affirmation is required of any position -- catechist, 

teacher, liturgical reader, cantor, minister of Holy 

Communion, director of youth activities, and others -- 

"which entail a presumption of orthodoxy," because 
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the Church "teaches that anyone commissioned to lay 

apostolate in the Church should be fully accepting of all 

Catholic teachings." Bishop Vasa notes that "it is 

ultimately the Bishop, as chief shepherd of a Diocese, 

who commissions persons to exercise these works. It is 

also the Bishop's responsibility to establish clear 

qualifying or disqualifying criteria of who may serve."  

  

3. A bishop must be committed to Catholic education. 

A bishop is, first and foremost, a teacher. As such, a 

truly effective bishop must be committed to faithful 

Catholic education. Kevin Schmiesing of the Acton 

Institute pointed to Archbishop Elden Curtis of Omaha 

as an exemplar of this conviction and noted, "He 

compelled Creighton University to comply with the 

mandatum."  

Ronald J. Rychlak, law professor at the University of 

Mississippi, likewise observed, "While Ex Corde 

Ecclesiae undoubtedly causes certain difficulties for 

some faculties and administrators, it is not a violation of 

academic freedom for the Catholic Church to make 

demands of any entity that professes to be Catholic. 

These schools contribute to the diversity of America's 

higher education by filling their role as Catholic 

institutions in an excellent manner. They should 

embrace that identity." 

One particularly exciting method for handing on the 

Faith to young adults as well as seasoned laity is 

illustrated by the Wyoming School of Catholic Thought 

under the leadership of Bishop David L. Ricken of 

Cheyenne. Intense concern for the future of the Church 

in an ever-more secular society drives many to look for 

a deeper understanding of their faith. The Wyoming 

annual retreat is designed for "current Church leaders 

and future leaders…to learn and reflect on the most 

important truths of faith and reason. This will help them 

prepare for their leadership roles in Wyoming as they 

participate in the future restoration of Catholic culture, 

which is the mission of the School."  

Bishop Ricken, taking John Cardinal Newman as his 

inspiration, wrote, "It is my fondest hope that, after 

reflection and prayer, Catholics in Wyoming will accept 

my invitation to enroll in this School. Here, they will be 

formed both spiritually and intellectually, which will 

enable them to play their part in a new Catholic 

Renaissance. This must come if the secular world is to 

be transformed into the image of Christ through 

evangelization as Vatican II prescribed."  

Catechists often pointed to Archbishop Daniel 

Buechlein (Indianapolis) and Archbishop Alfred Hughes 

(New Orleans) as model defenders of a more faithful 

presentation of Catholic teaching. "Both did an 

excellent job of pointing out the flaws in the modern 

religion textbooks," wrote Margaret Whitehead, 

director of religious education at Holy Spirit Church in 

Annandale, Virginia. She also praised Arlington, 

Virginia, Bishop Paul Loverde for ensuring that local 

retreats sponsor speakers faithful to Church teaching. 

"It seems obvious, but few do this kind of thing. 

[Furthermore,] he is very pro-life and prays every 

month at a different abortion clinic. He reads and 

teaches from Vatican documents; he put in place a 

child-protection program which is respectful of parents 

and children and based on Catholic teaching." 

  

4. A bishop must work to strengthen the Catholic 

family.  

One Catholic TV personality -- who asked to remain 

anonymous -- suggested that the fault line in the 

culture war cuts through the family. She found the 

actions taken by a bishop in this area to be more 

persuasive than his pastoral letters or instructions. 

"Sick families breed sick societies," she said. "The cost 

in human misery is incalculable. You cannot convert 

the culture unless you first defend families." 

"Our bishops must foster authentic marriage and 

family life. In the heart of the family the dignity of the 

human person is taught and the future is nurtured. 

Healthy families are the source of a moral people, 

ethical citizens, and vocations," she concluded.  

One bishop who does just that is Robert J. Baker of 

Charleston (which encompasses all of South Carolina). 
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The shepherd of one of the oldest dioceses in the 

United States, Bishop Baker drew praise for his 

determination to build visibly Catholic families through 

programs such as Family Honor, which originated with 

laity in his diocese.  

He outlined Family Honor as a program that helps 

to "form in young people a proper Christian perspective 

to human sexuality and family life. A wrong turn early in 

life in this area will have major consequences later for 

marriage and family life. Family Honor emphasizes 

parental involvement in the process of sex education, a 

critical component lacking in many programs."  

Archbishop John F. Donoghue of Atlanta and Bishop 

Victor Galeone of the Diocese of St. Augustine, Florida, 

also promote the Family Honor programs. Bishop 

Galeone is the episcopal moderator for the United 

States Conference of Catholic Bishops' (USCCB) 

Diocesan Development Program for Natural Family 

Planning. His pastoral letter, "Marriage: A Communion 

of Life and Love," was also praised highly by pro-family 

educators. 

  

5. A bishop must foster vocations.  

Seminarians -- the priests of tomorrow -- are the future 

of the Church. For this reason, one of the primary 

responsibilities of a bishop is to encourage vocations in 

his diocese, so that tomorrow's Catholics have pastors 

to lead them. 

It's no exaggeration to say that the health of a 

diocese is often reflected in the number and quality of 

its seminarians. In fact, it appears to be the case that 

when a diocese is faithful to Church teaching, vocations 

arise naturally. One clear example of this is the Diocese 

of Lincoln, Nebraska, where Bishop Bruskewitz serves 

only 85,000 Catholics and yet has more than 40 men 

studying for the priesthood. To underscore that success, 

the diocese had to respond to the crush of vocations by 

building Saint Gregory the Great Seminary in 1998.  

Similar good news for priestly vocations (as of 2005) 

can be found in Arlington, Virginia (Bishop Loverde); 

Omaha, Nebraska (Archbishop Curtis); Denver (where 

Archbishop Chaput lives on campus with his 

seminarians), and Atlanta (Bishop Donoghue).  

Andrew Yuengurt of Pepperdine University raised 

provocative questions about the relationship of the 

bishop as a leader to the health of his diocesan 

vocations program. His article, "Do Bishops Matter? A 

Cross-sectional Study of Ordinations to the U.S. Catholic 

Diocesan Priesthood," was published in a 2001 issue of 

the Review of Religious Research. By using a business 

model measuring the effect of leadership on 

personnel, Yuengurt concluded, "An effective leader 

not only influences the goals and strategies of an 

organization…but also influences the identity and the 

culture of the organization, as well as the commitment 

of its members to it…. If leadership matters in other 

organizations, where the required commitments are 

less stringent, it must matter at least as much in the 

priesthood…. A potential recruit to the priesthood will 

be more likely to make such a costly commitment if 

the vision presented to him is clear, and stated in such 

a way that the benefits are unique to the priesthood. 

Visions of the priesthood that are ambiguous, in which 

the value and leadership role of priest [are] unclear, 

may be less successful…." One bishop often mentioned 

for his strong mentoring relationship with priests was 

William Lori of Bridgeport, Connecticut. 

Archbishop Curtis is noted for his rebuttal of the 

vocation "crisis." He has written that "religious life 

loyal to the Magisterium" is part of the formula for a 

thriving vocations program. Omaha has more than 35 

seminarians, and the diocese expects an upward trend 

in the near future.  

Archbishop Curtis, himself a former seminary 

rector, explained, "Young people do not want to 

commit themselves to dioceses or communities which 

permit or simply ignore dissent from Church doctrine."  

American bishops can take comfort from this truth 

-- vocations flourish where a sacrificial commitment is 

expected.  
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6. A bishop must love the Mass. 

As with Habit No. 1, a love for the Mass and the 

Eucharist is a sign of -- and means to -- personal 

holiness. Sadly, much of today's liturgy is faddish or 

downright irreverent. The fruit of this is clear for all to 

see: declining Mass attendance, increased dissent, and 

a migration out of the Church. When liturgy looks more 

like a gimmick than a transcendent experience, people 

lose interest.  

For this reason, a reverence for and love of 

beautiful liturgy ranked among the top qualities for 

many respondents. (Some, like Janet Smith of Sacred 

Heart Major Seminary, also mentioned the promotion 

of Eucharistic Adoration as an important characteristic.) 

While liturgical mediocrity is still much too common, 

the number of exceptions to this rule is growing: 

"Francis Cardinal George deserves our gratitude for 

returning sanity to liturgical practice," according to one 

Chicago-area priest. "Justin Cardinal Rigali [of 

Philadelphia] is another whose attention to the liturgy is 

making a difference -- it is the old truth, 'lex orandi, lex 

credendi' [as we pray, so we believe]." The priest 

insisted, "Wherever the liturgy is made to serve the 

trend du jour, you can bet that most everything else in 

that diocese is off by 90 degrees." 

  

7. A bishop must be willing and able to start from 

scratch. 

The simple reality is that there are some dioceses in the 

United States that are in difficult straits. Any bishop 

who takes on that challenge must be willing and able to 

rebuild, virtually from the ground up. This is a 

tremendously difficult task, as it requires several unique 

attributes. 

One New York City pastor offered a list: "A preacher 

who can convert souls; a prudent administrator and 

disciplinarian, shrewd in finances and not governed by 

human respect; honest; experienced as a parish priest -- 

not symbolic, but real, lifelong pastors; highly intelligent 

and learned in theology and scripture, fluent in Latin; 

familiar with secular culture and able to address it in its 

terms, like St. Ambrose; and effective with, and not 

intimidated by the media."  

A tall task to find such men. But we're not without 

examples. Rev. Phillip De Vous wrote, "Two Bishops 

here in Kentucky deserve to be profiled in a big way -- 

Bishops Roger J. Foys of Covington and Ronald Gainer of 

Lexington. Both have done much to re-Catholicize their 

Dioceses. Bishop Foys has focused heavily on the reform 

of the liturgy and vocations, yielding positive results.... 

Bishop Gainer...has taught Catholic orthodoxy clearly.... 

Because these men are off the beaten path, they may 

not be recognized.... Bishops going to rural dioceses off 

the beaten path have often had to create something 

out of nothing." 

  

8. A bishop must be vocal in the public square. 

The bishop's role as a teacher is generally a public one. 

And as such, his office frequently requires him to take 

a public role -- sometimes in the political arena. We 

saw this in the 2004 election.  

Recall the example set by William Weigand, bishop 

of Sacramento, who did battle with the media over the 

status of Catholic pro-abortion politicians. Weigand 

stood his ground when former California governor 

Gray Davis sought to make a political point at the 

expense of the bishop's teaching office. Bishop 

Sheridan also refused to be intimidated by CNN's 

Anderson Cooper over the matter of the worthiness of 

pro-abortion politicians to receive the Eucharist. When 

a hostile Cooper suggested that Bishop Sheridan's 

stance pushed Catholics away from the Church, the 

bishop replied, "[A]s a bishop I have the mandate to 

speak the truth."  

There were many other examples of this kind of 

public episcopal leadership. Dorothy Walker, a Florida 

catechist, cited Archbishop Raymond L. Burke of St. 

Louis "for his courage and the extremely well-thought-

out defense in his recent pastoral letter that Catholics 

must vote" for the sake of their contribution to the 

common good. Walker reserved special praise for the 

bishop of Orlando, Thomas A. Wenski, whose 2004 
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editorial in the Orlando Sentinel was refreshingly blunt: 

"Today, some self-identified Catholic politicians prefer 

to emulate Pontius Pilate's 'personally opposed but 

unwilling to impose' stance.... You cannot have your 

'waffle' and your 'wafer' too."  

Similar challenges to the culture are standard fare 

from Archbishop Chaput and Archbishop John Myers of 

Newark, Walker said. Phil Brennan of Newsmax admired 

Archbishop Myers and Archbishop Burke for their 

promotion of Catholic teaching on the sanctity of life in 

the public square. Bishop Samuel J. Aquila of Fargo was 

also honored for his courageous public comments. 

The late Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, then-Eléonore 

Raoul Professor of the Humanities and Professor of 

History at Emory University, had her own favorite 

examples of episcopal leadership in the public arena: 

"My candidate, who may not have occurred to others, is 

Archbishop John Francis Donoghue, who, together with 

Bishop Robert J. Baker of Charleston and Bishop Peter J. 

Jugis of Charlotte, issued a statement in August, 

'Worthy to Receive the Lamb: Catholics in Political Life 

and the Reception of Holy Communion.'" 

It's noteworthy that faithful Catholics are especially 

concerned with their bishops' upholding the pro-life 

teachings of the Church. Perhaps this is due to a new 

awareness that our votes really do matter. The 

American Life League estimates that 70 percent of the 

Catholic members of Congress cast pro-abortion votes. 

If the bishops of the United States fearlessly preach and 

teach the truth to Catholics in the pews and to the 

nation that watches what the Church does, that number 

could change dramatically. And so could the face of 

America. 

Witness the domino effect: Those who vote for 

abortion will vote for other anti-life measures -- 

embryonic stem-cell research, cloning, and euthanasia. 

Furthermore, the attack on marriage by the homosexual 

lobby counts pro-abortion politicians as their most 

reliable allies. These realities are operative already in 

Europe. If Catholic Americans -- led by their shepherds -

- confront that death march on the political and cultural 

battleground, a culture of life can be rebuilt.  

The stakes have never been higher. Already in 

Europe a "soft" persecution of the Church has begun. It 

will waste little time jumping the Atlantic if Catholicism 

in America is weak-kneed and accommodation-

minded. Sadly, it's hardly unknown for bishops to 

choose the easy path -- recall the bishops of France 

just prior to the Revolution.  

Yet there is hope. A renewing breath is blowing 

through the Church in the United States -- the 

indications are everywhere. And a number of the 

bishops ordained in the last ten years -- joined by some 

of their faithful elders -- see clearly their obligation to 

challenge the lay faithful to holiness. They also know 

and live this fact: The transformation of culture and 

society must begin first in their own sees.  

 

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

He Made Them: Some Questions and Answers on 

Marriage and Same-sex Unions and is a frequent 

contributor to InsideCatholic.com. Visit her blog at 

maryjoanderson.net. This article originally appeared in 

the February 2005 issue of crisis Magazine. 
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