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Will Rev. Federico Lombardi Resign from the Vatican Press 

Office? 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

5/25/09 

n July 11, 2006, Pope Benedict XVI appointed 

Rev. Federico Lombardi, S.J., to be the director 

of the Vatican Press Office. Father Lombardi 

took over a position held for 22 years by Dr. Joaquin 

Navarro-Valls, a numerary of Opus Dei. It is possible, 

however, that Father Lombardi may not even make it to 

the third anniversary of his appointment. 

After the Vatican was pelted in the media for its 

handling of the Bishop Richard Williamson affair and the 

pope's comment about condoms in Africa, there were 

press reports that Father Lombardi would resign 

following Benedict's trip to the Holy Land. But the pope 

has been home from Israel for ten days, and there has 

been no change in the press office. Will Father 

Lombardi resign? Should he resign?  

It is surprising that Father Lombardi, given his 

experience, would have allowed such high-profile 

blunders. He worked for the influential Jesuit-run 

magazine La Civiltà Cattolica and served as superior of 

the Jesuits' Italian province. In 1991, he was named 

program director, and later general director, of Vatican 

Radio, and was also made general director of the 

Vatican Television Centre in 2001. He continues to hold 

all three directorships (though he does not manage 

L'Osservatore Romano).  

In the beginning, Father Lombardi viewed his role at 

the press office differently from his predecessor. He 

explained that he does not want to be called the papal 

"spokesman": "I don't think my role is to explain the 

pope's thinking or explain the things that he already 

states in an extraordinarily clear and rich way." But, 

ironically, Lombardi's stumbles began in 2007 when he 

began to do exactly what he said he would not: 

interpret.  

What follows is an overview of the six major gaffs 

that have occurred during Father Lombardi's 

directorship of the press office, and that may well lead 

to his departure. 

  

1. On the way to Brazil on May 9, 2007, Benedict was 

asked by journalists whether he supported the 

excommunication of the Mexican politicians who had 

voted in April to legalize abortion. He answered: "Yes, 

this excommunication was not something arbitrary, 

but is foreseen by the Code [of Canon Law]. It is simply 

part of Church law that the killing of an innocent baby 

is incompatible with being in communion with the 

body of Christ."  

"The Mexican bishops," he continued, "did not do 

anything new, surprising, or arbitrary." 

The next day, the Vatican Press Office released the 

official transcript of the pope's session with reporters. 

The pope's opening "yes" to the direct question about 

excommunication had disappeared, and so had the 

references to the Mexican bishops. CNS reported on 

the "tweaked version of the pope's remarks," with 

Father Lombardi explaining "that it was routine for the 

Vatican Secretariat of State to review the pope's 

extemporaneous remarks and clean them up a little for 

publication." He justified the changes on the basis that 

no actual excommunication had occurred.  

  

2. In November 2008, the Holy Father gave an address 

to the highly controversial international Organ 

Transplant Conference that had been co-sponsored by 

the Pontifical Academy for Life. The conference had 

been criticized by members of the Academy and 

prominent leaders in the international pro-life 

O 

http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/damian_thompson/blog/2009/03/29/popes_press_spokesman_to_resign_following_pr_disasters_say_reports
http://www.catholicnews.com/data/stories/cns/0605114.htm
http://www.tldm.org/News10/PopeExcommunicateDenyCommunionToProAbortCatholicPoliticians.htm
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/18598306
http://www.catholicnews.com/data/stories/cns/0702642.htm
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2008/sep/08090513.html
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movement for its failure to critically examine so-called 

brain death, its accuracy as a death criteria, and its 

widespread use in the organ transplant trade.  

The pope gave an address that was seen by the 

international press as a strong rebuke to the assembled 

organ transplant experts and, by extension, to the 

Academy itself. He strongly cautioned the scientists, 

"There must not be the slightest suspicion of 

arbitrariness. Where certainty cannot be achieved, the 

principle of precaution must prevail." 

The Monday following the pope's speech, the 

Vatican Web site, under Father Lombardi's supervision, 

published a dissenting "minority report" from a January 

2005 meeting of the Pontifical Academy of Sciences. 

The majority of members at the 2005 meeting had 

agreed that the brain death criterion was not sufficient 

for purposes of organ transplants, but the Web site 

posted only the opinion of the minority of dissenters, 

who had argued that brain death was acceptable. This 

posting was seen as a refutation of -- or at best a 

deliberate effort to soften -- the pope's caution of the 

previous Friday.  

  

3. Father Lombardi's reputation was further damaged 

by the uproar following the lifting of the 

excommunications of four bishops of the Society of St. 

Pius X in January 2009, when the anti-Semitism of 

Bishop Williamson was revealed in the media. In the 

aftermath, it appears that Father Lombardi attempted 

to shift the blame from himself by publicly criticizing the 

pope and Castrillon Cardinal Hoyos, President of the 

Pontifical Commission "Ecclesia Dei." In an interview 

with the French daily newspaper La Croix, Father 

Lombardi said, "Undoubtedly, the people who managed 

this situation were not aware of the gravity of the 

opinions of Msgr. Williamson," adding, "If there was 

someone who should know it, it is Cardinal Castrillon 

Hoyos." The London Times ran a headline identifying 

Cardinal Castrillon as the "Vatican's scapegoat for the 

Bishop Richard Williamson controversy."  

The popular Catholic Web site Rorate Coeli pointed 

out the problem with this defense:  

Father Lombardi is being disingenuous. If the pope 

did not know, many may be blamed; but if 

Lombardi did not know, even though his office was 

in charge of preparing the note presenting the 

decree, then he should blame himself. He is the 

pope's leading man in all media-related matters. 

He, personally, or the scores of employees... could 

have just searched Google for any of the several 

problematic texts written by Bishop R.Williamson. 

In the same article in La Croix, Lombardi appeared to 

fail to understand that, as head of the Vatican's 

communications apparatus, he himself was 

responsible for Vatican communications. He said, "We 

didn't control the communications."  

  

4. The latest round of Fr. Lombardi's stumbles began 

in March on the plane taking the pope on the first leg 

of his trip to Africa. Father Lombardi allowed a 

reporter to ask a question on the use of condoms in 

the prevention of HIV/AIDS. The pope's response, that 

condoms only made the problem worse, ignited 

another firestorm reaction from the world's media. 

Later media coverage, however, gave conflicting 

reports on the actual words of the pope, and it was 

revealed that the Vatican had issued a different 

version that "softened" the statement. Journalists 

present on the plane to Cameroon reported that the 

pope had said that the problem of AIDS "cannot be 

overcome by the distribution of prophylactics: on the 

contrary, they increase it."  

Later versions of the comment, however, had 

changed the sentence to say that condoms "risk 

increasing" the problem of AIDS. Father Lombardi later 

denied having changed the pope's comments on 

condoms, telling Zenit News Service that it had been 

done by an official of the Secretariat of State. 

  

http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2008/nov/08110706.html
http://einews.blogspot.com/2009/02/vatican-needs-to-improve-communications.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/world/world_agenda/article5716649.ece
http://rorate-caeli.blogspot.com/2009/02/cardinal-castrillon-hoyos-in-eye-of.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/7947460.stm
http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/story/0,25197,25212024-2703,00.html
http://www.zenit.org/article-25548?l=english
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5. A few days later, on the same trip to Africa, Benedict 

met with government officials of Angola and said, "How 

bitter the irony of those who promote abortion as a 

form of maternal healthcare! How disconcerting the 

claim that the termination of life is a matter of 

reproductive health!" 

At a press conference later, Father Lombardi 

appeared to distance the pope from an absolute 

condemnation of "therapeutic abortion." Instead, he 

insisted, "The pope absolutely was not talking about 

therapeutic abortion, and did not say that this must 

always be rejected."  

Father Lombardi was attempting to keep the pope's 

statement from being applied to a situation in Brazil 

where an archbishop had excommunicated all those 

responsible for procuring an abortion for a pregnant 

nine-year-old girl. Why? The Vatican newspaper, 

L'Osservatore Romano,had just published an editorial by 

Archbishop Rino Fisichella, the president of the 

Pontifical Academy for Life, strongly critical of the 

Brazilian archbishop.  

Italian media picked up on the theme. Il Giornale 

ran the headline, "The Vatican does not condemn 

abortion for therapeutic purposes." Under Corriere della 

Serra's headline, which read, "Vatican, Benedict XVI 

does not condemn abortion," the paper reported, "The 

clarification comes from Father Federico Lombardi, 

head of the Vatican Press Office." 

  

6. The pope's recent trip to the Holy Land was probably 

the last place on earth where the Vatican would want to 

launch a news cycle dedicated to Benedict and the 

Hitler Youth, but that is precisely what happened. In a 

May 12 press conference, responding to media 

commentary on the pope's visit and speech at the Yad 

Vashem Holocaust memorial, Father Lombardi 

vehemently denied that the young Joseph Ratzinger had 

been enrolled in the Nazi Hitler Youth program. "The 

pope has said he never, never was a member of the 

Hitler Youth, which was a movement of fanatical 

volunteers," he said.  

Then-Cardinal Ratzinger himself, however, in a 1996 

book of interviews, Salt of the Earth, said that he had 

been drafted into the Hitler Youth, because 

membership in the movement had been made 

compulsory by the Nazi regime. Father Lombardi's 

clumsy attempt to deny something that the pope 

himself had already conceded long ago reawakened 

the story, prompting media agencies around the world 

to rehash the details. 

  

Finally, there is the question of the editor of 

L'Osservatore Romano -- Gian Maria Vian -- and his 

recent comment in the Vatican paper that President 

Barack Obama is not pro-abortion. In my mind, there is 

no question that he should resign or be removed from 

the paper, but Father Lombardi has not yet released a 

statement correcting Vian's comments, as he has done 

in the past.  

This silence is disappointing, given the damage the 

Vatican newspaper is doing to the Church, but it may 

well presage a major announcement about the Vatican 

Press Office.  

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals 

in the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/apr/09042311.html%29
http://chiesa.espresso.repubblica.it/articolo/1337637?eng=y
http://www.yadvashem.org/
http://www.yadvashem.org/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/faith/article6274826.ece
http://www.amazon.com/Salt-Earth-Millennium-Interview-Seewald/dp/0898706408
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=16067
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_myblog&show=L-Obsservatore-Romano-Needs-a-New-Editor.html&Itemid=127
http://www.catholicnews.com/data/stories/cns/0804460.htm
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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Blessed Are the Poor in Spirit 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

5/26/09

he beatitude teaches us, "Blessed are the poor in 

spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven" (Mt 

5:3).  

The gospel calls us to a paradox in its teaching on 

poverty. First, it bids us recognize in the face of the poor 

the face of Christ. Our culture is resistant to this idea 

and likes to hurriedly put emphasis on the words "in 

spirit," in order to distance ourselves from looking into 

the faces of the hobos, winos, toothless geezers, street 

kids with fleas, addicts, schizophrenics, brawling 

illiterates, and smelly people who are, after all, what 

the word "poor" often refers to.  

To be sure (as we shall see in a moment), poverty of 

spirit is a good thing. But we should first note that Jesus 

Himself is elsewhere recorded as pronouncing a 

blessing on the poor -- period (Lk 6:20). Because of this, 

our tradition has always preserved what is known as the 

"preferential option for the poor": the assumption that 

the poor, being among the most defenseless in our 

midst, not only require the care of the rest of society 

and not our contempt but, more than that, that they 

are "blessed" -- that is, somehow set apart and above 

the rest of us by God, simply by virtue of the fact that 

they are poor. There's no clause in there about their 

being virtuous, deserving, likeable, or hygienic. It is an 

act of pure grace and generosity by God. 

We should linger over that fact for a while and not 

hurry on too quickly to spiritualizing the saying, still less 

to telling the poor to get with the program and pull 

themselves up by their bootstraps so as to stop being 

poor. Self-improvement is a fine thing, of course, and 

there's nothing wrong with helping people improve 

their economic fortunes. But our Calvinist culture is 

overly quick to assume that the poor are the way they 

are because they are shiftless, etc. So our first impulse 

is to blame.  

The gospel does not take this easy route. That's why 

Christ's first words to the poor are words of blessing, 

not of blame or advice. He does this despite the fact 

that the Jewish tradition -- especially in the book of 

Proverbs -- is chockablock with all sorts of blame and 

advice for the poor, just as Christian culture is. He has 

something deeper to say: namely, that Christ, who was 

rich, became poor for our sake, and so He identifies 

Himself in a peculiar way with the poor and calls us to 

see Himself in them. Our task, first, is to see that: to 

hold our tongues from the reams of blame and advice 

we itch to give the poor and to contemplate the reality 

that, in encountering them, we are encountering Jesus 

Christ. 

At the very same time, the gospel has no truck 

with the romantic leftist notion that the poor are 

automatically morally noble by virtue of their poverty. 

In other words, they are blessed, but they are not 

automatically saints. Suffering can sanctify, but it need 

not necessarily do so. As we ourselves know when we 

suffer, mere suffering does not automatically make us 

disposed to hear and obey the Holy Spirit. The 

fundamental human dignity of the poor is that they 

retain the human power to choose beatitude or 

damnation. And so, for instance, a hundred years ago, 

a poor man whom Christ blessed along with all the 

poor roamed the streets of Vienna, struggling to keep 

food in his belly, living among the rat-infested 

underclass. His father had beaten him as a child, and 

his beloved mother had died of cancer. Like countless 

young men before him, he dreamed of being an artist, 

and he spent years in poverty as he strove to achieve 

his vision. But for all that, Adolf Hitler was not 

transformed into a saint. 

That is the paradox of this beatitude. When 

looking at the poor, we must see the face of Christ 

who identifies Himself with them. But we must not 

(especially in facing our own poverty) make the easy 
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assumption that we identify ourselves with Christ. We 

may know for certain that our humble Lord is "God with 

us" in all the desert places of our life, but we dare not 

suppose that merely being poor is a guarantee of our 

sanctity. We must recognize our poverty -- whether 

financial, emotional, spiritual, or physical -- as a great 

opportunity, but not presume from it that we are 

therefore paragons of virtue. 

Here, then, is the twofold promise of this beatitude: 

You can spot a poor man easily, but you will never see 

his spirit. That's why we are not to judge but are simply 

to assume that the poor we meet are Jesus and act 

accordingly. It is only in our own case that we and we 

alone have the power to bid the poor man to be truly 

poor in spirit. If we see Christ in the face of the poor and 

treat them like Him, we shall be blessed. If we 

acknowledge our poverty and need of God and look to 

Him to fill our need, we shall be twice blessed.  

 

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor for 

www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for 

InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at 

markshea.blogspot.com. 

http://www.catholicexchange.com/
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A Way of Beholding the World 
Anthony Esolen | Column 

5/26/09

ealth," said a very bright and good-

natured colleague of mine, "seems 

absolutely necessary for human 

flourishing. After all, if you don't have your health, you 

can't very well contribute your talents to the 

community." 

Most of the other members of our seminar agreed. 

That in itself was illuminating, because we didn't agree 

on a whole lot. We could agree on no definition of 

human nature, nor even on whether such a thing 

existed. We could agree on no definition of the good. 

We were not sure, granting for argument's sake that 

human beings were free, where that freedom lay, how 

it was made manifest, and what it was good for. But we 

knew at least that without health, you cannot have 

much of a life.  

And yet I sat there, uneasy, wanting to concede the 

obvious, that health is a good thing, and very much not 

wanting to concede what is not so obvious, that there is 

no point whatsoever to suffering. My eyes wandered 

over to the crucifix upon the wall, and that epitome of 

what it means to be human, and good, and, shockingly 

enough, free -- free to love, even unto death. 

In our postcultural time, as I see it, we slide toward 

the inversion of the communion of saints: the 

collectivity of the self-willed. We are simultaneously 

indistinct from one another, and disunited. We rejoice 

in no transcendent good that blesses us all together and 

blesses each one of us uniquely. But those of us who 

profess the Catholic Faith still have a way of beholding 

the world that marks us apart from our neighbors, as 

surely as if we bore the cruciform ashes on our 

foreheads every day of the year. We are seldom aware 

of this way of beholding, and yet it is there, and maybe 

it is time for us to think about it more keenly. 

For the world knows the comforts of the world, and 

though comforts do not bring hearts and souls together, 

they can assuage the pain of loneliness and make the 

ride on the conveyor belt to death a little smoother. But 

we Catholics cast our eyes toward heroes who left 

comfort far behind, knowing both suffering and joy. I 

think of Blessed Margaret of Castello, born in 1287 to a 

cruel Italian warlord and his wife. The child Margaret 

was lame, stunted, deformed in feature, and blind. Her 

parents gave out that she had died, revealing the 

terrible secret of the child's identity to but a few maids 

in their fortress home and to the priest.  

That man, Margaret's confessor, perceived in her a 

ready intelligence and a devout heart. All the worse for 

the little girl, for against the bitter protests of the 

priest, her father conceived the idea of walling her up 

as an anchoress, in a small cubicle attached to the 

chapel in the village some miles away. There Margaret 

lived in almost total isolation for nine years, till she 

was released at age sixteen. 

For most of her life she was shunned and mocked, 

but she bore insults with such meek heroism that she 

won many to her side, particularly the poor, among 

whom she often lived in the streets, to whom she 

ministered (for though she was blind, she could work 

hard, cook, clean, and tend the sick), and who 

ministered in turn to her. She spent a year or two in a 

convent, as a novice of an order of nuns who had 

grown slack in their observance of their ancient rule. 

At first the nuns were kind to her, but when Margaret 

quietly but firmly attempted to keep the rule -- for 

instance, by declining to accept gifts from rich patrons 

-- they hated her for it, and expelled her from the 

convent. 

Is that, so far, a life of human flourishing? At the 

point of despair, she lay prone upon the dusty street, 

and she seemed to hear in her mind the voice of the 

wounded Christ, saying, "Margaret, will you also leave 

me?" No, she said; no, she loved Christ too dearly, and 

if suffering was to be her lot, then she would suffer 

"H 
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beside Him, rejected even by the poor, yet loving them 

all the same. Her reputation for sanctity grew, and 

when she died -- at age 33 -- the common people 

gathered in a great crowd to demand that she be buried 

in the church. The miraculous healing of a paralyzed girl 

settled the debate. Margaret's remains, almost seven 

hundred years later, are incorrupt. 

  

It has occurred to me that the wise and prudent of my 

world -- I mean academe -- would be hard-pressed to 

come up with a reason why an infant Margaret of 

Castello should be allowed to see the light of day. Yet, 

for all their wisdom, they can agree on little beyond 

that it is good to enjoy the health of our brittle bodies 

and a few amenities of modern living. Margaret, who 

had a keen mind, had an even greater heart, and lived a 

more human life than we can imagine, because she 

loved much, suffering patiently and praying for those 

who persecuted her. Her life was full because it was 

good. She folded her pain into her daily happiness of 

loving Christ and loving His image in her neighbors. 

We Catholics still retain some patches of a culture, 

insofar as a story such as Margaret's makes sense to us, 

causing our hearts to beat more quickly and our eyes to 

glisten with understanding. Our opponents, though 

legion, have no particular way to look upon the world, 

except to say, with the smirk of weariness, that there is 

no particular way to look upon the world.  

Yet I am persuaded that secretly they envy us that 

we see something, and that we all see, in our sundry 

ways, the same thing. Or rather the same Person, in the 

features of men's faces. The world sees success in a 

business suit, and we see Christ in the poor little man of 

Assisi, halting down the slope of Mount Alvernia, his 

palms bright with blood. 

The world sells cruises, a vast swimming pool and 

spa afloat; we see Francis Xavier on the shore of Japan, 

fumbling his way to preach the gospel, stuttering out 

Japanese in a heavy Basque accent. The world sells sex, 

as cheap as dirt and, finally, not much more interesting, 

and we see the blessed Mother, appearing in royal 

womanhood to the peasant Juan Diego.  

The world sees the unwanted -- the orphan lying 

alone at night, the old man alone and losing his mind -- 

and wishes in pity to ease their pain by ushering them 

out of our way. We see our saints of loneliness, Charles 

de Foucauld, Benoit Labre, and that unknown soldier 

named in our prayers, the Most Abandoned Soul in 

Purgatory. The world dispenses anodynes for grief, but 

we take grief in, and make up in ourselves what is 

lacking, as St. Paul says, in the suffering of Christ. The 

world sells fun, and we look for joy, what Dante called 

the "laughter of the universe." 

The world has weekends, and we have holy days. 

The world prepares us to be food for worms; the 

Church invites us to the wedding feast of the Lamb. 

The clock rules the world, but God is the creator of 

time and all its works, and time is but the moving 

image of eternity. The world is blind, but Margaret of 

Castello saw. Let us see likewise, and proclaim what 

we see. But we had better proclaim it loudly. For that 

old world is hard of hearing, too. 

 

Anthony Esolen is a professor of English at Providence 

College and a senior editor for Touchstone magazine. 

His latest book is The Politically Incorrect Guide to 

Western Civilization (Regnery). 

http://www.touchstonemag.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980591/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980591/insidecatcom-20
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Our Lady of the Highway 
John Zmirak | Column 

5/27/09

 while back, on the fateful day of April 15 that 

reminds each of us how much worse off we are 

than medieval serfs -- whose "tax" to the feudal 

lord was typically capped at 10 percent -- I promised to 

counterbalance my consideration of the Seven Deadly 

Sins with the Seven Contrary Virtues. Then, like a good 

serf, I promptly let the field run to fallow, distracted as I 

was by current events. And isn't that right there a pretty 

little microcosm of the problem -- the way ephemera 

and chatter can drive the virtues straight out of our 

thoughts? Indeed, the list of virtues I haven't properly 

cultivated usually rings in my mind like the tally of 

gorgeous foreign cities I've never visited, and evokes 

the same reaction: Temperance, Humility, Dubrovnik, 

Vienna, Chastity, Venice. Yep, I'm adding them to my 

Bucket List. On the flip side, I run through the Deadly 

Sins and they remind me of places where I lived but 

wished I didn't: Anger, Lust, Midtown Manhattan, 

Gluttony, and a steamy dorm room under the bleachers 

of LSU's Tiger Stadium.  

Well, tonight, having hoarded my quarters, I'm 

heading off to knock a few major destinations off my 

list. En route to two friends' wedding in Frankfurt, I'm 

visiting London to hear Mass at its famous Oratory, 

trekking up the Rhine in search of the perfect lager, 

then after the nuptials sung by a priest of the Fraternity 

of St. Peter, I'm making a patriotic pilgrimage to the 

tombs of the Habsburg emperors -- whose descendant, 

Archduke Otto, is still my rightful sovereign. In that 

same spirit, I thought I'd return to the list of Virtues it's 

still not too late to cultivate, and start with the one that 

most men find the hardest. 

By which I mean Kindness, of course.  

Whatever problems we have with lusty thoughts, 

I'm willing to bet that any man who drives in traffic 

spends less time picturing Hillary Duff in a French 

Maid's outfit than he does daydreaming about ripping 

off the heads of his fellow motorists. One guy who'd 

blocked an entire lane of traffic in Nashua, New 

Hampshire, greeted my toot of the horn by leaning his 

crewcut out of the cockpit and threatening to "get outa 

this car and rip your head off," and I knew that if he 

came within ten feet of the front of my car, I would use 

every ounce of steel in my 1990 Chevy to send him 

flying through the air at 30 mph. In which case I would 

be writing these columns from prison. But it seemed 

like my only option at the time since, you know . . . I 

don't own a handgun. 

  

Of all the "hard sayings" in the Bible, the one I have 

the most trouble with is "turn the other cheek" (Mt 

5:38-42). For one thing, we aren't wired this way, and I 

doubt that this is entirely the fruit of Adam's Fall. Most 

animals aren't pacifists but rather defend themselves 

from harm. The only exception I can think of is apes or 

dogs in hierarchies that meekly accept abuse from 

higher-ups, merely cringing or showing their bellies to 

beg for mercy. Is that what God wants of us?  

Somehow, I can't believe that this is the answer to 

a question I often ask myself: What Would Unfallen 

Adam Do (WWUAD)? That's a worthy inquiry, since it 

helps us distinguish between the demands of natural 

justice (WWUAD) and the higher call of Grace. We 

need a higher call, since our darkened reason is all too 

ready to tell us what our fallen will would like to hear -

- that the guy who's making me late for work really 

does deserve to spend the rest of his life in one of 

those nifty paraplegic scooters. And it's my job to put 

him there, to stop him before he blocks traffic again. 

The upward call we find in Jesus' words is (just 

barely, just sometimes) enough to counteract the 

gravity into the gutter exerted by our fallen will, and 

goad us to act perhaps as well as Adam would have 

without even breaking a sweat. Or as Our Lady would 

have, untainted as she was by the sin of our First 

A 

http://brdailyphoto.blogspot.com/2007/04/i-cant-study-games-too-loud.html
http://s187.photobucket.com/albums/x222/benedictus123/
http://video.google.com/videosearch?q=Fraternity+st.+peter&oe=utf-8&rls=org.mozilla:en-US:official&client=firefox-a&um=1&ie=UTF-8&ei=cp4cSsSTLMG-twfpz82HBw&sa=X&oi=video_result_group&resnum=4&ct=title
http://video.google.com/videosearch?q=Fraternity+st.+peter&oe=utf-8&rls=org.mozilla:en-US:official&client=firefox-a&um=1&ie=UTF-8&ei=cp4cSsSTLMG-twfpz82HBw&sa=X&oi=video_result_group&resnum=4&ct=title
http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/an_inconvenient_miracle/
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Schlemiel. I imagine the Blessed Virgin piloting a dirt-

brown minivan with Rosary bumper stickers through 

clotted New Hampshire traffic, equably navigating the 

jittery teens, slow-motion retirees, and pro-choice 

Massholes in Volvos. As a model for ordinary Christian 

behavior, I think that Mary works a good deal better 

than Christ Himself -- since few of us are really called to 

serve as itinerant rabbis, much less wonder-working 

sacrificial redeemers who make astounding and 

innovative theological claims, arguing from personal 

authority.  

What's more, Our Lord was only meek and mild, so 

far as I can see, for a week or so of His life -- at other 

times needling Pharisees, confronting demons, and 

cleansing the Temple of liturgical abuses. (What would 

Jesus do to the drum kit in the sanctuary?) The Second 

Person of the Trinity knew how to dispense tough love 

when it was called for.  

So how can we practice Kindness, the opposite 

virtue to Envy? Perhaps by imagining what Mary might 

do in a given situation. That makes a nice Ignatian 

starting point, anyway -- to visualize her facial 

expression, the tone of voice she'd use, the wry humor 

and sober solicitude that got her through difficult days. 

Her most famous prayer, the Magnificat, was called a 

poisonous instance of envy by the French pro-Catholic 

atheist Charles Maurras, but an unjaundiced eye sees 

something very different. Our Lady exclaims: 

He hath scattered the proud in the conceit of their 

heart. 

He hath put down the mighty from their seat, and 

hath exalted the humble. 

He hath filled the hungry with good things; and the 

rich he hath sent empty away. 

Her sentiment in this prayer isn't grim satisfaction at the 

rectification of historic inequalities. It's simple awe -- 

wonderment at the power of God to overturn the 

carefully built-up, crushing hierarchies man sets up in 

his vain imagining, a world where we learn to be proud 

of ourselves for being born prettier, richer, smarter, or 

whiter than other people. Our Lady, a peaceable Jewish 

nobody living in the middle of nowhere under foreign 

occupation looks at what the Lord has done for her -- 

and her reaction to it boils down to: "Wow." 

And that's the key to Kindness, I think. As 

Chesterton said, we need a sense of wonder that 

anything exists at all, and that so many good things 

have rained down upon us undeserved. The natural 

beauty that man hasn't yet chewed up, the innocence 

of animals, the penitence of children. The peace and 

relative order still remaining in our country, and the 

liberties we have left. The clarity that comes from 

struggling against the passions, and the blessings of 

mental health. The fact that J. S. Bach was ever born in 

the first place, much less that his music pours forth 

freely from the HD radio I saved up to install in a 19-

year-old car.  

That's enough, if I think about it, to let me offer 

unearned mercy to the lunatic in the SUV who's 

threatening my life. I can drive away with a smile. 

Which only, by the way, makes him madder. Some 

virtues are their own reward.  

 

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://massholeproshop.com/
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5082&Itemid=48
http://books.google.com/books?id=XeWxOutSHTkC&pg=PA71&lpg=PA71&dq=poison+magnificat+maurras&source=bl&ots=-9BK5aYbD_&sig=63AgIv4p2H3uawS77gYDiYaspJU&hl=en&ei=UJocSomfKs-ktwf1-7j0DA&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=2
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/


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

11 

 

The Vatican Newspaper Provides Obama's 2012 Campaign 

Message 

Deal W. Hudson | Column 

5/28/09

he 2012 Obama campaign message to Catholics 

has already been written. Here it is, conveniently 

laid out by the official Vatican newspaper, 

L'Osservatore Romano, and its editor, Giovanni Maria 

Vian: 

"[President Obama] is not a pro-abortion 

president." -- Giovanni Maria Vian, in an interview 

with a Vatican analyst from the Italian daily Il 

Riformista 

"The president invited Americans of every faith and 

ideological conviction to 'work in common effort' to 

reduce the number of abortions." -- L'Osservatore 

Romano, on President Obama's May 13, 2009, 

speech at the University of Notre Dame 

For President Obama's Catholic outreach effort, this is a 

dream come true. Obama's Catholic advisers have 

received a virtual Vatican imprimatur on his abortion 

reduction message to Catholics. The Obama campaign, 

the Democratic National Committee, Catholics United, 

and Catholics in Alliance for the Common Good will 

trumpet this message loudly and in unison. 

It doesn't matter that not everything published in 

L'Osservatore Romano represents the official position of 

the Vatican. That is a distinction that 99.9 percent of 

Catholic voters will neither know nor grasp. All that will 

matter on the ground is that the Vatican newspaper and 

its editor have confirmed what Obama's Catholic 

supporters have claimed all along: Obama seeks a 

"common ground on abortion," avoids harsh polemics, 

prudently seeks to "reduce abortions," and cannot 

therefore be called "pro-abortion."  

The subliminal suggestion will be: The Vatican 

believes this, so why not you?  This is how smart 

political campaigns use the media -- especially media 

with an authoritative and respected voice. And what's 

more authoritative and trustworthy to Catholics than 

the Vatican newspaper? 

Thus far, there have been no statements from any 

Vatican official explaining that neither its newspaper 

commentary on Obama nor its editors should be 

treated as the official voice of the Vatican or the Holy 

Father.  

Meanwhile, there have been two articles in 

L'Osservatore Romano over the past few days that 

acknowledge, for the first time, the U.S. bishops' 

criticism of Obama's appearance at Notre Dame. The 

second article also contained criticism from Francis 

Cardinal George of Obama's decision to rescind the 

conscience protection laws for medical care personnel, 

and from Msgr. David Malloy, General Secretary of the 

USCCB, on Obama's move to enlarge the scope of 

federally funded fetal stem cell research. 

As the Catholic News Agency noted: 

The two back to back articles in L'Osservatore 

Romano reflecting the U.S. episcopate's critical 

stand to Obama have followed a series of 

complaints from several bishops and pro-life 

Catholics.  

But these two articles are not sufficient to solve the 

problem created by L'Osservatore Romano's coverage 

of President Obama. No matter how many articles they 

now publish containing criticisms of the president, the 

two articles praising his first 100 days, his Notre Dame 

speech, and the statement Vian made to an Italian 

daily, all remain unchallenged. They still provide 

legitimate copy for Obama's 2012 campaign material.   

Until the Vatican makes a statement officially 

distancing itself from the two articles in L'Osservatore 

Romano and Vian'sinterview, the virtual imprimatur on 

T 

http://www.lifenews.com/int1204.html
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=16084
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=16097
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/new.php?n=16097
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6039&Itemid=80
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the Obama White House remains intact. That statement 

should come from Rev. Federico Lombardi, S.J., the 

embattled director of the Vatican Press Office. But 

because he is not in charge of the Vatican newspaper, 

he will need the green light from either the Holy Father 

himself or the office of the Secretary of State, before 

he's able to say what needs to be said. 

This is one problem that could be easily solved 

before it grows into yet another unnecessary public 

controversy for the Vatican. 

 

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://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=6074&Itemid=48
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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Translator of John Paul II's Original Work Defends Christopher 

West 

Michael Waldstein | Column 

5/29/09
 know that David Schindler is a careful scholar, but I 

was surprised and taken aback by his recent blanket 

negative statement about Christopher West in 

reaction to West's Nightline interview. He cites a few 

anecdotes, quotes some snippets of texts, recalls some 

discussions he had with West in the past, and then 

makes a number of sweeping, massive accusations 

against West's work as a whole.  

His West is not the Christopher West I know from 

studying West's commentary on the Theology of the 

Body.  

Because of my close work with West during the 

writing of the new translation of John Paul II's original 

work, I know he has a deep and faithful understanding 

of the late pope. West's work is uncompromisingly in 

line with the Church's faith. Perhaps most striking is his 

humility in approaching the Theology of the Body and 

the great desire he has to reach broken humanity with 

this liberating message. 

To answer all of Schindler's objections would 

require a response too lengthy for the moment; the fact 

that he cites no texts from West's work on which to 

base his four main objections also makes a response 

difficult. 

Let me take a single example of Schindler's critique 

to show how it misses its target: Schindler claims, "West 

misconstrues the meaning of concupiscence" by 

denying the permanence of "objective" concupiscence. 

In fact, West does not contradict the Catholic teaching 

that concupiscence and the fomes peccati (the tendency 

to sin) are objective consequences of the Fall that 

remain in every human being until death. He is correct 

in diagnosing strong Jansenist influences in the 

American Catholicism of the early Twentieth Century, 

which have historical roots similar to those of 

Puritanism. Jesuit seminarians, when they took a bath, 

had to scatter charcoal dust on the surface of the water 

so that they would not see their own genitals and 

become sexually aroused. The appropriate dress for 

attractive women according to the same spirit would be 

a black cardboard box. This Jansenist negativity, which 

is still deeply rooted in some conservative Catholic 

quarters of the United States (much less in Europe), is 

profoundly opposed to the pedagogy of the body 

proposed by John Paul II.  

John Paul II considers true growth in virtue not 

only possible, but necessary for every man and 

woman. This is the authentic teaching of the orthodox 

Catholic tradition in contrast to Jansenism: Also in the 

sexual sphere, true growth in virtue is possible; virtue 

can overcome the tendency to sin, though objective 

concupiscence and the consequent danger of sin 

remain real. The path to virtue leads through deep 

awareness of the spousal meaning of the body and 

through authentic growth in love. "Love, and then do 

what you want!" says St. Augustine, who is (wrongly) 

invoked as the father of both Puritanism and 

Jansenism. These are the truths West highlights in his 

writings and presentations. I doubt that Schindler 

denies these truths, but his critique of West sounds 

almost as if he does.  

There are circumstances that make the vehemence 

of Schindler's condemnation of West somewhat 

understandable. As the Provost/Dean of the John Paul 

II Institute in Washington, Schindler has the 

responsibility of protecting the name and reputation of 

this Institute -- a great common good. Although getting 

the Theology of the Body message out to the very 

large audience on Nightline was potentially an 

important moment in Catholic evangelization, the 

distortions have the potential of harming not only 

West's reputation, but the Institute's as well. If 

Nightline is right, one would expect the main textbook 

I 

http://www.headlinebistro.com/hb/en/news/west_schindler2.html
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at the John Paul II Institute to be The Joy of Sex 

According to John Paul II, edited by David Schindler and 

Hugh Hefner (centerfold included). 

Yet, it is exactly at the point when the defense of a 

great common good becomes pressing that care needs 

to be taken so that one does not trample on particular 

persons, especially when doing so seems to be an 

effective means of achieving one's end.  

The salacious spin Nightline put on West's work 

(suggesting West is a fan of Hefner's Playboy Magazine) 

did not come from West, but from ABC, which knows 

that "sex sells." I see a great irony in these 

circumstances. Schindler has a remarkably clear and 

profound perception of the defects of our dominant 

liberal culture. He also has a correspondingly keen x-ray 

vision for the regular distortion of Catholic life and 

theology in the dominant media. Yet in this instance, he 

is ready to accept ABC's spin at face value, regardless of 

West's protestations to the contrary and, more 

importantly, regardless of West's published works. To 

use ABC's spin against West is an act of injustice. It does 

violence to one of the most eloquent and effective 

messengers of the Theology of the Body. 

Since he is a careful scholar, Schindler should offer 

an analysis of West's position as documented in his 

most recent published works in an appropriate journal, 

rather than using this media firestorm to go in for a 

quick kill. He should allow the scholarly process of close 

reading and judicious interpretation, argument and 

counterargument to take place, in which West has the 

opportunity to respond to criticisms in a deliberate 

fashion.  

West's main strength lies in his effective 

communication of John Paul II's teaching on a popular 

level. An academic might look down at such 

"popularizing" and disdain serious intellectual 

engagement with West. In fact, West's theological 

penetration of John Paul II's work and the expression of 

his insight in his published materials have high academic 

quality. They are worthy of serious scholarly 

engagement. In writing my own book about the 

Theology of the Body (which is almost completed), I 

turn to West's commentary often and with profit. 

Both ABC's spin on West and Schindler's 

condemnation of him in agreement with that spin do 

harm to the cause of the Theology of the Body. I appeal 

to all who work for the promotion of the Theology of 

the Body to do their utmost to counteract this harm. 

 

Michael Waldstein is the Max Seckler Professor of 

Theology at Ave Maria University. He previously served 

as founding president of the International Theological 

Institute in Gaming, Austria, and was the St. Francis of 

Assisi Professor of New Testament there. He is a 

member of the Pontifical Council for the Family and is a 

Distinguished Fellow of the St. Paul Center for Biblical 

Theology. He holds the degrees of B.A. from Thomas 

Aquinas College in California, Ph.D. in Philosophy from 

the University of Dallas, S.S.L. from the Pontifical 

Biblical Institute in Rome, and a Th.D. in New 

Testament from Harvard Divinity School. His published 

works include his definitive translation of John Paul II's 

Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the 

Body, The Common Good in St. Thomas and John Paul 

II (Nova et Vetera), and Dietrich von Hildebrand and St. 

Thomas Aquinas on Goodness and Happiness (Nova et 

Vetera). 

 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/Man-Woman-He-Created-Them/dp/0819874213/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1243566051&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Man-Woman-He-Created-Them/dp/0819874213/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1243566051&sr=1-1
http://www.iti.ac.at/publications/pdfs/waldstein_common_good.pdf
http://www.iti.ac.at/publications/pdfs/waldstein_common_good.pdf
http://www.iti.ac.at/publications/pdfs/Waldstein_DVH_and_Aquinas.pdf
http://www.iti.ac.at/publications/pdfs/Waldstein_DVH_and_Aquinas.pdf
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The Real Miss USA Scandal 
Danielle Bean | Column 

5/29/09

an we talk about Carrie Prejean? 

Over the past several weeks, it has been 

perfectly impossible to avoid hearing the latest 

news about Miss California. I know because I have tried. 

First, there was the media coverage of her 

"controversial" statement that marriage is a lifelong 

commitment between a man and a woman. I bumped 

into those headlines on the Google News homepage for 

days on end. 

Then came the inevitable ugly responses in the 

blogosphere, followed by a leaking of racy photos, a 

breathless wait for Donald Trump's final decision on 

whether Prejean would keep her crown, and finally -- 

predictably -- a potential Fox News gig for the 

controversial young lady. 

In the end, Prejean's agreement with President 

Barack Obama's position on same-sex marriage might 

have cost her the title of Miss USA, but her ill-advised 

previous photo shoots did not cost her the title of Miss 

California. Not that she needs the title for any kind of 

publicity at this point anyway. 

Through all of the news coverage of the Prejean 

"controversy" and "scandal," I felt there was one real 

scandal the press failed to acknowledge. And that was 

this: Why on earth was a woman attempting to answer 

political questions about a serious subject matter . . . 

while parading herself on stage in a ball gown and a 

bikini with heels? 

Did I miss something? Why did the entire world, 

with its focus on the "controversies" in the weeks 

following the Miss USA pageant, seem to pretend that 

this combination of the bikini, the heels, and the 

ponderous questions made any sense whatsoever? 

Well, I'll go first: The Miss USA Pageant is a joke at 

best and a scandal at worst, because it exploits 

women's bodies and mocks their minds. 

It was particularly disturbing to me, as a woman and 

as a mother, to learn that Ms. Prejean's recent breast 

augmentation surgery was suggested, scheduled, and 

paid for by the Miss USA pageant in the weeks 

between her victory at the Miss California pageant and 

the national competition. 

Pageant official Keith Lewis explained, 

I know so many women that have done the 

procedure and feel better about themselves and 

the way they present themselves. And I think that 

the question is, whether or not, when you're 

looking at that procedure as an option, am I going 

to feel better about myself?  

He's got one thing right. Plastic surgery is about how 

women feel about themselves. But it's things like 

pageant-funded breast "enhancements" that are 

creating a world where even a beautiful woman 

requires surgery in order to feel good about herself. 

It was bad enough when I believed beauty 

pageants were machines that profit by selling the 

"product" of beautiful women. But it turns out they 

are machines that manufacture a "product" of 

surgically enhanced female bodies that meet naturally 

impossible standards of feminine beauty. 

To which I say: Stay away from my daughters, 

people. 

But I can't keep all of it away from my daughters. 

One recent day at the supermarket, I noticed my five-

year-old daughter looking at a glamorous cover image 

on a magazine. 

"You know . . ." I began. 

C 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2009/05/01/miss-californias-breast-i_n_194385.html
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"I know, I know," she interrupted me. "It's not real." 

Apparently we've talked about this before. 

Right there in the supermarket, though, I wanted to 

turn her face from the image, grab hold of her 

shoulders, and say, "That's right. It's not real. And don't 

you ever forget what is real -- the kind of beauty you 

cultivate in your heart, mind, and soul when you love 

and serve God by loving and serving others. Don't forget 

that your immortal soul is the most beautiful thing you 

can imagine. And always remember that God gave you 

great gifts, only some of which you can see on the 

outside, and none of which requires surgery for 

perfecting." 

I do sometimes say those kinds of things to my 

daughters. But I think the most effective lesson I will 

ever teach them about true feminine beauty and real 

womanhood will come from the example I set by living 

it myself. 

So here goes. My daughters are watching. 

 

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

& Family magazine and author of My Cup of Tea: 

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

Mom, Day to Day: Advice and Support for Catholic 

Living (Pauline 2007). Visit her blog at 

www.daniellebean.com, or follow her on Twitter. 

http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://faithandfamilylive.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848379/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0819848557/insidecatcom-20
http://www.daniellebean.com/
http://twitter.com/DanielleBean
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Summer Listening List 
Robert R. Reilly | Review 

5/28/09

his month's column is more of a list than a series 

of reviews. I mean to arm you with unassailable 

enjoyment for the lazy, sunny season. If only I 

can control my logorrhea! 

Faithful readers may recall that I was somewhat put 

off by Charles Mackerras's unrelenting breakneck 

speeds in his traversal of the Mozart symphonies on 

Telarc. I find the new Ambroisie two-CD release of 

Symphonies Nos. 31, 39, 40, and 41 (AM 182) from the 

Naïve label much more to my liking. These are very 

lively performances from conductor John Nelson and 

the Ensemble Orchestral de Paris, but they are not 

frenetic, and Nelson uses the essential element of 

flexibility to gain maximum expressivity. (It's selling new 

on Amazon from some merchants for less than $13 -- a 

great bargain.) 

When I was listening to Ignaz Pleyel's two delightful 

Symphonies Concertantes and the Violin concerto in D 

on a new Naxos release (8.570320), I was reminded of 

Albert Einstein's remark that "the secret to creativity is 

knowing how to hide your sources." The first thing that 

came to mind was Mozart's glorious Sinfonias 

Concertantes. Why not be influenced by the very best? 

If you have room for some charm, here it is in Mozartian 

fashion.  

Naxos has continued its survey of Beethoven 

protégé Ferdinand Ries's excellent music. The latest 

release (8.5700440) features the Piano Concerto 

Farewell to England (Op. 132), which is a wonderful 

romp. It is accompanied by some ingenious fun in the 

Grand Variations on "Rule Britannia" and another work.  

Volume 13 of Marco Polo's complete String 

Quartets of Louis Spohr (1784-1859), featuring Nos. 9 

and 17, is now out (8.225315). If you have been 

following my reviews of this long-running cycle, you will 

know what to do. Get it.  

After hearing Giuseppe Martucci's and Freitas 

Branco's First Symphonies, I might have nodded, "Yes, 

this is mildly interesting," but then yawned a bit. Luckily, 

I held fast until I heard their Second Symphonies, which 

are fascinating. Martucci's Second Symphony (Naxos 

8.570930) combines Sibelius's majestic symphonic 

sweep with Italian lyricism in a wonderfully stirring 

first movement. Later movements sometimes sound 

like Elgar, with his sweetness and nobility of 

expression. I am not sure how these influences 

infiltrated Italy at that time (1904), but it is no wonder 

that Toscanini championed this piece. Branco's Second 

(Naxos 8.572059) reveals a marvelous imagination 

working in Portugal around 1926. Branco starts with 

Gregorian chant and builds an imposing edifice larded 

with gorgeous melodies. The two tone poems 

accompanying the Symphony are knockouts. Please, 

Naxos, record his Third and Fourth Symphonies.  

In Emil Nikolaus von Reznicek's Symphony No. 1 

(CPO 777 223-2), the sheer orchestral mastery is 

breathtaking. If you think you have heard everything, 

you haven't. This is an eye-opener for Strauss lovers. It 

turns out that he had real competition. Only music of 

the brilliance of Strauss's could have blown von 

Reznicek (1860-1945) off the musical map. CPO's 

revelatory series shows that this should never have 

happened. 

  

It is a complete mystery to me how the new Naxos 

recording of Ildebrando Pizzetti's Concerto dell'estate 

(1928) could be the first one in 40 years and the only 

one on CD. It is one of the most beautiful, evocative 

pieces of Italian orchestral music in the 20th century. It 

is right up there with Respighi and Malipiero. When 

you hear it, you will wonder, too, and be grateful for 

Naxos's enterprise in getting the Thessaloniki State 

Symphony Orchestra, under Myron Michailidis, to 

record it, along with several other Pizzetti pieces, 

T 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B001L15C9Q/reillycolumn-20
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which are receiving their recording premieres. The 

translation of the concerto's name is "summer music." 

What could be more fitting for this pastoral symphony? 

It's magic time on Naxos 8.572013. 

Having mentioned Gian Francesco Malipiero, I 

should tell you that magic strikes again in the Naxos 

release of Vol. 2 of his complete Symphonies, offering 

Nos. 1 and 2 and the Sinfonie del silenzio e della morte. 

The second movement of the Sinfonie will place you in a 

languid Arcadian reverie in which Malipiero seems to 

suspend time. The First Symphony, a "four seasons" 

piece, begins in the same vein. Symphony No. 2 is 

beautifully valedictory. This is musical beguilement and 

enchantment at the genius level. Only Naxos has this 

magic potion (8.570879). 

I am stunned by the CPO release of Rudolph 

Simonsen's Symphonies Nos. 1 and 2 (CPO 777 229-2). 

Who? Exactly -- and I am supposed to know. In 

Denmark, Simonsen (1889-1947) came in the 

generation after Carl Nielsen (though he is no mere 

imitation of him), but apparently his music was eclipsed 

after his death in 1947, if not before. The symphonies 

are remarkably good, with great dramatic grip and a 

sustained sense of power, leaving me to hope that CPO 

will record the other two. The second movement of the 

First Symphony, subtitled The Promise, is one of the 

most radiant pieces of music I have heard in some time. 

In the liner notes, it is compared to Nielsen's terrific 

Helios overture, and deserves to be. It is a mesmerizing 

18-minute span of sheer beauty. You must hear it. 

 There is very sad news from Great Britain on the 

death of conductor Richard Hickox (1948-2008) last 

November. However, he did not leave us empty-

handed. One of his last gifts is a radiant recording of 

Gustav Holst's orchestral ballets, The Perfect Fool and 

The Lure, and two choral ballets, The Golden Goose and 

The Morning of the Year. Obviously, Hickox was still at 

the top of his game in these rousing, finely detailed 

performances, given brilliant sound by Chandos's SACD 

recording (CHSA 5069). 

At first I wondered why I was not as taken with Vol. 

2 of Hans Gál's complete string quartets (Nos. 2 and 3, 

with five Intermezzi) as I was with the first release. I 

discovered it was because I was not quiet enough to 

take these works in. The liner notes have it exactly right: 

Gal's world "is civilized and exists for those who have 

the patience to listen attentively." This is not music that 

grabs you by the lapels and shouts, "Listen to me!" It is 

unobtrusive. Its beauties are subtle, finely wrought, and 

exquisite in detail. This is contemplative, gentle music. 

Not many composers in 1969 wrote works like Quartet 

No. 3. The youthful Intermezzi from 1914 are a sheer 

delight, on Meridian CDE 84531, with the superb 

Edinburgh Quartet. I am also enjoying a Camerata CD 

(CMCD-28149) of Gal's Piano Trios, which display his 

signature refinement. It is a measure of the 20th 

century's brutality that music such as this could have 

been neglected.  

  

Naxos has a new recording of Malcolm Arnold's 

delightful Concerto for Two Pianos, Concerto for Piano 

Duet and Strings, Fantasy on a Theme of John Field, 

and Overture: Beckus the Dandipratt (Naxos 8.570531). 

I cannot think of more agreeable summer listening. In 

one movement or even moment, the music is 

piercingly lovely (the first concerto's exquisite Andante 

con moto), in the next raucous; the priceless element 

of fancy and play in this most mercurial music is 

pervasive. It is a riot of humor and whimsy, with 

interjections of sudden, wild drama. I love it. 

I already declare the Fourth of July CD to be Albany 

Classics' release of Morton Gould's Cowboy Rhapsody, 

Roy Harris's Symphony No. 11, Cecil Effinger's Little 

Symphony No. 1, and Douglas Moore's Symphony No. 

2. Anyone who loves Aaron Copland's Rodeo will also 

love the Gould romp, which uses some of the same 

melodies. No one could put together a confection of 

Western tunes the way Gould did in Cowboy Rhapsody 

and have it melt your heart and delight your ears, no 

matter how many times you may have heard this 

medley. Obviously very much under Harris's influence, 

Cecil Effinger displays the same blissfully meandering 

style as Harris. Lastly, we have Moore's fine work, 

written, as he said, "in clear, objective, modified 

classical style." Wonderful work is done by the Sinfonia 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B001U1L9U8/reillycolumn-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0020MSTG8/reillycolumn-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B001KS96OW/reillycolumn-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B001FA2WBE/reillycolumn-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000VIFLYG/reillycolumn-20
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Varsovia, under Ian Hobson, on this Albany TROY CD 

1042. 

If you love the cello, Naxos's new release of 

Krzysztof Penderecki's works for cellos and orchestra 

will enrich your summer (8.570509). His Concerto 

Grosso No. 1 from 2000 is full of doleful, gorgeous 

sounds from three cellos. It is wonderfully rich and 

phantasmagoric in places. It closes with a meltingly 

lovely adagio. The Largo for Cello and Orchestra from 

2003 also features a drop-dead beautiful, keening 

lament. Penderecki is still working at the top of his neo-

Romantic vein. 

The Centaur label has introduced the music of 

Charles Roland Berry, an American composer originally 

from Michigan, with his Symphony No. 3 and his Cello 

Concerto (CRC 2898). These are beautiful works and 

have a Dvorak-like emotional warmth to them. The 

appeal is immediate in the singing, somewhat breezy 

character of the Cello Concerto, endowed with a typical 

American spirit of openness and optimism. The sweet, 

lovely melodies clearly come straight from Berry's heart 

and will go straight to yours. This is a man who 

obviously does not give a hang for modern schools of 

composition. He writes it as he feels it. I cannot think of 

when I have heard contemporary works of music that 

are as big-hearted as these. It is wonderful news that 

Centaur will be releasing more of Berry's music. 

More to come!  

 

Robert R. Reilly is the music critic for 

InsideCatholic.com. E-mail him at rrreilly@msn.com. 
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Is the Gospel of John Anti-Semitic?  
Mark P. Shea | Classic 

5/23/09 

ne of the most volatile passages in the New 

Testament is the moment at which Jesus turns 

to some of His Jewish audience and declares 

point-blank, "You are of your father, the devil" (Jn 8:44). 

This sounds pretty ugly to modern ears and, particularly 

in the shadow of the Shoah, strikes many moderns as 

prima facie evidence for the alleged "intrinsic anti-

Semitism" of Christianity, stretching all the way back to 

the New Testament and even to the very words of Jesus 

Himself. So, for instance, Rabbi Bentzion Kravitz writes, 

"Hatred and violence are consequences of Christian 

Anti-Semitism, not the source. The source is the 

demonizing of the Jewish people. This comes as no 

surprise since New Testament passages, such as John 

8:44, refer to Jews as 'children of the Devil.'"  

Many Christians, rightly sensitive to the dangers of 

anti-Semitism, have tended to respond to this and 

similar texts by trying to create some distance between 

Jesus and these words. This is usually accomplished by 

turning Jesus into the "Johannine Jesus" and attributing 

this and other sayings, not to Jesus Himself, but to the 

evangelist. On this showing, the claim is that John or the 

Johannine community is responding to the situation of 

the Church some 60 years after Christ, when the 

synagogue and Church had definitively and bitterly split, 

and the Christian community, full of recriminations 

against a hostile Jewish leadership, was then inclined to 

place its own curses in the mouth of Christ. 

This is, however, to badly misread the text at a 

number of levels and to miss the real and incomparably 

rich meaning of John's thought. But in order to see this -

- and get at the real meaning of this text -- it is 

necessary for us to know a bit about the Church's 

teaching on Scripture, the relationship between Jesus' 

words and the evangelist's accounts of them, and about 

the relationship between John and his audience.  

 

How to Read the Gospels 

The basic problem with the "John put words in the 

mouth of Jesus" attempt to explain away John 8:44 (and 

other troubling passages) is simply this: The Church 

does not teach that the Gospel passages that bother us 

can simply be explained away as the interpolations of 

disciples who put things into the mouth of Jesus that 

Christ never said: 

Since everything asserted by the inspired authors 

or sacred writers must be held to be asserted by 

the Holy Spirit, it follows that the books of 

Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching 

solidly, faithfully and without error that truth 

which God wanted put into sacred writings for the 

sake of salvation (Dei Verbum, 13). 

In other words, the Gospels are not infinitely malleable 

texts. When the Gospel writers assert that Jesus said X, 

it is the Holy Spirit (who cannot lie) asserting it as well. 

When the Gospel writers tell us Jesus died on the cross 

and rose again, these are not fictional deeds attributed 

to a first-century rabbi by excited disciples who 

covered their grief with a resurrection fable in order to 

deny to themselves and the world that He had been 

eaten by wild dogs. When they relate a story, saying, 

or parable Jesus told, it's because it's a story, saying, or 

parable Jesus told, not because John or the Johannine 

community had a problem and had to cook up some 

cock-and-bull quote from Jesus in order to score a 

polemical point against contemporary foes. 

That said, the Church is also cautious to remind us 

that we are Catholics, not fundamentalists. And so the 

Church teaches that the Gospels are the products of 

the Church and that the Gospel writers are, in fact, 

recording the words and sayings of Jesus for real 

theological purposes and with real editorial control: 

O 
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The sacred authors wrote the four Gospels, 

selecting some things from the many which had been 

handed on by word of mouth or in writing, reducing 

some of them to a synthesis, explaining some things in 

view of the situation of their churches and preserving 

the form of proclamation but always in such fashion 

that they told us the honest truth about Jesus (Dei 

Verbum, 19). 

Thus, the material in the Gospels, while not 

infinitely malleable, is typically flexible. Sayings get 

arranged by different evangelists in order to make 

different points to different audiences. Similarly, though 

the Gospels are trustworthy accounts of the real words 

and deeds of Christ, we needn't trouble ourselves with 

the minutiae that often vex fundamentalist attempts to 

pin down "inerrancy" with obsessive mathematical 

precision. So we are not, for instance, obliged to believe 

that every saying recorded of Jesus in every Gospel 

passage is the ipsissima verbi -- the "exact words" -- of 

Jesus or some other biblical character. After all, Jesus 

primarily spoke Aramaic and many of His sayings were 

uttered in that tongue, not in the Greek of the New 

Testament writers. So the New Testament hits the 

ground running as a translation. Thus, Catholics are not 

plunged into a crisis of faith when Matthew tells us the 

sign on the cross read "This is Jesus, the King of the 

Jews," while John tells us it read "Jesus of Nazareth, the 

King of the Jews." We know what they are getting at 

and don't sweat the minor variations in the account.  

In addition, many of the variations in the Gospel 

texts are probably due to the fact that even Jesus did 

not repeat Himself in exactly the same way every time 

He told the same parable in every little watering hole in 

Judea. Neither He nor His disciples were tape recorders; 

they were human. And like human beings, they varied 

their vocabulary, particularly when they preached the 

same things over and over and over again. So when one 

Gospel records Jesus saying "Blessed are the poor," and 

another records Him saying "Blessed are the poor in 

spirit," the "contradiction" is most likely resolved by 

considering the possibility that He said both, or that the 

writers are paraphrasing the essence of what He said. 

Such paraphrasing is obviously going on when one 

Gospel records the words of consecration at the 

Eucharist (which only occurred once) as "Take; this is 

my body" (Mk 14:22), while another records "Take, eat; 

this is my body" (Mt 26:26). Such variations are a 

challenge to the doctrine of biblical inerrancy only to 

the most flat-footed literalist. 

The point of all this is to say that when we read the 

Gospels, we are never reading a simple, tape-recorded 

conversation between Jesus and His apostles, or 

between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, or between 

Pilate and Christ. We are also always reading a 

conversation between the author of the Gospel and 

the community for whom he wrote -- mediated 

through the historical materials the evangelist is 

working with. So, for instance, when Jesus declares in 

John's Gospel that "unless one is born of water and the 

Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God" (Jn 3:5), 

we have to remember that this statement by Christ is 

not read in a vacuum, but in the context of a 

community that has already been baptizing new 

members for around 50 years. Thus, attempts by some 

Protestant exegetes to claim that "the water in this 

verse refers to the amniotic fluid that surrounds the 

baby in its mother's womb" are simply preposterous. If 

John meant to inform his readers that Jesus actually 

meant "First, you are born naturally via amniotic fluid, 

then you are born supernaturally by asking Jesus into 

your heart as your personal Lord and savior, and 

baptism has nothing to do with that," he could not 

have chosen a more misleading way of getting his 

message across, given the universal experience of his 

audience. Every ancient reader of this text would -- 

and did -- read John 3:5 in light of the established 

practice of the apostolic churches as a reference to the 

waters of baptism. In short, John is not just teaching 

his community about the sacrament of baptism via the 

words of Jesus. He is also teaching what the words of 

Jesus mean by relating them to the practice of the 

community in baptism. 

This process of relating Jesus to the community 

goes backward in time as well as forward. Just as Jesus' 

words about water and the Holy Spirit are inevitably 

linked with what John's audience had lived in the 
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sacrament of baptism, so they are inevitably linked with 

what John and his heavily Jewish readership know of 

the Old Testament. So when the evangelist relates John 

the Baptist's acclamation, "Behold the Lamb of God, 

who takes away the sin of the world!" (Jn 1:29), he does 

so with the assumption that his readers are completely 

aware of the sacrificial Passover Lamb and the whole 

story of the Exodus. Indeed, John, like all the New 

Testament writers, is presuming a full awareness of the 

entire Old Testament. 

 

The Full Context 

All this is important to remember as we approach John 

8:44, because that verse lives in the middle of a very 

long and very subtle catechetical meditation, not on the 

peculiar wickedness of Jews, but on the meaning and 

effects of baptism. This means that the passage is not 

directed at singling out Jews as particularly evil, but is 

instead aimed at declaring the universality of original 

sin. 

John, you see, has a pastoral problem. His audience 

consists, in part, of people who are influenced by a sect 

that elevates John the Baptist over Jesus. We can see 

abundant evidence for this in the fact that his Gospel 

addresses a considerable portion of material to disciples 

of John the Baptist who had heard only of his "baptism 

of repentance," but not of his full testimony to Jesus. 

This is one of the reasons scholars think he is writing to 

the Church at Ephesus. For we know from Acts 18:24 

and 19:1-7 that there was some sort of sect centered in 

Ephesus that fit this description, to whom the apostles 

repeatedly addressed pleas to follow the Christ whom 

John the Baptist serves. And so John has to emphasize 

again and again that the Baptist was not the Messiah (Jn 

1:20), that he came only as a witness to the Light (Jn 

1:6-8), that he was just the friend of the bridegroom, 

and that he must decrease even as Christ increases (Jn 

3:28-30). 

Not surprisingly, then, the Evangelist is tasked with 

showing the difference between John's baptism of 

repentance and the sacramental baptism given by 

Christ. But being a first-century Jew and not a 21st-

century abstract thinker, he does so via the medium of 

stories -- true stories -- and not theological jargon.  

John's instruction on the meaning and effects of 

sacramental baptism begins in John 7 and continues all 

the way to the end of John 9. As is his custom 

throughout the Gospel, he relates the teaching and 

work of Christ to a Jewish feast -- in this case, the Feast 

of Tabernacles. This feast celebrated Israel's living in 

tents in the wilderness (Lv 23:43) and the permanent 

abode given them in the Promised Land, particularly 

symbolized by the temple. Its two dominant motifs 

were water and light, recalling the water from the rock 

Moses gave Israel and the light of the Pillar of Fire that 

led Israel through the wilderness. In addition, the feast 

referred to the mysterious vision of Ezekiel 40-48 in 

which the prophet sees the restored temple after the 

destruction of the Temple of Solomon and the 

Babylonian captivity. Accordingly, the Women's Court 

of the temple was illuminated to recall the Pillar of 

Fire, and a curious rite was enacted: Every morning of 

the celebration a priest went down to the Pool of 

Siloam (a pool we shall hear more about in John 9) and 

brought back a golden pitcher of water to the temple 

(the successor of the tabernacle). This water was 

poured on the altar of holocausts amid the singing of 

the Hallel (Ps 112-117) and the joyful sound of musical 

instruments.  

It is in the middle of all this that Jesus stands up 

"on the last and greatest day of the feast" and says: "If 

anyone thirst, let him come to me and drink. He who 

believes in me, as the scripture has said, 'Out of his 

heart shall flow rivers of living water.' Now this he said 

about the Spirit, which those who believed in him were 

to receive; for as yet the Spirit had not been given, 

because Jesus was not yet glorified" (Jn 7:37-39). 

The odd thing is, the Old Testament nowhere says, 

"Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water." John 

knows that. His readers know that. So why record 

Jesus saying that? Because John knows Jesus is alluding 

to -- not directly quoting -- Ezekiel 47's vision of the 
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restored temple that is commemorated in the Feast of 

Tabernacles: 

Then he brought me back to the door of the temple; 

and behold, water was issuing from below the 

threshold of the temple toward the east (for the 

temple faced east); and the water was flowing 

down from below the south end of the threshold of 

the temple, south of the altar. Then he brought me 

out by way of the north gate, and led me round on 

the outside to the outer gate, that faces toward the 

east; and the water was coming out on the south 

side. 

Going on eastward with a line in his hand, the 

man measured a thousand cubits, and then led me 

through the water; and it was ankle-deep. Again he 

measured a thousand, and led me through the 

water; and it was knee-deep. Again he measured a 

thousand, and led me through the water; and it was 

up to the loins. Again he measured a thousand, and 

it was a river that I could not pass through, for the 

water had risen; it was deep enough to swim in, a 

river that could not be passed through. And he said 

to me, "Son of man, have you seen this?" 

Then he led me back along the bank of the 

river. As I went back, I saw upon the bank of the 

river very many trees on the one side and on the 

other. And he said to me, "This water flows toward 

the eastern region and goes down into the Arabah; 

and when it enters the stagnant waters of the sea, 

the water will become fresh. And wherever the 

river goes every living creature which swarms will 

live, and there will be very many fish; for this water 

goes there, that the waters of the sea may become 

fresh; so everything will live where the river goes. 

Fishermen will stand beside the sea; from En-gedi 

to En-eglaim it will be a place for the spreading of 

nets; its fish will be of very many kinds, like the fish 

of the Great Sea. But its swamps and marshes will 

not become fresh; they are to be left for salt. And 

on the banks, on both sides of the river, there will 

grow all kinds of trees for food. Their leaves will not 

wither nor their fruit fail, but they will bear fresh 

fruit every month, because the water for them 

flows from the sanctuary. Their fruit will be for 

food, and their leaves for healing" (Ez 47:1-12). 

Of course, the rebuilt temple never had any such river 

flowing out of it, so what was Ezekiel getting at? Jesus 

tells us: The water flowing out of the temple in Ezekiel's 

vision, the water poured on the altar of holocausts in 

the Feast of Tabernacles is a foreshadowing of the 

sacrament of baptism. This should not surprise us. After 

all, Jesus has already made clear that His body, not a 

mere stone building, is the True Temple ("Destroy this 

temple and in three days I will raise it up" [Jn 2:19]). 

Moreover, as John is careful to note, water did in fact 

flow from that temple when the heart of Jesus was 

pierced (Jn 19:34-35). And the evangelist's emphasis 

on this leaves no doubt that John himself saw this as 

the sign that the sacrament of baptism had been 

instituted by the Holy Spirit. That's why he writes: 

This is he who came by water and blood, Jesus 

Christ, not with the water only but with the water 

and the blood. And the Spirit is the witness, 

because the Spirit is the truth. There are three 

witnesses, the Spirit, the water, and the blood; and 

these three agree (1 Jn 5:6-8).  

So in John 7, the evangelist is using the imagery of the 

Feast of Tabernacles and the words of Jesus to liken 

His body and ours to a temple and linking the Spirit to 

baptismal imagery -- baptismal imagery that is likewise 

all about water and light. In so doing, he sets the stage 

for all that is to follow in his instruction on baptism, 

whereby we drink the Living Water and have our eyes 

opened to the Light of the world (Jn 8:12).  

 

Getting the Audience Wrong 

As the narrative of John proceeds, the crowd debates 

whether Jesus is a prophet. Some (particularly among 

the authorities) reject Him. (By the way, skip the whole 

section about the woman caught in adultery in John 

8:3-11. It's basically a chunk of apostolic tradition that 

John probably did not write, but that the Church could 

never bear to part with. It's been attached to different 

Gospels in different manuscripts of the New 
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Testament and eventually was inserted here for want of 

a better place to put it, but it's not really part of the 

original narrative of John.)  

As the conversation continues, we discover that not 

all reject Him. Some "believe in him." And this is where 

the plot thickens. For notably, it is not to the Jews who 

reject Him, but to "the Jews who had believed in him" 

(Jn 8:31), that Jesus addresses His next remarks, 

including the shocking statement, "You are of your 

father the devil, and your will is to do your father's 

desires" (Jn 8:44). In short, it's "interested inquirers" -- 

people like the unbaptized catechumens and "inquirers" 

in the evangelist's own community -- not hostile 

Pharisees and "outsiders," who are told they are 

children of the devil. 

Why does Jesus address ostensibly friendly people 

in this way? Because there is belief, and then there is 

belief -- as every catechist who has had to teach 

cafeteria Catholics knows. Some people come to believe 

in Christ in humility. Some come to "believe" in Him in 

profound pride. Such people need a wake-up call. They 

need to know exactly what Paul had told the same 

Ephesian community decades earlier: that apart from 

Christ we are dead through the trespasses and sins in 

which you once walked, following the course of this 

world, following the prince of the power of the air, the 

spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience. 

Among these we all once lived in the passions of our 

flesh, following the desires of body and mind, and so we 

were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of 

mankind (Eph 2:1-3). 

Note once again that this is "devil talk," arraigning 

the reader as a slave of Satan (the "prince of the power 

of the air"). Yet it is not directed at Jews, but at Paul's 

own Christian readership, reminding them of what they 

were before "having the eyes of [their] hearts 

enlightened" (Eph 1:18). 

Note how both Paul and John use "enlightenment" 

and "baptism" interchangeably (as do the Fathers after 

them). John gets the habit from Jesus who, speaking to 

"the Jews who had believed in him," warns starkly that 

they are slaves to sin and children of the devil. The 

"believing" Jews take offense and appeal to their 

heritage as children of Abraham. What is John's point in 

recording this? Not that Jews are peculiarly demonic, 

but rather that we are all in bondage to sin, of course, 

and that this bondage infects the whole human race 

without regard to ethnicity.  

And that's the point. Jesus' strong language is the 

same language that could be (and is) applied to any 

catechumen from any ethnic background who tries to 

insist that he doesn't need freeing from any sin: He is 

speaking a lie from his father, the devil. In short, John 

8:44 presupposes a doctrine of original sin that afflicts 

the whole human race -- a belief that all, not just Jews, 

are under the dominion of the "prince of the power of 

the air" and require enlightenment from darkness and 

washing from sin. Jesus does not teach that there is 

something peculiarly satanic about Jews. He simply 

points to the fact that humans are, apart from Him, in 

bondage to sin, and that the purpose of baptism is to 

free them from that. Mere physical descent from 

Abraham cannot save any more than being a true-blue 

American can. 

Those "who believed in him" are scandalized at 

this, and the conversation quickly disintegrates when 

Jesus chooses to test this "belief" by challenging it with 

the full import of His claims. He will not let "those who 

believed in him" settle for believing in Him as a mere 

prophet, nor as a prop for feeling good about 

themselves (people become Catholic for such reasons 

to this day). He insists that they are slaves to sin, not 

because they are Jews, but because they are human. 

They retaliate by calling Him demon-possessed. He 

ratchets up the ante even higher, with an explicit claim 

to be God ("Before Abraham was, I am" [Jn 8:58]). In 

short, John points out the full meaning of what the 

catechumen is signing on for when that catechumen 

lightly decides to indulge his pride with a little religious 

enthusiasm. Result: "Those who believed in him" 

(shallow catechumens, not His Jewish enemies in the 

Sanhedrin) try to stone Him. In short, it is the 

catechumens who are most offended by the promise 

that they will be freed from sin.  
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The Water That Saves 

John then continues his meditation on baptism and 

dilates on the themes of water and light with the story 

of the man born blind. In that story, the man's eyes are 

opened and the "eyes of his heart" are enlightened to 

see Jesus by -- you guessed it -- baptism. He is told to go 

to the Pool of Siloam (the same pool used for the rite at 

the Feast of Tabernacles) and wash. For the first time, 

he sees not only physical light, but Jesus. In the course 

of the entire controversy beginning in John 7, he is the 

first person to acknowledge that he cannot see, and the 

first to be enlightened. That enlightenment takes place 

by degrees. First, Jesus is called a man (Jn 9:11), then a 

prophet (Jn 9:17), then Lord (Jn 9:38).  

Unlike the prideful catechumens, this man 

recognizes that he is blind. But note this: All are Jews. 

What distinguishes the man born blind from "the Jews 

who had believed in him" is not his ethnicity, but his 

humility and their pride. What keeps "the Jews who had 

believed in him" slaves to "the prince of the power of 

the air" is not some peculiarly demonic ethnic trait, but 

the simple refusal to acknowledge their need of 

cleansing from sin through the sacrament of baptism. 

That is precisely the point of the coda at the end of 

the story:  

For judgment I came into this world, that those who 

do not see may see, and that those who see may 

become blind . . . . If you were blind, you would 

have no guilt; but now that you say "We see," your 

guilt remains (Jn 9:39–41). 

The "devil talk" of the New Testament is not meant to 

say that there is something uniquely wicked about Jews 

but to pound home the doctrine that all humans are 

bound by original sin, that mere ethnicity cannot save, 

and that baptism is the sacrament that frees us from 

sin. 

 

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 November 2006 issue of crisis 

Magazine. 

http://www.catholicexchange.com/
http://www.markshea.blogspot.com/
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Biting the Bullet: Military Conscription and the Price of 

Citizenship  

Francis X. Maier | Classic 

5/25/09 
 tip to travelers: Avoid Zekistan. It has crummy 

tourist amenities and lethal concentrations of 

lead. 

I found this out back in June, patrolling one side of a 

city street in the country's capital. I was hunting for 

fedayeen with Alpha Team, a stick of four light infantry 

troopers. Across the street, Bravo Team did the same, 

commanded by the Evolver, a buddy who had logged in 

from San Francisco. They hugged a wall as they moved. 

At the corner, Bravo came under fire from a 

machinegun nest fortified behind a collapsed wall. The 

Evolver radioed for help, and I dropped a smoke 

grenade in front of the nest to screen his team's 

movement. Bravo sprinted across an intersection to 

flank the machine gun, ending up in the sights of 

another concealed gunman. 

With Bravo pinned down, I led Alpha Team across 

the street, behind steel garbage containers and tangles 

of rubble, and around a back alley. I now had a clean 

shot at the gunman from the rear. But just as he was 

about to meet Mohammed, a guy with a rocket 

launcher, three stories up in a building behind me, 

shared it with my entire team. Game over. 

"Zekistan," of course, doesn't actually exist. And Full 

Spectrum Warrior is just another video game -- but not 

really. The first in a new wave of "first-person thinker" 

games, Full Spectrum Warrior began life as an 

alarmingly accurate U.S. Army training tool. Soldiers 

move, fire, and react as they do in real combat. 

Ammunition runs low. Soldiers must lug wounded 

comrades to the nearest aid station before they bleed 

out, frequently under fire. Macho, blast-'em-up tactics 

get a player very dead very fast. Instead, the game 

rewards planning, careful movement, a focused use of 

force, and team coordination. Even the troopers' 

language is, well, realistic. 

Simulations have a long military history. Back in the 

early 1990s, attending West Point, my eldest son 

crewed a virtual Abrams tank in a fast-moving, 

battalion-sized armored battle involving more than 150 

networked computers. Today the Army's simulated 

battlefields have vastly more detail and a realism 

approaching that of The Matrix. But they also show a 

shift in the focus of combat training. 

"With [Full Spectrum Warrior] the Army decided 

that it needed to think less about educating people on 

the physics of artillery tubes," says Jim Korris, creative 

director of the Institute for Creative Technologies (ICT), 

"and start teaching them how to make smart 

discriminations very quickly in close urban fights -- 

training in cognitive decision -- making rather than 

skills." 

ICT, which developed Full Spectrum Warrior with 

Army guidance and funding, offers a number of 

"tactical decision aids" that open a window on the 

landscape of warfare in the 21st century. It's a world 

called MOUT (Military Operations in Urban Terrain), 

with very different rules and needs from anything the 

American military imagined during the Cold War. It's a 

world where Trident missiles mean very little. "Boots 

on the ground" mean everything. Say goodbye to 

mobile tank battles. Say hello to Black Hawk Down. As 

one Marine infantry officer, fresh from the Middle 

East, said as he watched a Full Spectrum Warrior 

firefight, "That's the way it was in Iraq." 

 

The Challenges of Modern Warfare 

Two years before the 1993 battle in Mogadishu that 

sparked Mark Bowden's book and Ridley Scott's film, 

military historian Martin van Creveld published The 

Transformation of War. Brief but prophetic, van 
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Creveld's premise was simple: "[T]oday, the most 

powerful modern armed forces are largely irrelevant to 

modern war -- indeed [their] relevance stands in inverse 

proportion to their modernity." 

How is that possible? Weapons never develop in a 

vacuum. They help shape our ideas about war and the 

ways we need to fight it. But weapons themselves also 

derive from those ideas. Modern Western armies draw 

heavily on the experience of tank and artillery warfare, 

rapid maneuver, nuclear deterrence, and strategic 

bombing of the last century. To trim friendly casualties, 

they try to kill the enemy from as far away as possible. 

As a result, they depend on technology. But that same 

technology slants military thinking in some directions 

and blinds it to others. It also devours precious 

resources and breaks down more often as battlefields 

become harsh, dense, and chaotic. 

Thus, Israeli tanks failed to win control of the 

heavily built-up areas of Lebanon in 1982. German 

bombing helped the Stalingrad defenders in 1942 by 

creating an ocean of rubble. And a small band of urban 

rebels easily beat a much larger and technologically 

advanced -- but also slow and heavy -- Russian force in 

the first battle of Grozny in 1994-95. 

For van Creveld, modern regular forces are often 

useless in fighting today's wars precisely because they 

depend so much on technology. "[B]etween 

maintenance and logistics and sheer administration," he 

argues, "[the] number of troops in their 'tails' will be far 

too large, and the number in the fighting 'teeth' far too 

small." 

In lay terms, the leadership structures and battle 

methods of modern armies are just too clumsy. They 

can't deal with light, quick, street insurgents in the cities 

of the Third World. But by 2010, 75 percent of the 

world's population will be jammed into urban areas. So 

for any power with global interests -- notably the United 

States -- that poses a problem. 

Much of the combat in World War II, Korea, and 

even Vietnam was fought horizontally by large units for 

the control of resources and territory. Urban warfare is 

profoundly vertical. It flows up into office buildings and 

down into sewers, cellars, and subways. It's also a 

manpower hog. Street combat demands large numbers 

of light, agile, well-trained and well-disciplined infantry. 

Fighting devolves to the squad level -- up-close and 

compartmentalized. It causes high casualties. It drains 

soldiers emotionally and physically. It demands special 

gear like knee and elbows pads and eye protection from 

exploding masonry in firefights. The enemy is rarely 

obvious. Command and control easily break down. 

Urban structures interfere with radios. Sanitation is bad, 

so septic threats increase. The civilian population limits 

air and artillery support. 

In such circumstances, Machiavelli's dictum that 

war should be "short and sharp" no longer seems to 

apply. It's no wonder that van Creveld says that, "like a 

man who has been shot in the head but still manages 

to stagger forward a few paces, conventional war may 

be at its last gasp." And it's also no wonder that the 

key concept driving U.S. military thought since the 

mid-1990s has been "transformation." According to 

Douglas Johnson, a 30-year Army veteran and now a 

research professor in national security affairs at the 

U.S. Army War College, the Army "is undergoing an 

unbelievable change, the biggest change since the First 

World War," struggling to address a "[fundamental] 

design problem and get agile." 

 

The Increasing Need 

But there's a dilemma. As historian Niall Ferguson and 

others have pointed out, the United States is a global 

power with a chronic manpower shortage. That has 

become brutally clear in Iraq. In 1968, at the height of 

the Vietnam War, the Army had 1,570,343 active-duty 

personnel. By 1984, that number had dropped to 

780,180. During the First Gulf War the ranks dipped to 

710,821; then to 610,450 at the start of the Clinton 

administration. In 2005, fighting an insurgency with far 

less international help than in 1991, U.S. Army active-

duty personnel number 494,000 -- 40 percent fewer 

than the First Gulf War -- with 212,000 in the Army 
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Reserve and several hundred thousand more in the 

National Guard. 

With too few troops and a war taking longer than 

expected, guess who's gone from a strategic reserve to 

an operational force? Until recently, roughly half of the 

Army National Guard was on active duty or on alert for 

possible service. This has "upset the traditional 

understanding of the Reserve and Guard," according to 

Thomas Donnelly, resident fellow at the American 

Enterprise Institute for defense and national security 

issues. "Most Reservists and Guard members signed up 

assuming they'd be activated only for extraordinary 

circumstances and then only for a limited time." Now 

they're engaged in an ongoing war zone, and people are 

coming home dead. In that context, the October 2004 

incident where reservists in Iraq refused to drive a fuel 

convoy on a dangerous mission was only a matter of 

time. 

The manpower shortfall explains why Senator John 

Kerry invoked the draft boogeyman during the 2004 

election campaign, and why President Bush quickly 

promised not to bring it back. But it's an obvious 

question: In the face of military need, why not have a 

draft? 

With nearly 300 million people, the United States 

has a vast manpower pool. Despite the Bush 

administration's commitment not to reinstate the draft, 

senior officials of the Selective Service System and the 

Pentagon did study ways of revamping conscription as 

recently as 2003. Discussions involved stretching the 

maximum required draft registration age from 25 to 34 

years old, including women for the first time, and 

identifying registrants with critical skills for specialized 

military and government service. 

In a February 11, 2003, proposal to key defense 

officials, the Selective Service System reviewed 30 years 

of U.S. draft registration planning and argued that, "in 

line with today's needs [and] the Selective Service 

System's structure, programs and activities should be 

re-engineered toward maintaining a national inventory" 

of registrants of both sexes available for conscription to 

fill urgent national security, health, and community 

needs. Pentagon officials have, thus far, not accepted 

the proposal. 

At its best, military conscription -- either alone or as 

part of a larger system of mandatory universal service -- 

builds national unity, levels ethnic and social 

differences, and forces young people to invest a piece 

of their lives in the duties of citizenship. "You don't 

value what doesn't cost you," one former Army officer 

said in the course of researching this story. Nothing 

important, including maturity, comes cheaply. So it is in 

families, friendships, work -- and, arguably, in coming 

of age as a citizen. Thus Congressman Charles Rangel 

(D-N.Y.) argued for "a national universal draft that 

includes women with no exemption" except to allow 

students to finish high school. 

It's also why Air Force Academy and Kennedy 

School of Government graduate and author David 

Englin believes that "military service would strengthen 

our social fabric by bringing the reality of America 

closer to America's ideals." In his view, a draft would 

also make reckless military adventures less likely 

because of their immediate cost in blood to average 

American families. 

Englin, a past Kerry supporter and American 

Prospect/New Republic liberal, chides Democrats for 

their negative misconceptions about the nature of the 

U.S. military and the value of conscription. He argued 

in 2002 that "military service has always been a great 

equalizer, and there is intrinsic democratic value to 

making young adults from every corner of America and 

from all walks of life train together, serve together and 

depend on one another as brothers and sisters in 

arms." 

 

A Firm 'No' 

But resistance to the draft comes from unexpected 

quarters. 

I was a participant in the Army War College's 

weeklong National Security Seminar in 2003. I raised 

the question of a draft with the dozen or so rising 
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officers in my seminar group who will one day populate 

the Army's general grade. Nobody liked the idea. Most 

felt that unwilling conscripts create more problems than 

they solve. The memory of Vietnam -- fighting an 

unpopular war with unhappy draftees on short tours of 

duty, 10,000 miles from home -- remains vivid in the 

military. 

"The Israeli and Swiss conscription models are 

successful for unique reasons," one infantry colonel 

said. "For the Israelis, universal service is a matter of 

national survival. With the Swiss, you have four 

different language groups and a tradition of neutrality. 

Conscription is a glue for their national identity." But 

neither the Israeli nor the Swiss situation applies to the 

United States. And many European governments have 

been moving away from conscription in recent years. 

For Thomas Donnelly of the American Enterprise 

Institute (AEI), citizen-soldiers do have value as a 

strategic reserve in time of national emergency. But a 

mixed conscript/volunteer Army would "devalue the 

tactical competence" of everyone involved. Combat in 

places like Iraq and Afghanistan is "real soldiering" that 

requires well-trained, disciplined, motivated, 

professional troops. "Sending conscripts to patrol the 

streets of Kabul would be a recipe for disaster," he says. 

Donnelly's view fits well with a recently deactivated 

member of the elite 101st Air Assault Division. "There's 

a reason Claymore mines have the words, 'This side 

toward enemy' stamped on the front," he said. "Too 

many grunts are lunkheads, and conscripts would make 

it worse." In principle, he supports the idea of military 

service as an obligation of citizenship. But he also finds 

the prospect of large numbers of under-educated, 

under-motivated, minimally trained people, armed to 

the teeth with lethal weapons, "scary -- I wouldn't want 

them anywhere near me." 

Douglas Johnson of the Army War College 

remembers his own mixed experiences with draftees as 

an officer. "In combat you spend a lopsided amount of 

your time dealing with the problem children -- the guys 

who mess things up for everybody else," he says. "And 

the way you usually solve the problems is by sending 

them to work in the rear, not for their own sake but to 

protect the good men in the forward areas. But what 

does that do? It pollutes your rear area with a higher 

number of the dregs. So the guys who are supporting 

and supplying your best men are disproportionately 

your worst, which endangers everybody." 

 Johnson feels that the Army's current manpower 

shortages are partly real and partly an echo of 

December 1944. "We reached a point around the Battle 

of the Bulge," he says, "where it became clear that we 

had total air superiority, and we'd had it for a long 

time. We had too many ground-based anti-aircraft 

units, and we needed more infantry. So we disbanded 

some of the anti-aircraft units and reconfigured them 

into infantry." Some of the same "combing out" of the 

Army's force structure is happening now. The difficulty 

of "combat in [Iraq's] cities isn't really the problem" for 

U.S. forces, Johnson believes. Rather, "we need a 

better system of supply" to sustain the men doing the 

fighting. 

Maybe, and maybe not. In a sense, supply 

problems seem to confirm van Creveld's thesis that 

modern armies have tails too long and teeth too few. 

"In the jungles of Vietnam, the mountains of 

Afghanistan and the closed, heavily populated 

Lebanese countryside," he wrote, "forces on foot were 

often as mobile tactically as their mechanized 

opponents. They were also much better able to make 

use of the terrain, with the result that it was always 

the conventional forces who were pinned down or 

blown up." 

According to one veteran infantryman, van 

Creveld's premise is borne out again and again at the 

Army's Joint Readiness Training Center (JRTC). 

Theoretically, every Army light infantry brigade spends 

a month on a regular basis at JRTC honing its combat 

skills, with ten days "in the box" -- simulated battle 

ranging from search-and-destroy missions to defense 

to urban combat. 

Facing them is a battalion of OPFOR (opposing 

force) soldiers comprised of specially trained U.S. 

paratroopers. "The OPFOR guys operate as irregulars, 
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usually in teams of four to ten," said the veteran, "and 

they cut the brigades to pieces every time, just 

completely slaughter them. The urban combat phase is 

harrowing. They're the most hated guys in the Army." 

The need to maintain some level of strategic and 

heavy conventional forces is unlikely to go away any 

time soon. But in a world where the rules of war have 

clearly changed, the United States is faced with two 

different problems: reconfiguring our armed forces to 

fight successfully a new kind of war in a new kind of 

environment and sustaining the forces that actually do 

the fighting. The former is -- so the Army believes -- at 

least under way. The latter is much more ambiguous. 

At the moment, both Donnelly and Johnson agree 

that we need more boots on the ground. Both also 

agree that a draft can't accomplish what we really need 

to achieve. We don't simply need more boots -- we 

need the right kind of people wearing those boots. 

Donnelly believes that "for the foreseeable future, 

recruiting a larger Army is mainly a matter of Congress 

choosing to spend more money" to get the size and 

quality of the volunteer force we need. Johnson sees 

two options for the world's only superpower: We can 

approve larger forces and then be willing to pay for 

them, or we can disengage and retire from some of our 

global commitments. 

We can do one or the other, in Johnson's view. We 

can't avoid both. 

 

The Utility of Conscription 

And what about that unsettling Selective Service System 

proposal still floating around from 2003? 

One line has remained with me ever since reading 

Mark Bowden's book, Black Hawk Down: "[E]very 

enemy advertises his weakness in the way he fights. To 

Aidid's fighters, the Rangers' weakness was apparent. 

They were not willing to die." Events, of course, proved 

the opposite. The Rangers in Mogadishu's Bakara 

Market fought with now-legendary heroism against 

enormous odds. But do such men represent the 

character of the nation at large? I don't think so. 

I avoided the draft in 1970 through a medical 

deferment. Was it legitimate? Yes. Did I do everything I 

could to enhance my case in getting it? You bet. Looking 

back over the decades, do I feel good about not 

serving? No. Nothing in my medical record would have 

finally barred me from joining the military if I'd wanted 

to. I didn't. 

I never really believed that the Vietnam War was -- 

at its root -- immoral. I just didn't want to fight in it. 

And while I did know fellow students at Notre Dame 

who had reflected deeply on the war and felt it was 

wrong, too many of my classmates were just like me -- 

eager to avoid the military, whatever it took, and get 

on with their careers. The anti-war vocabulary of the 

day offered a pleasing gloss to our self-deception. It 

also worked pretty well with the chicks. 

My point is this, and it echoes Niall Ferguson's 

insight in Colossus: America is an empire in denial. We 

want the benefits of hegemony without admitting to it 

and without being willing to pay for it in the blood and 

resources that global power requires. The moral break 

between World War II's "greatest generation" and the 

generation -- my generation -- that now runs the 

country is the truculent self-absorption that has 

shaped our entire culture since Vietnam. I helped 

create this. So did a lot of other people my age who 

haven't fessed up to it and never will -- from ex-

presidents on down. 

The armed forces personnel fighting and dying in 

Iraq today imply more good things about our nation 

than we may deserve. I support mandatory, universal, 

national service -- including a military draft -- because 

we need it. Not because of its military utility -- the 

experts can argue about that -- but because of its 

moral utility. We need it the way a drunk needs a cold 

shower. 

To mean anything, citizenship must have a cost in 

personal sacrifice for the common good. Yes, I know, 

it's easy to say that in hindsight. But it doesn't make it 
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any less true. A nation is only as good as the ideals its 

people are willing to live for, defend, and -- if necessary 

-- die for. By that standard, the United States is in 

trouble, and it's a problem no amount of Army 

transformation alone can solve. 

 

Francis X. Maier writes from Colorado. This article 

originally appeared in the January 2005 issue of crisis 

Magazine. 
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The Minimum Wage and Catholic Social Teaching  

Rev. Robert J. Johansen | Classic 

5/27/09 
hen the Democratic Party gained control of 

Congress three years ago, as part of its "100 

Hour" plan it quickly introduced legislation 

to raise the federal minimum wage from $5.15 per hour 

to $7.25 per hour. The partisan debate was predictable: 

Democratic advocates of the raise cited concern for 

poor and working families, and Republican opponents 

cited concern for the impact the hike may have on small 

business and overall employment.  

Minimum wage laws are a fixture of economic life in 

the United States and most Western countries, and they 

have been around long enough that most people take 

them for granted. But since the 1980s and the rise of 

conservatism as a political force, many conservative or 

libertarian thinkers have called their legitimacy into 

question. On the other hand, the U.S. Conference of 

Catholic Bishops (USCCB) consistently supports not only 

minimum wage laws themselves, but usually advocates 

raising them. In its "Action Memo" for January 19, 2007, 

the USCCB urged passage of the minimum wage bill, 

citing Church teaching that demands a just wage for 

workers. The current debate about minimum wage laws 

presents an opportunity to explore several questions: 

What are the Catholic principles that should guide our 

thinking about wages? Does Church teaching tell us 

what the minimum wage should be, or even whether 

we should have minimum wage laws at all? 

Advocates or critics of minimum wage laws often 

presuppose the answer to an important underlying 

question: Is it legitimate for the state to interfere with 

or regulate economic affairs, and if so, to what extent? 

Conservatives, in general, hold that government 

intrusion into all facets of human life, economic activity 

included, should be kept to a minimum: that the 

government should confine itself to policing against 

theft or fraud, to protecting workers from outright 

exploitation, and to enforcing contracts. This seems to 

be a correlative of the Catholic principle of subsidiarity, 

which stipulates that "a community of a higher order 

[such as the state] should not interfere in the internal 

life of a community of a lower order [such as a village or 

family], depriving it of its functions" (Catechism of the 

Catholic Church 1883). Some libertarians would push 

this idea even further, holding that almost any kind of 

contract entered into freely between responsible adults 

is legitimate, legally binding, and not subject to 

government regulation. And so, they would argue, 

even a contract between a prostitute and her 

customer, since entered freely, is perfectly legitimate 

and should not be prohibited by law. 

But in the Catholic tradition, the state must, as the 

Catechism teaches, "defend and promote the common 

good of civil society, its citizens, and intermediate 

bodies" (1910). Furthermore, "the state has a 

responsibility for its citizens' well-being" (2372). 

Toward these ends, the state has a legitimate role to 

play in the ordering of economic life. For this reason, in 

his great encyclical Rerum Novarum, Pope Leo XIII 

wrote that, in the interest of resolving (or at least 

minimizing) the conflict between labor and employers, 

the Church maintains that "for this purpose recourse 

should be had, in due measure and degree, to the 

intervention of the law and of State authority" (16). 

Pope John Paul II elaborated on this teaching in 

Centesimus Annus, saying: 

Economic activity, especially the activity of a 

market economy, cannot be conducted in an 

institutional, juridical or political vacuum. On the 

contrary, it presupposes sure guarantees of 

individual freedom and private property, as well 

as a stable currency and efficient public services. 

Hence the principal task of the State is to 

guarantee this security, so that those who work 

and produce can enjoy the fruits of their labours 

and thus feel encouraged to work efficiently and 

honestly (48). 
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It seems, then, that the state is justified in intervening 

in the economic life of its citizens in order to secure 

their rights and to promote the common good. By this 

rationale, a laissez-faire capitalist system, such as that 

favored by some libertarians, is simply not a licit option, 

nor would promoting such a system be consistent with 

the Catholic Faith.  

 

The Worker Deserves His Wage 

Since we've established that the state can intervene in 

the economy in order to promote the common good, 

the next question is, what is the teaching of the Church 

regarding the wages of workers? First, the Church 

observes biblical admonitions such as Deuteronomy 

24:15:  

You shall pay him [the hired man or servant] each 

day's wages before sundown on the day itself, since 

he is poor and looks forward to them. Otherwise he 

will cry to the Lord against you, and you will be held 

guilty. 

In view of this passage and others, such as James 5:4, 

the Church has taught that depriving a worker of his just 

wages, whether by withholding them or failing to pay a 

just wage, is gravely sinful (CCC 2434), and in fact has 

called it one of the four "sins that cry to heaven for 

vengeance." This is the case, as Leo XIII wrote, because 

"the laboring man is, as a rule, weak and unprotected, 

and because his slender means should in proportion to 

their scantiness be accounted sacred" (RN 20). 

Workers are due their wages as a matter of justice. 

The Catechism tells us that "a just wage is the 

legitimate fruit of work" (2434). But a just wage is not 

that which will merely provide sufficient food, 

clothing, and shelter. To live at a subsistence level is to 

live at the minimum condition of human dignity, and, 

as St. Thomas Aquinas wrote in the Summa 

Theologica, "No one is obliged to live unbecomingly." 

A just wage, then, should provide a worker with 

enough to live, and perhaps a little more, so as to 

enable him to live "becomingly." The Church has, 

therefore, always desired that the worker not remain 

trapped at a subsistence level, but be able to better his 

condition: The degree of independence the worker 

gains by doing so increases his dignity, which is part 

and parcel of living becomingly. To obtain property, 

then, whether in the form of real property or durable 

possessions, is a principal object of every worker. The 

worker, by living "sparingly, saves money, and, for 

greater security, invests his savings," and has the 

"hope and possibility of increasing his resources and of 

bettering his condition in life" (RN 5). 

Pope Pius XI, 40 years after Leo XIII, elaborated 

on this theme in his social encyclical Quadragesimo 

Anno, saying that by accumulating property, workers 

can emerge "from that hand-to-mouth uncertainty 

which is the lot of the proletarian. Thus they will not 

only be in a position to support life's changing 

fortunes, but will also have the reassuring confidence 

that when their lives are ended, some little provision 

will remain for those whom they leave behind them" 

(61). This principle led John Paul II to write that the 

accumulation of property is necessary "for the 

autonomy and development of the person" (CA 30). 

Apart from the worker's own dignity, though, 

there is another practical reason to pay the worker a 

decent wage, which even the most hard-nosed 

capitalist could embrace: By becoming more 

substantial citizens, people are no longer plagued by 

the feelings of hopelessness and dispossession that 

often characterize the lives of the poor. A man with 

property has a stake in his community; he is rooted, as 

it were. A man with property is more inclined to look 

to the future and make provision for it. It is well-

known that stable neighborhoods of homeowners 

have far less crime and other social problems than 

those otherwise composed. Just wages, then, by 

promoting the dignity and independence of the 

worker, lead to greater stability and cohesion in 

society.  
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What Is a Just Wage? 

But how are we to determine the "just" wage? For 

economists, wages are the price that an employer must 

pay to obtain the labor of his employees. This price 

must be sufficient to overcome the "disutility" of labor 

(the human inertia tending against labor that must be 

overcome by sufficient motivation), and must take into 

account the relative ease or difficulty of the labor 

involved, as well as the relative abundance or scarcity of 

people in the labor pool who can perform the required 

work. Because of these factors, wages are, to a certain 

extent, governed by the same market factors that 

influence the price of goods.  

For example, varieties of work calling for skills that 

are rare or acquired only with long periods of training 

(such as neurosurgery or nuclear engineering) tend to 

pay high wages, whereas varieties of work that call for 

few skills or skills that are relatively common (like 

landscaping or washing dishes) tend to pay low wages. 

Varieties of work that may not be intrinsically difficult 

but are unpleasant (such as sanitation work) are 

frequently well-paid. 

However, wages are not solely governed by 

"market" factors. People can, and often do, work for 

reasons beyond simple economic utility. Missionaries 

and those who work among the poor submit 

themselves to great privations and hardships in order to 

serve God and their fellow men. People in the military 

frequently acquire highly valuable and rare skills, yet 

soldiers are almost never well-paid. But they willingly 

offer their services, usually out of a sense of patriotism 

or duty to their country. 

Because of the great variety of work people do, the 

scarcity or abundance of different skills, and the non-

economic factors that influence the kinds of work in 

which people choose to engage, it is not possible to 

propose any kind of formula or rule by which one may 

calculate a universal just wage. Furthermore, 

differences in local conditions influence what may be 

considered just. A salary of $50,000 a year might be 

considered quite comfortable in one part of the 

country, whereas somewhere else such a salary might 

be considered only adequate.  

The Church recognizes this reality, and 

acknowledges, as Leo XIII did in Rerum Novarum, that 

many factors must go into determining whether wages 

are just. 

One method advanced by 19th-century economists 

for determining wages was the "value-added" theory. 

Under this theory, an employee's wages are determined 

by calculating the economic value his work product 

adds to the total production of the employee's 

company. However, this theory is inadequate because 

it cannot readily account for the "value" added to the 

corporate bottom line of certain classes of workers. 

For example, a cleaning woman at a factory does not, 

in any appreciable way, contribute to its actual 

production; nonetheless, she must be paid. But the 

value-added theory won't be of much help. This theory 

later became an embarrassment as it was co-opted by 

Marxists and socialists as justification for denying 

capitalists of any return on their investments, in the 

interest of giving workers the full due for their labor. 

Another theory that tends to be popular among 

the "Austrian" economists (such as Ludwig von Mises) 

might be called a strict "market" approach to 

determining wages. In this theory, the employer 

determines wages simply on the basis of local market 

forces in the labor pool. Under this theory, if welders 

are in short supply and you need to hire a welder, 

you'll have to pay him more than you might if you 

were in another locale where they were more 

abundant. A corollary of this approach is an evaluation 

of what the market will bear. Therefore, if welders in 

your locale are, on average, paid $20 per hour, you will 

have to pay about that much. If you offer less, you may 

not be able to find a welder, or may be forced to hire 

welders of inferior competence. If you require above-

average welders, you may offer somewhat more than 

the going rate in order to have your pick of the labor 

pool. The problem with this theory is that, while it 

works empirically to describe the real world, it cannot 
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tell you how welders' wages got to $20 an hour in the 

first place. 

From a Catholic perspective, these theories are 

problematic for other reasons. Pius XI condemned the 

"value-added" theory of wages in Quadragesimo Anno, 

saying: 

Entirely false is the principle, widely propagated 

today, that the worth of labor and therefore the 

return to be made for it, should equal the entire 

value added. Thus the right to the full product of his 

toil is claimed for the wage earner. How erroneous 

this is appears from what we have written above 

concerning capital and labor (68). 

By this statement, Pius XI condemned the efforts of 

socialists to deny property owners any return on their 

investment in the capital of their enterprises. But this 

condemnation also removed from libertarians an 

avenue by which they might reduce the value of 

workers to subsist solely in what they could produce.  

In Centesimus Annus, John Paul II applauded efforts 

to guard against the danger of seeing labor as a mere 

commodity, and so continued the critique of a purely 

market-oriented theory of wages begun by Leo XIII. The 

advocates of the market theory of wages also held that, 

since labor was a commodity whose price is arrived at in 

the give-and-take of negotiation, any wage contract 

mutually agreed upon by employer and employee was 

legitimate. Under this theory, Leo XIII explained, 

injustice was only possible if the employer actually 

refused to pay all or part of the agreed-upon wage, or if 

the worker refused to work. 

But the Church recognizes that often employer and 

employee are not equal negotiating partners. The 

Church has consistently recognized and supported the 

right of workers to organize so as to negotiate on equal 

footing with employers (RN 36–38). Historically, 

employers have frequently had an advantage over 

workers and could force employees to accept 

unfavorable terms. Leo XIII accused employers who 

acted in such a manner of inflicting "force and injustice" 

upon workers. However, the Church has also observed 

the extremes to which unions have sometimes gone, at 

times paralyzing industries and even whole countries, 

all but dictating terms. Pope Paul VI, in Octagesima 

Adveniens, chided unions for giving in to the 

"temptation . . . of profiting from a position of force to 

impose, particularly by strikes . . . conditions which are 

too burdensome for the overall economy" (14). As in all 

other things, the determination of wages must be done 

with a view to the common good. Pope John XXIII 

taught in Mater et Magistra that the criteria for a just 

wage must take into account not only the good of the 

worker but also "the financial state of the company for 

which he works," thus including the good of the 

employer as well (71). 

  

 

The Family Wage 

Since Rerum Novarum, the Church has fervently held 

that the basis of determining a just wage should be the 

concept of the "family wage." The family wage is one 

sufficient for a working man to support himself, his 

wife, and his children. While the Church acknowledges 

that all members of the family have a contribution to 

make to the well-being of the family, she nonetheless 

insists that the norm of stable family life is founded 

upon there being one principal breadwinner for the 

family, the father; as Pius XI wrote: "Every effort must 

therefore be made that fathers of families receive a 

wage large enough to meet ordinary family needs 

adequately" (QA 71). John Paul II also advocated the 

family wage, seeing it as a protection against treating 

human beings themselves as a commodity, to be 

evaluated solely on the basis of their productive 

potential. 

Perhaps the single greatest difference between the 

outlook of most modern economic thought, whether 

conservative or progressive, and the Church in matters 

of social justice is in the understanding of what 

constitutes the basic economic unit of society. Modern 

economic thinking tends to see the individual as the 

basic economic unit: Wages are accounted to people 

as individuals, on the basis of their productivity, 
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without regard to "external" factors such as their 

families. Indeed, such an approach has been enshrined 

in many states' employment laws. If an employer, 

having two employees doing the same job, were to pay 

one employee more than another on the basis that the 

first had a large family and the second was single, that 

employer might find himself in trouble with the 

authorities. But the Church recognizes that human 

beings are essentially social in their nature: Humanity is 

not a collection of individuals in autonomous isolation 

from one another, but a society, which has the family as 

its fundamental building block (CCC 1879–1882). Thus, 

John Paul II wrote, any concept of wages that does not 

take the family into account is "purely pragmatic and 

inspired by a thoroughgoing individualism" and "is 

severely censured" by the Church (CA 8). 

  

 

Is a Minimum Wage the Solution? 

The effect of Catholic social teaching, the growing 

awareness of a need to protect workers against 

exploitation, and the rise of the social gospel movement 

among Protestants in the 1920s all contributed to the 

adoption of minimum wage laws. While many 

welcomed these laws as part of the effort to protect 

and lift up the condition of workers, there were 

nonetheless many Catholic scholars and bishops who 

were skeptical of or even opposed to such measures. 

The first minimum wage law in the United States was 

enacted in 1938, as part of President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt's New Deal programs. Since then, the 

minimum wage has risen from the initial $0.25 per hour 

to $6.55 per hour.   

Does the minimum wage in the United States fulfill 

the Church's prescription for a "family wage," that is, a 

wage sufficient for a father to support a family decently 

by himself? If we take the U.S. statistics regarding the 

"poverty line" for a family of four as our baseline for 

what might be considered a family wage, the answer is 

no: It does not accomplish that now, nor has it ever. 

According to wage and poverty statistics, the minimum 

wage has never risen to, much less above, the poverty 

line. In real dollars (adjusted for inflation and 

purchasing power), the highest the minimum wage has 

ever been was in 1968, when it was 90 percent of the 

poverty-line wage. Currently the minimum wage is 

approximately 57 percent of the poverty-line wage. 

Should the minimum wage be sufficient to raise a 

family above the poverty line? The question may be 

better rephrased in this way: Are minimum wage laws 

the most appropriate way of fulfilling the Church's call 

for a just family wage? This question takes us from the 

articulation of principles to issues of application of 

those principles. In short, it leads us to the area of 

prudential judgments, and the Church generally 

refrains from advocating specific solutions to problems 

that lie in this arena.  

The Church herself recognizes that the power of 

the state and its laws is not always the best 

mechanism for bringing about desirable ends. Aquinas 

wrote in the Summa Theologica, "Human law cannot 

prohibit everything that is contrary to virtue" (II-II, q. 

77, a. 1). By extension, then, it follows that the state 

cannot, by law, mandate all things virtuous. And so the 

Church, in advocating the establishment of just wages, 

acknowledges that "primary responsibility in this area 

belongs not to the State but to individuals and to the 

various groups and associations which make up 

society" (CA 48). 

This recognition of the limited ability of laws to 

bring about desirable ends is echoed by economists, 

who have been critical of the effects of minimum and 

family wage laws. One criticism is that they treat all 

workers as though they were heads of families, which 

is clearly not the case. As legitimate as the demand is 

for a family wage for the heads of households, a 19-

year-old single man just starting his career in the work 

force does not have a moral claim to such. A second 

criticism of the minimum wage, say economists, is that 

it treats workers as though they were in a static 

condition regarding their wages. Minimum wage laws, 

and the family wage concept, they say, assume that 

workers join the work force at a certain level of skill 

and wages and remain there, necessitating a relatively 

high family wage from the outset. But, they point out, 
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in a modern economy workers frequently change jobs 

and regularly advance in their careers, and as they 

acquire skills and experience they naturally command 

higher wages. Minimum wage laws and the family wage 

concept, they say, ignore this reality. 

These criticisms bear not on the validity of the 

family wage theory itself, but on its application. 

Recognizing that workers in industrialized societies, 

when they start their careers, usually are not married 

with families, it is legitimate to modify the criterion for 

the just wage to account for this reality. Furthermore, 

since these same workers, possessing relatively few 

skills at the beginnings of their careers, will almost as a 

matter of course increase their wages as they gain skills, 

it would also seem appropriate to adjust the standard 

for a just wage in recognition of this reality. Thus, it 

seems reasonable to make some provision for "entry-

level" wages in setting the standard for a just wage, and 

therefore a minimum wage. One can conclude on this 

basis that it is not necessary for the minimum wage set 

by the state to be equivalent to the family wage.  

Another criticism of minimum wage laws falls under 

the evaluation of their unintended consequences. 

Economists point out that the economy is like an 

organism in a state of equilibrium. If you alter the 

conditions in one part of the organism, it will have 

effects in other parts. Because of the complexity of the 

organism, the nature and severity of those effects are 

frequently unpredictable. Minimum wage laws, they 

charge, distort the market forces that govern wages and 

have the unintended consequence of increasing 

unemployment. The problem, as Henry Hazlitt 

described in Economics in One Lesson, is this: 

The first thing that happens . . . when a law is 

passed that no one shall be paid less than $106 for a 

forty-hour week is that no one who is not worth 

$106 a week to an employer will be employed at all. 

You cannot make a man worth a given amount by 

making it illegal for anyone to offer him anything 

less. You merely deprive him of the right to earn the 

amount that his abilities and situation would permit 

him to earn, while you deprive the community even 

of the moderate services that he is capable of 

rendering. In brief, for a low wage you substitute 

unemployment. 

The problem is that there are some people whose skills 

and abilities are such that they cannot produce enough 

to be "worth" the minimum wage. While one might rail 

against quantifying a worker in this way, the fact is that 

an employer has no incentive to hire such a person. He 

may decide to do so out of a spirit of generosity, but 

generosity cannot be compelled, and a businessman 

cannot afford to be unlimited in his generosity. Thus the 

prescriptions of morality and the good intentions of 

lawmakers run up against economic reality.  

This is a serious problem, as the Church also 

teaches that the worker has an obligation to work to 

support himself and his family (RN 10). Where a duty 

exists, anything that detracts from the capacity to 

carry out that duty should be eliminated. John Paul II 

further developed this teaching in Laborem Exercens, 

saying that by work man fulfills God's charge to 

exercise dominion over the earth, and therefore work 

is an expression of human dignity. Because of the 

important place of work in the expression of human 

identity, John Paul II asserts that people have a right to 

participate in the economic life of their communities 

(LE 18–19). 

 

Handle with Caution 

There is a tension, then, between the necessity of 

providing just wages and the need to allow the fullest 

access to employment possible. Minimum wage laws 

can be seen as promoting the first objective but 

hindering the second. The prudent legislator must try 

to find a course that will not create evils worse than 

those he seeks to eliminate, and most would agree 

that being unemployed with no income is worse than 

being employed for a sub-optimal income. However, 

the effect of a minimum wage is largely dependent on 

where it is set. Fortunately, in the United States, the 

minimum wage is low enough, in comparison to 

prevailing wages in most localities (which are largely 

the result of market forces), that in all likelihood it is 
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not now a significant source of unemployment. For 

example, in my own community, entry-level jobs in the 

fast-food industry, which are generally considered low-

skill, pay between $8 and $9 per hour, more than 50 

percent higher than the minimum wage. Where the 

prevailing wage is so much higher than the legal 

minimum, the minimum wage will serve mainly to 

prevent gross exploitation of workers.  

But because of the potential for creating 

unemployment, extreme care must be exercised in 

evaluating the occasional calls for increasing the 

minimum wage. The current state of near-full 

employment in the United States and the relatively 

wide gap between the minimum and the prevailing 

wage may not be a coincidence. For this reason, it can 

be highly imprudent to advocate raising the minimum 

wage, as the USCCB did in its 1986 pastoral letter 

Economic Justice for All, and as it has in the recent 

"Action Memo" cited previously. A balance must be 

struck between the good of promoting access to 

employment and that of promoting a just wage, and the 

reality must be acknowledged that the goal of the 

family wage will not be achieved by legislation. 

The focus of Church teaching has been to proclaim 

the rights of workers to just wages, and to vigorously 

assert, in the face of reductionist trends, that workers 

cannot be treated simply according to their value as 

economic producers. These trends in Catholic social 

thought have coalesced into the concept of the family 

wage, which is the basis of evaluating the justness of 

wages in society. But representations of Church teaching 

that suggest it necessarily mandates an increase of the 

minimum wage -- at this or any other time -- are at best 

oversimplifications and at worst misrepresentations of a 

complex moral question, in which prudential 

considerations weigh as heavily as theological principles. 

The goal of Catholic social teaching is a just, family 

wage for every head of household. But the Church 

recognizes that the family wage will not be achieved by 

the blunt instrument of legislation, applied without 

reference to economic realities. Rather, as John Paul II 

taught, it will be attained by making sure that 

education and training are made available to the 

widest number of persons so that they can command 

the wages that will enable them to live becomingly, as 

Aquinas said, in dignity and comfort. 

 

Rev. Robert J. Johansen is a priest of the Diocese of 

Kalamazoo. This article originally appeared in the May 

2007 issue of crisis Magazine.  

 


