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Evil, In the Name of God

Deal W. Hudson | Column
5/31/09

n June 26, a powerful film about the stoning

of an Iranian woman accused by her husband

of adultery will open in ten cities around the
country. When a friend called to invite me to see a
preview of The Stoning of Soraya M., | was initially
hesitant.

"Is the film trying to demonize Muslims?" | asked
her.

"Absolutely not," she answered. She explained that
the movie is based upon a book relating to the true
story of Soraya Manutchehri, who was stoned to death
in August 2006. As she described to me the different
characters in the small Muslim village, | realized that
this was the kind of human tale that, sadly, can happen
in any community where the power of life and death is
held in the hands of an unaccountable few.

Arthur Miller told the Christian version of the same

story in "The Crucible," which was set in the midst of
the Salem Witch Trials of 1692.

The film, as it turns out, was overwhelming. The
Stoning of Soraya M. reduced everyone in the room to
stunned silence. | was so affected, my own voice could
hardly rise above a whisper after | left the screening.
This is a film that needs to be seen by every earnest
person of faith who wishes that "something could be
done" about the degradation of our society. There are
indeed temptations, lurking just below the surface, for
those who act to enforce "community standards."

The character pushing the plot is the husband of
Soraya -- Ali -- played with villainous gusto by Iranian
actor Naven Negahban. When we first meet him, Ali has
fallen for another woman -- the 14-year old daughter of
a wealthy man -- and is looking for a way to be rid of his
wife. He enlists the village leaders to force her to work
for the recently widowed Hashem. But Soraya's

presence in the house of another man provides Ali with
the opportunity to accuse her of adultery.

Ali enlists the local mullah and mayor to support his
claims, which everyone knows could lead to Soyara's
death by ritual stoning. The mullah, played well by Ali
Pourtash, is corrupt but abuses the community's
reverence for Islam to maintain his power. The mayor,
Ebrahim (David Diaan), a man of good will and
conscience, initially doubts Ali's claim and distrusts the
mullah. Watching him gradually pulled into Ali's
conspiracy gives the film its universal scope. The village
of Kupayeh, you realize, is no different from any city
where ideology or religion strictly guides the daily life
of its citizens.

The tide turns against Soraya when Hashem gives
false evidence against her. He initially refused but
caves in after the mullah threatens to use the power of
Sharia law to kill him and send his son to a mental
hospital or prison. "God forgive me," Hashem utters as
he lies to protect himself and his son.

The heroine of The Stoning is Soraya's aunt, Zahra,
played with unforgettable poignancy by Shohreh
Aghdashloo. (All the actors are Iranian, with the
exception of Jim Caviezel, who plays the journalist
Freidoune -- an accidental visitor to the town.) Zahra
sees Ali's schemes, warns Soraya, and fights the
husband, the mullah, and the mayor, risking her own
life to save her niece. When she can't save Soraya, she
seizes the opportunity presented by Freidoune's
arrival.

The final scenes of the movie show the stoning.
Soraya is buried up to her waist in the sandy soil, with
her arms bound behind her back. Her father, who has
joined the angry mob, is given the first stones. "She is
no longer my daughter," he yells as he throws them.
When they fall nowhere near his daughter, Zahra tries
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to intervene, saying this is a sign the stoning should
stop. Some of the women shriek their agreement as
Zahra is dragged away. Ali, seeing the mood about to
change, grabs some stones himself, and makes sure he
finds his target.

When Soraya's two boys take stones in their hands,
| realized | was watching a kind of abortion in reverse.

"I will tell the world," Zahra tells Soraya as she
prepares for her death. She kept her promise, and both

the book and this film are her witness. Most movies we
watch are enjoyed and forgotten overnight -- The
Stoning of Soraya M. will leave you changed and forever
on guard against the abuse of divine law.

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).
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Catholic Judges

David Warren | Column
6/1/09

hy do Catholics make such good judges?

Well, it depends what you mean by

"Catholics," | suppose. What | had in mind

was a person in no doubt about any of the propositions

in the Catholic creeds -- including no doubt that the

words mean what they say, and not something else.

That would, alas, rule out a significant proportion even

of regular church-goers, though I'd rather avoid naming
names.

By spelling this out, | may already have answered
my own question. For while it is by no means a
complete definition of what a Catholic is, or could be, it
makes a start. The ability -- or rather willingness -- to
take plain statements at face value is a large part of
what distinguishes the Catholic from nearly everyone
else.

That may sound an arrogant assertion, but | think it
will bear fairly close examination. It is at least
something I've been thinking about for a long time. To
my mind, modern heresies begin, as the more ancient
ones | can understand, with the insistence on taking
some fairly plain Catholic statement in a "metaphorical"
way. | exclude from this charge, of course, those who
interpret metaphorical statements in metaphorical
ways.

Now the reader may also want to know what |
mean by "good judges." Here my answer must be even
more controversial, though | don't see why it should be
-- if, in fact, we are living in a universe where two plus
two is four. A good judge is a person who applies the
law honestly, as it was received. He serves the law, not
something else. A bad judge is one who is a law unto
himself. Good judges may have many other virtues; that
is where they start.

But then we ask what we mean by "law" and quickly
discover the source of the controversy, in two

irreconcilable ideas about what law is. According to the
older, Christian view, the law is written deeply into the
nature of things, and is "discovered" in the act of trying
to apply it. The written law merely records and
encapsulates our discoveries about that "natural" law,
which lies deeper. So there is never, strictly speaking,
any such thing as a new law; only old law applied to

new circumstances. And we should get a deeper and

deeper appreciation of the law as we build our

caseload of precedents.

But to the post-Christian view, this is all smoke.
Nature no more exists than God, in their default
position. Law is something we make up as we go along,
according to our own fluctuating values. And when we
tire of an old law, or find it otherwise inconvenient, we
replace it with a new one. Words, themselves, can
mean almost anything, for they can be redefined. A
"marriage," for instance, could be between a dog and a
cat, should we so decide. Likewise, the law becomes
the law only in the moment of Humpty Dumpty's
choosing.

To put this in another way: We live in a state of
increasing lawlessness, and thus diminishing freedom,
because the law cannot be known beforehand, or until
a judge has made it up.

The reader may guess that although | am not an
American, if | were I'd be a "strict constructionist." For
| think your American Constitution is a fairly clear
document that can be applied honestly, and should be,
short of another American Revolution. Justice requires
that.

There are people who call themselves Christian, or
even Catholic in some cases, for complicated reasons
that we needn't consider here. Often it is a question of
ethnic identity: "born Catholic, always Catholic,"
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regardless of what they currently believe. They forget
that no one is born Catholic, nor can be sure of dying as
one; that the pope himself does not own Catholicity.

They have subscribed to the notion that Christianity
is "nice," and can be embraced "sincerely," but that
nothing in it need be taken literally. And since they
don't seem to know much about what is in it, either,
they can be pretty vague.

They do other things by analogy with their religion.
The Constitution is "nice," and they can "sincerely"
pledge allegiance to it, but it needn't be taken literally.
Christianity is a "living religion," needing constant
update. The Constitution is a "living document." Ditto all
other laws.

Your new president's first appointment to the
Supreme Court is on record suggesting a judge should
consult "gender," ethnicity, or skin color in her thinking
-- not only her customers', but her own. It is a position

that, for instance, Martin Luther King Jr. would never
have taken, for King was an intelligent Christian, and
thus very clear that people have immutable, individual
souls, and are not to be classed as brands of skinbags.

He might have made a good judge, even though he
was not fully Catholic. For he believed in things he said
he believed in. He believed in God, and he believed in
the American Constitution, and in neither case was his
belief "metaphorical." In fact, that's how he got into so
much trouble: by peacefully defying those who don't
believe words mean what they say.

David Warren is a Canadian journalist who writes
mostly on international affairs. His Web site is
www.davidwarrenonline.com.
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Blessed Are the Meek

Mark P. Shea | Column
6/2/09

oday's Beatitude -- "Blessed are the meek, for

they shall inherit the earth" (Mt 5:5) -- continues

Jesus' tradition of transmuting lead into gold.
Just as nobody wants to be poor and nobody wants to
mourn, so nobody wants to be "meek." That's because
we think of the meek as doormats and dartboards. We
assume the meek are timid little people who scatter like
mice when somebody of consequence clears his throat.
But our Lord does not say "Blessed are the weenies." St.
Joan of Arc was neither a weenie nor a wimp. Nor was
St. Paul. Nor, of course, was Jesus.

That should be our first clue that to be meek is not
to be a wimp. It is to be filled with the awesome power
of the Holy Spirit; and to not be defined by earthly
power. It is to know who you are, where you are coming
from, and where you are going; as Jesus did. It is to be
at home in your own skin and not to be afflicted with
the itching envy of somebody else's life. It is to be free
enough inside that lowliness is as easy as power since
you are not defined by what you or anybody else owns
or does or is. To be meek, in short, is to be free. And to
be free is to find that the whole world is yours already,
freely given by the Lord of heaven and earth -- as St.
Francis knew.

Jesus makes two remarks that bear on this sense of
interior freedom and confidence that is the true mark of
meekness. First, He says, "Fear not, little flock, for it is
your Father's good pleasure to give you the kingdom"
(Lk 12:32). Second, He comments that men of violence
tried to take the kingdom of heaven by force (Lk 16:16).
The paradox of this is that Heaven is impregnable to
such people while it is wide open to His "little flock."
Why? Because you cannot kick down a door that stands
wide open. It is the poor in spirit, the people who don't
think they have the "right" to heaven, the simple, the
humble, the gentle, who find, to their astonishment,
that Heaven has come looking for them with an
invitation engraved on the hands of the Host who died

to win it for them. While men of violence are off killing
people and blowing up buildings to establish Heaven on
earth, Heaven Himself is quietly welcoming the
wounded, the weak, the foolish, and victims that these
ubermenschen have trampled in their pride.

Those who are meek -- who are so comfortable in
their skin that they can lay down their pride and be the
least -- are not weak but almost inconceivably strong.
When St. Maximilian Kolbe lays down his life for a
fellow inmate at Auschwitz, it is not the Nazi
executioners who are in charge. It is the victim. For a
similar reason, Paul says that Jesus,

...though he was in the form of God, did not count
equality with God a thing to be grasped, but
emptied himself, taking the form of a servant,
being born in the likeness of men. And being found
in human form he humbled himself and became
obedient unto death, even death on a cross.
Therefore God has highly exalted him and
bestowed on him the name which is above every
name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should
bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father (Phil 2:6-11).

In the worst act of injustice in the history of the world,
it is the victim, not the victimizer, who is in charge
precisely because he knows his life is at the disposal of
his Father. That is why Jesus says of His life, "No one
takes it from me, but | lay it down of my own accord. |
have power to lay it down, and | have power to take it
again; this charge | have received from my Father" (Jn
10:18).

We have, in the long run, the same power -- by grace.
For we too shall rise on the Last Day to everlasting
glory in the Risen Christ, to dwell forever in the New
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Heaven and the New Earth. That, by the way, is the full
meaning of "the earth" that we are to inherit. In the Old
Covenant, the promise was about the inheritance of the
Promised Land. But as the Old Covenant was provisional
and ordered toward the dawn of the new and
everlasting covenant, so the covenant blessings were
also provisional -- pointing forward to the fullness of
blessing in the New Covenant. That is what the letter to
the Hebrews is getting at when it says of the ancient
patriarchs:

These all died in faith, not having received what was
promised, but having seen it and greeted it from
afar, and having acknowledged that they were
strangers and exiles on the earth. For people who
speak thus make it clear that they are seeking a
homeland. If they had been thinking of that land
from which they had gone out, they would have had
opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a
better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore
God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he
has prepared for them a city (Heb 11:13-16).

Some people have a hard time believing ancient
patriarchs could have been hoping for the thing
Hebrews says they were hoping for. Such people feel
sure that the horizon of the ancient mind ended with
purely earthbound hopes of making a killing in
Canaanite real estate and that all those "immortal
longings" of the Christian tradition came later to more
"highly evolved" spiritual types. But this is to indulge in
Chronological Snobbery: the notion that we have been
slowly getting 5,000 years smarter and more spiritual
than our ancestors. In fact, however, "immortal

longings" have always been part of the human condition
and there is not a reason in the world to think that the
patriarchs were not afflicted with the same sense of
loss, longing, and hope that we are -- especially since no
story out of antiquity better evokes it than that of the
Fall that originates with the people who spring from the
Patriarchs.

Indeed, we find precisely this hope for something
that is both rooted in the earth and yet infinitely
transcends the earth carried forward by the Levites who
celebrate and sing all the psalms that speak of God as
their "inheritance." The funny thing about this
inheritance is that it is given to those who rejoice, not
because they got a lot of real estate from the Almighty,
but because they didn't. For Levites owned no
property. The Lord alone was their inheritance. St.
Thomas Aquinas felt the same way. In a vision, God
asked him to name his reward and he would get it.
Thomas's answer was instant and miles away from
what we think of as meekness (but precisely what
Jesus means by it). He said: "l will have Thyself."

Seek first the Kingdom of God and all the rest,
including the New Heaven and the New Earth, will be
given to you as well.

Mark P. Shea is a editor  for
www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for
InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at
markshea.blogspot.com.
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The Actual Constitution

Rev. James V. Schall, S.J. | Column
6/2/09

he president, | have decided, is a genius. He

knew that by receiving Notre Dame's honors, he

would solidify the wisdom of the 54 percent of
Catholics who voted for the most anti-life candidate
ever. He also understands that the best way to
counteract the so-called Catholic influence on the
present Supreme Court is to appoint yet another
Catholic. Both at Notre Dame and soon at the Supreme
Court, we will find many diverse and contradictory
"Catholic" opinions about all things Catholic. That word,
like the famous word "Protestant," can mean just about
whatever we want it to mean.

Reading over the great ideas of the new Supreme
Court appointee and of those who appointed her, | have
decided that the time has come to admit facts. A
colleague of mine has long been telling me that the
1787 Constitution has nothing to do with what actually
rules the country. No part of it still holds. Many judges
and their apologists pride themselves on the fact that
they are bound by foreign law, or by what is needed, or
by what they would like to see. But they are not much
restricted by anything so pedestrian as a written
Constitution or a common law tradition that supports it.

This famous document today evidently binds
nobody. Actually, nothing binds anyone; that is the new
constitution. That is the "democracy" under which we
now live. Nothing sounds less obvious than those
"truths" that the Declaration held to be self-evident. We
are not now sure if the unions, the executives, the
stockholders, the banks, or the president run General
Motors. We are not convinced that anyone who
officially runs the country is bound by any document of
positive constitutional law that was designed to insure
ordered rule.

As reader of Plato and Aristotle, | recall their
suspicions that when a country became a "democracy,"
as they called it, it would be ruled by the principle that
there was no principle. Liberty was subject only to its

own definition. They suspected from this confusion of
everyone claiming everything that a young and talented
"ruler" would appear. In lack of any other limiting
principles, he would assume popular rule. Anything was
better than nothing. He would eventually gather a
national police force around him. Things would be
enforced. Justice would be attained. Great enthusiasm
would be generated.

The original Constitution, the one that no longer
rules, had a provision called separation of powers.
Folks were supposed to check each other so that no
untoward things happened. American founders were
famous for their healthy skepticism about human
nature, particularly in high places. They liked virtue all
right, but they also wanted to be sure that even the
virtuous did not have it all to themselves. This worry
becomes particularly important in a land where no
longer is found any theory of what "virtue" or "honor"
might be. We are all equal now, whatever we do. Our
judges have invented a regime in which all sides are
represented. Diversity becomes what rules.

Representative government also used to ask:
"Who is to check the representatives?" Since the
courts now legislate, why do we need a congress? The
courts "represent" everyone. If we do not need a
legislature, why do we need a president? We could put
the impeachment power in the hands of the courts in
lieu of a senate, which was originally a court anyhow.

Transaction Press recently republished the 1958
book of the French Dominican Raymond Bruckberger,
to which Daniel Mahoney wrote an incisive
introduction. Bruckberger's thesis was that Europe,
after two world wars, had really lost its soul and its
sense of belonging to the ancient tradition. This
tradition, Bruckberger thought at the time, still lived in

America. Thus, he suggested that even if Europe
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disappeared, what it stood for was still alive across the
Atlantic.

Fifty years after Bruckberger's book, however,
things have turned out the opposite. America has now
succeeded in imitating the failed Europe. The
president's greatest supporters are in Europe, not
Kansas. As several Canadians have recently pointed out,
there is no longer any place to go where you can find
what was known in the Constitution as "America." We
have now what was famously called a "one-party"
system with no checks and balances, not even the

fourth estate.

The purpose of government now is to give everyone
what he wants, provided what he wants is what the
government wants him to have. The government has to
save the people from those "reactionaries" who think

the Constitution is the law of the land. As Colin Powell
said, "People want more government." This is the new
Constitution that cannot be written because, as the
judges assure us, it changes every day.

Rev. James V. Schall, S. J., teaches political science at
Georgetown University. His latest book, The Mind That
Is Catholic, is published by Catholic University of
America Press.
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The Dangerous Politics of the Sotomayor Nomination

David R. Carlin | Column
6/3/09

here are many ways to play the game of politics

in America. Two of the most time-honored are

the race/ethnic game and the ideological game.
That is, you can play politics by making an appeal to
certain ethnic/racial groups or by appealing to certain
ideological groups.

In 2008, the brilliant Obama campaign strategy
combined both these games. It played the first by
means of its appeal to African-American voters, more
than 95 percent of whom voted for Obama. And it
played the ideological game by appealing to
ultraliberals and their characteristic dogmas: pro-
choice, pro-environment, anti-war, anti-racism, and so

on.

This combination of black and ultraliberal voters
was not enough, in itself, to win the White House, but it
was a terrific head start. It made it almost inevitable
that Obama would win many of the Democratic
primaries, and it meant that all he had to do after
winning the Democratic nomination was to pick up a
good chunk of two other groups of people: (1) those
who, ideologically speaking, float in the middle of the
political spectrum, neither liberal nor conservative; and
(2) those who, ethnically speaking, are non-black. On
the ideology front: Obama won a big chunk of middle-
of-the-road voters when the country was hit with the
banking crisis in mid-September. On the race/ethnic
front: He didn't do terribly well with non-Hispanic white
voters, but he did very well with Hispanic voters
(although of course not nearly as well as he did with
black voters).

In the end, he won the White House by a very
comfortable margin (roughly 55 to 45 percent). And, of
course, it wasn't just Obama who profited from this
foundational alliance of blacks and ultraliberals. His
great victory carried the Democratic Party to

comfortable margins in the U.S. House and Senate.

The nomination of Sonia Sotomayor to the United
States Supreme Court is another move in this ethnic-
ideological game of politics, a move intended to
strengthen Obama's reelection chances in 2012 and the
chances of the Democratic Party generally.

Ideologically speaking, Sotomayor will form part of
the Court's liberal bloc. Despite the ranting of Rush
Limbaugh, Sean Hannity, et al., her record to date
doesn't make her liberalism perfectly clear. Yet we
may be sure that the exceedingly clever Obama people
-- Rahm Emmanuel, David Plouffe, and David Axelrod,
not to mention Obama himself -- would never have
allowed the Sotomayor nomination to go forward
unless they were confident -- 100 percent confident --
that she would be a reliable member of the Court's
liberal bloc. After all, Obama has already given a
certain amount of offense to his ultraliberal supporters
by escalating the war in Afghanistan, by blocking
release of the famous abuse photos, and by indicating
his unwillingness to see Bush administration officials
criminally punished for the interrogation tactics used
at Guantanamo Bay. He can't afford to offend
ultraliberals any further by putting, say, an anti-Roe
justice on the Supreme Court.

Even more importantly, the Sotomayor nomination
is a move in the race/ethnic game -- a move intended
to guarantee that Hispanic voters will be reliable and
overwhelmingly Democratic voters for at least a
generation to come, thereby making it certain that the
Democratic Party will be the nation's number one
political party for the indefinite future.

It is not, however, the mere appointment of
Sotomayor to the Court that will produce that
outcome. What will do that is the perception among
Hispanics that all opposition to the Sotomayor
appointment is based on anti-Hispanic racism. "She is
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so intelligent, so experienced, so hard-working, so
moderate in her judicial philosophy, and she has such
an inspiring personal story -- how could anybody but an
anti-Hispanic racist oppose her nomination?" This is the
White House campaign story. Of course, this isn't the
story that the White House puts out in so many words.
But it can count on its fellow travelers in the media, in
Hispanic organizations, and in the world at large to fill in
the blanks.

"But that is unfair," you'll say. "Conservatives and
Republicans who oppose her nomination have reasons
of principle for doing so." True enough; but here, as in
so many cases, it will be perceptions that count more
than facts.

Thanks to their stridency, some conservatives --
Limbaugh again being the most conspicuous example --
make it easy for Democrats to promote this anti-
Hispanic  perception. But many  Republican
conservatives -- most notably, Republican members of
the U.S. Senate, who will have to vote on whether
Sotomayor gets confirmed -- are far from strident. To
date, they have been measured and judicious in their

comments on the nomination.

So how do they fit into the story line that all
opposition to Sotomayor is due to anti-Hispanic bias?
Easy. The press explains their temperate reaction as
being based on a fear that anything other than
temperance will provoke a great anti-Republican
Hispanic backlash. In other words: "Deep in the bottom
of their hearts, these

anti-Hispanic Republican

politicians have feelings identical with those of Rush
Limbaugh, but they have the political good sense not to
give voice to them."

There is some long-term consolation in all this for
the Republicans. If the Democratic Party more and
more clearly becomes a black-Hispanic-ultraliberal
party, those whites who are neither black nor Hispanic
nor ultraliberal will drift into the Republican Party; and
non-Hispanic whites, it must be remembered, still make
up the great majority of the U.S. population. "But this
will be white racism, won't it?" Not necessarily. If the
Democratic Party becomes a race/ethnic party (as it
already is in a number of Southern states), it will be
perfectly natural yet totally non-racist for a white who
happens not to belong to that particular race to
withdraw from the party. The white voter will no
longer feel "at home" in a party defined by a
racial/ethnic group not his own.

In the long run, then, it may be good for
Republicans that the Democratic Party is attempting to
become a race/ethnic party. Good for Republicans, yes
-- but very bad for America.

David R. Carlin is the author of Cana Catholic Be a
Democrat? He can be reached at

drcarlin@hotmail.com.
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Death's Hand on the Tiller

John Zmirak | Column
6/4/09

lannery O'Connor couldn't have written it better,

although she would have found a way to make it

funny: A wealthy abortionist, who specializes in
the destruction of children exactly as old and fully
developed as those you see doctors saving in the
preemie ward, stays out of prison for his activities
thanks to a technicality at trial. Although he has been
shot twice in his arms by misguided pro-lifers trying to
stop his medical practice with "minimal force," he
soldiers on heroically for years, as Rod Dreher writes,
"putting scissors into the brains of partially-born babies
and sucking their brains out." He lasts long enough to
see his political patron, the state's Catholic governor,
get appointed the nation's healthcare czar with the
backing of a local Catholic convert senator, by a
president who won the majority of the Catholic vote
and did a star turn collecting an honorary doctorate
from Notre Dame -- with the seeming approval of the
editor of L'Osservatore Romano.

Things are looking pretty good for Dr. George Tiller,
and he goes to his local house of worship to thank his
particular god for the triumph of moral sanity in this
country. Then someone bursts in with a gun and shoots
him down right in front of his family and the entire
congregation, someone who turns out to be a longtime
schizophrenic with flimsy ties to the uttermost fringe of
the pro-life movement, whose obsession is waging an
anarchist war against the "tyrannical" U.S. government.
The group with which the apparent assassin, Scott
Roeder, 51, had kept some connection was, according
to LifeSiteNews, "the so-called Army of God, a group
that advocates domestic terror, violence, and murder
against abortion facilities and those who work there."
To find an equivalently outlaw and irrelevant pro-choice
organization, you'd have to turn to the Church of
Euthanasia -- a group led by the flamboyant transvestite
Chris Korda, which celebrates abortion along with
pandemics, natural disasters, and the deaths on 9/11,
since they cull the "dangerously high" human
population. (Check out its home page for an image of

Korda licking the World Trade Center tower as one of
the high-jacked planes plows into the side. Is this the
face of pro-choice America? Maybe it's time we started
insisting it really is.)

We shouldn't be surprised to see that pro-choice
commentators are moving already to turn last week's
snuff farce into a morality play, whose take-away
message is that the pro-life movement is to blame for
Tiller's death. (Give him time, and Stephen Spielberg
will make a three-hour epic called Tiller's Gift, starring
Tom Hanks as the man with the healing hands.) A
powerful, mainstream Democratic Party Web site,
TPMCafe.com, published on May 31 a column that
blames the death of Tiller on the simple fact that pro-
lifers accurately describe what happens in the course
of an abortion. As the anonymous blogger writes:

Ever since the Roe v Wade decision by the
Supreme Court made abortion safe and legal the
nation has endured an endless, vitriolic campaign
of harrassment [siclled by the Roman Catholic
Church and Fundamentalist Protestants. This is an
indisputable fact. For decades these institutions
have drilled into the heads of their flocks that
those who participate in any way in any abortion
are "murderers" and "baby killers". This would
include the the [sic] mothers as well as the doctors
and all the other healthcare workers involved.
They founded the anti-abortion movement, they
have grown it, they have taken credit for it, they
have led it, they have exhorted it, they have driven
it, they have funded it, they have been responsible
for continuing it long after the legal question was
decided and put to rest for the vast majority of our
people -- even those who so blindly follow them.

They have harrassed [sic] doctors, nurses,
pregnant women and anyone else who happened
to have business in any office or building that
provided abortion services or even advice about
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where to find abortion services. Gore drenched
pictures of mangled fetuses in garbage pales,
swastikas, and all manner of shrill visual and audio
props have been shoved in the faces of any passers
by and those who enter the buildings housing such
offices. These props (provided by the religiously
motivated opposition to abortion) are used by
misguided zealots whose hearts and minds are
often filled with so much love for Jesus and the
unborn that they lose sight of any boundaries of
propriety in their behavior and their obsessive
harrassment [sic] of people who are seeking help
for a legal and safe medical procedure. More than
once this zealotry has turned criminally violent.
These narrow-minded mobs never tire of hurling
invectives and the worst sorts of bile at anyone or
any institution that is connected in any way to an
abortion provider.

Now the spelling and grammar errors above indicate
that this is not the work of the finest minds in the
Democratic Party. Instead it's a trial balloon, a little
Hindenburg sent over to explode above our heads and
see how much shrapnel we will take.

More dangerous to the cause of life than rants like
this are statements and actions by Christians asserting
that pro-life speech is inherently deadly -- and so must
in the end be regulated, as speech is ever more tightly
controlled in Canada and Great Britain. Rod Dreher has
already said all that needs to be said about the service
held in a Boston Episcopal church denouncing pro-lifers
and celebrating Tiller's medical practice. Dreher
mentions Moloch -- the ancient pagan god of infant
sacrifice. Oops! Rod's speech right there might have
been inflammatory, so let me try that again in Anglo-
"Moloch, the god of
reproductive health care services." St. George Orwell,

Canadian: pre-Christian

ora pro nobis.

Having spent an afternoon this week praying with
an Anglican curate in Westminster Abbey at the tomb of
St. Edward the Confessor, I'll refrain from cracking wise
about the state of the Episcopalians. Reading excerpts
from Archbishop Weakland's puling memoirs I'm forced

to say, "There but for the writers of The Wanderer went

we.

More sickening and surprising than the rites of Boston
druids was the response of Franky Schaeffer, whose
pro-life book A Modest Proposal | read as a teenager.
Schaeffer writes today:

My late father and | share part of the blame for the
murder of Dr. George Tiller, the abortion doctor
gunned down on Sunday. Until | got out of the

religious right (in the mid-1980s) and repented of

my former hate-filled rhetoric, | was both a leader

of the so-called pro-life movement and a part of a

Republican Party hate machine masquerading as

the moral conscience of America.

One needn't read any further to get Schaeffer's drift:
"Hey, NPR listeners out there! I've reinvented myself,
as you can read in my prominently plugged new book,
Patience with God: Faith for People Who Don't Like
Religion (Or Atheism)." Schaeffer's column reminded
me vividly of the anger provoked in me by his "hate-
filled" book: | was angry because it wasn't better
written, and hated slogging through it.

But there is a serious point that nestles here
behind all the bull-hockey and fulminations: If we as
pro-lifers really believe that a million or so American
children are being murdered every year, why don't we
do something about it directly? We rightly use
metaphors recalling the Holocaust, U.S. chattel slavery,
and other atrocious assaults on human dignity -- and if
we think those through, we will remember that they
were ended not by pacifist prayer chains but armies in
battle. People who say that "violence never solves
anything" should come to Germany, where I'm staying
this week. The flags here are different than they were
in 1945, and my father who served under Patton that
year said that the transition wasn't seamless.

Like 99.9 percent of pro-lifers, | do not advocate
the use of armed force to end abortion today. But /
want to be clear about why.It's not because the use of
force is wrong; it isn't. When Gandhi told Jews to
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employ non-violent resistance against the Germans, he
proved himself an ass. Non-violence worked against the
British because that empire was possessed of two
things that didn't exist in Germany: a strong moral
conscience and an open-minded press.

Likewise, the American Civil Rights movement could
count on the Christian conscience of most Americans
and, equally importantly, sympathetic newspapers and
TV stations outside the South. The good people (and
several of them are friends of mine) who were leaders
in Operation Rescue looked to Martin Luther King Jr. as
the model for ending the scourge of abortion. Surely,
they said, the sight of non-violent Americans going to
jail by the tens of thousands would waken America's
conscience . . .

Except that the (90 percent plus) pro-choice media
made sure no one ever saw them -- or worse, that they
only saw the occasional fruitcake using a bullhorn to
shout in a pregnant woman's face. They didn't see the
samizdat videos of cops in West Hartford, Connecticut,
hitting old ladies with billy clubs, or L.A. police using
martial arts weapons to break the wrists of teenagers.
And apart from YouTube, no one ever will. If the
national media through the 1950s and 1960s had been
at the hands of segregationists, Bull Connor might have
enjoyed such a triumphant Viking funeral as surely
awaits George Tiller.

The reason it's wrong to kill abortionists is that it is an
act of war, and one that does not meet the conditions
for a Just War.When the State allows an activity, and
you use force to prevent it, you are declaring war on the
State -- as surely as early Christians would have been
doing if they used force to free their co-religionists from
the Coliseum, or free Roman slaves from the mines or
prostitution. None of which, students of history will
know, early Christians actually did. This wasn't because
they were pacifists; many Christians served in the
Roman armies, such as that patron of soldiers St.
Sebastian. Some early version of the Just War theory
finally formulated (not invented) by St. Augustine was
surely at work. That Just War theory found in

Augustine's writings still binds us today -- albeit with
certain adjustments and clarifications to cover cases of
legitimate revolt against a tyranny, and speculations by
the likes of Robert Bellarmine on the rightness or
wrongness of killing tyrants.

If, by engaging in organized violence to save lives
left unprotected by the State, one is indeed declaring
war upon that State, the conditions of Just War
teaching must be met -- or else you are nothing more
than a terrorist, an irresponsible person (like poor,
deluded Guy Fawkes) whose actions will do nothing
more than encourage a persecution of the Church.

What are the conditions for a war (in this case, a
revolution) to be just? You can read them in detail
here, but central to them are:

A just cause, defending the innocent from
attack. (Check.)

A situation that long experience has shown
cannot be resolved by peaceful means. (Not
yet, not by any means; impatience with
rejiggering the Supreme Court doesn't equal
the presence of the Gestapo.)

An evil proportionate to the evils that will
come from war. (Not clear at all; see the
horrors of the civil strife in Northern Ireland, Sri
Lanka, Bosnia, Palestine -- are we ready to
inflict all that upon our neighbors?)

I A reasonable chance of success. (Would a civil
war launched by orthodox Christians against
America's secular regime end in a just peace
that preserved innocent lives? Or millions of
dead, and a de-Christianized America? Would
"winning" even be worth it -- given what
happened to the Church in Spain shortly after
the 'friendly" regime installed by Franco
passed from the stage -- when Catholics were
tarred, rightly or wrongly, with all the crimes of
the victors?)

As the soul is more significant than the body, the

Church's mission of preaching the gospel and
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administering the Sacraments is more important even
than saving innocent lives. Pope Pius Xl knew that and
acted accordingly, trying to save as many innocent Jews
and others as he could without depriving millions of
souls of the Sacraments. He paid for his decision with
his reputation -- a price | am sure he would pay again.

This price of patience, of painful solidarity with the
suffering and grim, tedious activism in the face of
apparent futility, is the cross we must carry today.
Instead of dying nobly (much less killing) for a cause, we
are called to live and suffer for it humbly -- each in our
various ways. As time goes on, as more madmen take it
upon themselves to execute mass-murderers like
George Tiller, the State they are provoking will respond
with increasing force. Pro-lifers who stay faithful to Just
War teaching, and live within the law while fighting to
change it, will pay the price. Some of us may end in jail,
like the good Joan Andrews. If matters escalate into a
full-scale persecution, such as happened in Mexico,
there may well come a time when we are called on to
act like the Cristeros, to make the bitter choice of
accepting civil war instead of tyranny.

But let us remember the awful price exacted by any
such war, and consider it truly the bitter last resort. As
Pope John Paul Il repeatedly and rightly said: "No more
war, never again!" He spoke as a citizen of Poland, a
land where one out of every four human beings
perished in World War Il, where Nazi conquerors
established
perpetrated the massacre at Katyn. His voice was born

Auschwitz, and  Soviet liberators
not of naiveté but of memory -- which is always the

enemy of extremism.

No doubt we are called on to pray for the soul of
Dr. George Tiller. Myself, I'm a little bit more
concerned for Franky Schaeffer's.

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.
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The 'Rhetoric of Rant' and Religious Controversy

Russell Shaw | Column
6/4/09

harles Maurice de Talleyrand-Perigord (1754-

1838) was a scandalous bishop, adroit foreign

minister, and quintessential survivor who served
the French Revolution, Napoleon, and the restored
Bourbon monarchy with equally cold-blooded skill.
Slippery character though he was, however, Talleyrand
also was a wit. In Earthly Powers, his valuable history of
the interaction between religion and politics in Europe
from the French Revolution to World War |, Michael
Burleigh writes:

Talleyrand put his finger on the limitations of . . .
secular cults when the creator of a new religion
asked "what would your Excellency recommend"
regarding his failure to make many new converts. "l
would recommend you to be crucified and rise
again the third day" was the deadpan reply.

That story speaks of a time when, sometimes at least, it
was possible for people to express disagreement in
religious matters with a quip instead of an epithet. Alas,
the talent and the taste for doing that seem to be in
short supply among today's Catholics.

Lately there's been a rush to deplore name-calling
and mudslinging in the secular context as well as the
religious one. Some of this is me-tooism, but some of it
comes from the heart. Speaking of what he calls the
"rhetoric of rant," columnist Michael Gerson notes the
prevalence of rant in contemporary political debate and
deplores it. "The practice of civility is important to
democracy . . . . Respect makes cooperation for the
common good possible," Gerson writes.

If that is true in the secular world, it's no less true in
religion. Unfortunately, abusing people you disagree
with is common practice in Catholic circles today. The
ongoing argument about how Catholics should respond
to President Barack Obama and his pro-choice policies is
a prolific source of examples, with the dispute over
Notre Dame's invitation to Obama to receive an

honorary degree and speak at its commencement last
month notable in this regard.

In his introductory remarks at the graduation, Notre
Dame president Rev. John Jenkins, C.S.C., smote critics
of the Obama invitation hip and thigh for their harsh
attacks. But as Bishop Robert W. Finn of Kansas City,
Missouri, pointed out, Father Jenkins lambasted the
harshness of the critics with "a whole series of very,
very hard words division, pride, contempt,
demonize, anger, distort, hateful, condemn, hostility."
Name-calling the name-callers is like pouring oil on

troubled waters and setting a match to it.

In a display of common ground that's rare in

contemporary  Catholicism,  traditionalists and
progressives alike are guilty of that. Their shared
enthusiasm for trashing opponents is poisoning public
discourse in the Church and radicalizing the Left-Right
polarization that's spread like ecclesiastical kudzu in

the last several decades.

| don't pretend to be without fault. I've been
writing for a long time, and after all these years there
are things | wish | could take back, precisely because |
was excessively nasty about someone | disagreed with.
Mea culpa -- and let the writer who's without sin in
this matter cast the first stone.

Nor do | wish to discourage vigorous debate and
forthright honesty in speech. Quite the contrary.
Nearly as bad as verbal nastiness -- and, arguably, even
worse -- is the banal happy talk about the state of the
Church in which many people in positions of
responsibility insist on indulging. This mindless babble
deceives no one even as it sweeps problems under the
rug for the sake of an I'm-okay-you're-okay illusion of
unity.
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Granting all that, though, it must also be granted that
name-calling among Catholics has gotten out of hand.
The Left beats up on the Right and the Right beats up on
the Left, even as the fault lines in this already divided
religious body grow wider and deeper.

There are many contributing factors, but the rise of
the blogs is surely among them. Yes, there are good
blogs and good bloggers, and | wish them all the best.
But there also are those for whom rumor-mongering,
questioning motives, and spreading unproven
allegations are standard procedure. As Gerson remarks,
viciousness like this is "the dominant form of public
comment on the Internet, where the pithy, personal,
scatological attack has become a minor art form, rather

like sculpting in excrement."

Recall the furor early this year when Pope Benedict
XVI lifted the excommunications of four bishops of the
schismatic Society of St. Pius X and it came to light that -
- to the surprise of the pope -- one of them was a
Holocaust denier. In the hyped, hysterical uproar that
followed, Benedict XVI was repeatedly excoriated --
often, by Catholics.

| was among those who pointed out that the pope's
ignorance of Bishop Richard Williamson's crackpot
views about the Holocaust spotlighted apparently
systemic failures in the collecting and sharing of

information by the Vatican that need correcting. |
continue to think that's true. But the personal tone of
much of the criticism was beyond the pale.

The Holy Father's extraordinary letter to the world's
bishops in the wake of this ugly incident resonates with
the voice of a man both shocked and hurt:

At times one gets the impression that our society
needs to have at least one group to which no tolerance
may be shown; which one can easily attack and hate.
And should someone dare to approach them -- in this
case the Pope -- he too loses any right to tolerance; he
too can be treated hatefully, without misgiving or
restraint.

That has application far beyond the Williamson
incident. It is relevant to much of what passes for
debate among Catholics today. And it's an implicit call
to an examination of conscience. Vigorous debate is
good. Calumny and character assassination are not.
Have we reached the point where we can't tell the
difference?

Russell Shaw's 19th book is Nothing to Hide: Secrecy,
Communication, and Communion in the Catholic
Church (Ignatius Press, 2008).
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Why Young Children Belong at Mass

Kate Wicker | Column
6/5/09

ot too long ago, | wrote an article for my

parish newsletter about why we must offer

encouragement -- not sideways glances -- to
parents who bring their young children to Mass. Overall,
the response was positive, but one reader sent me a
letter suggesting | leave my kids at home so | could
"more fully receive Christ." It was charitable enough,
but the point was clear: Children are sweet, but they
don't belong in church.

This wasn't the first time (and | suspect it won't be
the last) I've been scolded for encouraging our
children's presence at Mass. Last summer | was pegged
as a breastfeeding heretic after | wrote a column about
nursing discreetly in church. What | foolishly assumed
was an innocuous article about a mother's love for her
Church and her children resulted in a barrage of
comments -- some of them laced with vitriol directed
not only at "immodest nursing mothers" but at children
attending Mass in general. | discovered a litany of
complaints about crying babies (who should exhibit
more self control and not need to be fed during Mass),
antsy toddlers, and young children's "sin" of causing
distraction.

These comments baffled me. So did the woman
who recently shot nasty looks at my brood during Mass.
| smiled at her when | caught her gaping, but she
continued to scowl at my older children (four and two),
who were doing nothing more than quietly flipping
through religious books. (Just imagine the scandal if I'd
dared to nurse my seven-week-old!)

Then there was the time we sat down next to a
woman who caught sight of us and sighed loudly, glared
at my two-year-old daughter, and snapped, "Just keep
her quiet" -- before the child had even uttered a peep.

At this point, you might think that I'm one of those
overindulgent mothers who lets her little hellions scale
the pews and leave a trail of crushed Cheerios in their

wake. Not so. If my kids are being disruptive, we
retreat, and | don't permit noshing during Mass (nursing
babies are an exception). However, | don't consider an
occasional happy squeal or my preschooler's off-key
singing as a reason to surrender.

If we are truly a pro-life people, then how can we
not welcome children -- the future of the Church -- at
Mass? What follows are five more reasons why |
believe children of all ages belong in the pews right
along with us.

1. Allowing kids to go AWOL from Mass undermines
the parents' duty to begin faith education in the
child's earliest years (Catechism 2226). Not only will it
be a lot tougher to teach an older child who has rarely
been to Mass to behave, leaving kids at home sends
the message that Mass is not for children. Regular
attendance at Mass is a must to help them recognize
the sacredness of the Eucharist and to value their faith.

Indeed, Pope Benedict XVI urges parents to make
Sunday Mass a family affair. "Parents are called to
make their children discover the value and importance
of the response to Christ's invitation, who calls the
whole Christian family to Sunday Mass," the pope said
to a crowd in St. Peter's Square on June 13, 2005. Note
he said the whole Christian family, not just those old
enough to behave or to receive the Eucharist.

Jesus invites all of us to His table -- and He
extended a special invitation to children, saying, "Let
the little children come to me."

2. Bringing children to Mass helps nurture their inner
life. Early lessons make lasting impressions, child
development experts tell us. Good parents recognize
the importance of nurturing their children physically
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and emotionally during their formative years. But if we
fail to nurture their spiritual self as well, then we are
not attending to the whole child. While we can teach
about the Faith within the walls of our domestic church,
being in the presence of Christ and those who love Him
is what really awakens the spiritual self.

Moreover, you might be surprised by what a small
child gets out of Mass. My four-year-old recently asked
me if what | ate and drank was really the Body and
Blood of Christ. Thankfully, before | had a chance to
respond (I wasn't quite prepared to start explaining),
my daughter said, "It is. | know it is." Where knowledge
is lacking, wisdom often runs deep. Children too are
capable of receiving God's graces.

3. Regularly attending Mass helps children find their
true home. While my children are constantly with me at
this age, | know | won't always be there to guide them.
But God will never leave their side. Their real home is
with God in His Church, but they will only learn to
recognize it as home if | bring them to Mass from an
early age. We cannot open the door to the Church at
Baptism, only to slam it in their face until they're
deemed mature enough to be a part of the Body of
Christ.

4. We are all one body.God longs for His whole family
to gather around the table. In the breaking of the bread,
we proclaim that we are one in God. Mass unites
people from all walks of life and connects us with all our

brothers and sisters in Christ. There is no room for
intolerance at the table of the Lord.

5. Mass isn't about me. It isn't about you, either. Unlike
our Protestant brothers and sisters, who often
segregate the children from the adults to facilitate a
more inspiring worship experience, Catholics go to Mass
to give thanks and to receive the Body and Blood of
Christ. Everything we do during the celebration is in
remembrance of Him.

While it's ideal to enjoy an uplifting and
distraction-free Mass, we should be focusing on the
fact that Jesus shed His Precious Blood for all of us --
the nursing babies, the fidgety toddlers, the disabled,
the young, the old, even the teenage girl with the low-
cut top (who's likely as much of a distraction as any
whiny three-year-old).

We might wish it weren't so, but the Body of Christ
isn't always a pretty sight. None of us is worthy to be in
the presence of Christ, but He shows up anyway. Not
only should we show up, too, but we should welcome
everyone -- young or old, big or small -- who has come
to the Lord's Supper.

Kate Wicker writes for a variety of secular and faith-
based publications and is a columnist for Catholic
Mom. Visit her blog at KateWicker.blogspot.com.
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We'll Burn that Bra When We Come to It

Eve Tushnet | Review
6/5/09

he most startling thing about Florence King's

1982 novel When Sisterhood Was in Flower might

be how thoroughly it combines satire and
fondness.

Gentleness isn't a characteristic often associated
with satire; and it certainly isn't often associated with
Miss King, the acerbic virago of National Review. King
on Sylvia Plath: "For all her insecurities, Plath was the
kind of American woman who gets a lock on femininity
by saying, in effect: 'Listen, buster, I'm giving you five
minutes to dominate me, and if I'm not dominated by

then, you're toast." King on Willie Morris: "I am tired! |
feel like hell! | haven't seen ‘halcyon' in print since
Anthony Adverse!" And on the gay Southern novel:
"Also popular are River Of titles, such as River of Unseen
Echoes; Home In titles, such as Home in Loneliness; and

Time Is titles, such as Time Is a Lost Flute."

Yet in her terrifically funny take on 1970s feminism,
her gleeful skewering has a note of generosity, even
nostalgia, as the title might suggest: as if the heyday of
Ti-Grace Atkinson were her very own "way of life gone
with the wind."

But don't worry -- King hadn't gone soft. One of the
basic moves of satire is confronting some beautiful Idea
with the unbeautiful human reality. In Sisterhood, King
creates Polly Bradshaw, a flinty New England type so
idealistic that she doesn't enjoy food. She doesn't
understand puns, doesn't like animals, abhors "our
Judo-Christian heritage" (sic!), and comes from a long
line of busybody godless-Savonarolas. Her family photos
have captions like "Aunt Tabitha after her hunger
strike" and "Uncle Soames arrives in Harlan County."
Polly is the Idea manifest -- or, as she might insist,
womanifest.

So, of course, she's confronted with two thoroughly
demented specimens of unregenerate womanhood.
Polly's liberal compassion is confronted by Isabel, a

displaced Southerner and devout misanthrope who is
liberal only in the generosity with which she spreads her
legs; Polly's modern rationality is confounded by Gloria,
a witchy madwoman with a social disease and a
penchant for ranting about the untimely demise of
Edward Il. (I probably can't quote her song on the
subject here, but it is surely a classic of retro-bawdy.)

Isabel smokes while Polly does yoga; Isabel croons
lovingly to cats and pigs, while Polly struggles to help
humanity. Isabel is a Royalist, arguing, "One thing | like
about Bloody Mary: she never said a word about lung
cancer." Isabel, after a fist-shaking leftist calls her a
"reactionary," muses: "This sort of thing was always
happening to me since | had moved North, like the
time in New York when | was called for jury duty and
the defense attorney took one look at me and said
'Challenge."" Isabel's whole persona is a challenge to
Polly, who might be considered the defense attorney
of the world.

Fair warning: This novel isn't a good First
Communion present. Its humor is often excretory
when it isn't sexual. King's constant reminders of our
human physicality, even our human grossness, are
deployed against the skim milk of human kindness
proffered by Polly and her sistren.

Yet the most thoroughgoing excoriation in the
novel is reserved not for feminism or even New
England do-goodery, but for the porn industry. Isabel
takes a job writing paperbacks with a company called
Sword and Scabbard. The porn office, staffed by
Midwesterners who bring in home-baked cookies,
eventually collapses when none of the employees can
bear to think about sex for one minute more. They've
been writing to guidelines like, "Although we require
young characters and contemporary settings, please
remember to supply your women with garter belts.
THIS IS VERY IMPORTANT!" Her stint at the porn office
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manages to turn easy Isabel into a celibate. Such is the
power of a bad adjective.

In contrast to the porn industry, Polly's inhuman
humanism gets a gentle treatment. Sure, she's
insufferable . . . but over the course of the novel, she

teaches Isabel to drive ("'But | don't want to learn!' 'Yes
you do, and you're going to,' said the liberal"), to
Isabel's eventual satisfaction. Polly still can't cook, in a
truly disgusting set-piece scene (key phrase: scrapple in
a birth bucket), but she does manage to rescue a
battered woman from her paranoid survivalist abuser --
with the help of Gloria, and British history. She even
creates a semi-functional female commune out of a

pack of deeply dysfunctional females.

And so the novel closes with that rarest of satirical
moments: a happy ending. Isabel's Aunt Edna invites all
the citoyennes back to Virginia, as Isabel reflects, "I
couldn't imagine parting from any of them now -- even
Polly." Witchy Gloria enters an Episcopal seminary:

"Sweeping across dimly lit stone floors in a cassock was,
when you came right down to it, just about the only
thing she could do for a living." Everyone gets more or
less what she wants, and no one's desires are sillier than
anyone else's.

In a world where neither compassion nor reason
can completely survive the collision with reality, that's
probably the happiest ending on offer.

Eve Tushnet is a freelance writer in Washington, D.C.
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Cooperating with the Creator: The Church and Birth Control

Mark P. Shea | Classic
5/30/09

f you had collared me before | was Catholic and
asked my opinion of Rome's teaching on artificial
contraception, | would have said something like this:

| understand and applaud the Magisterium's
opposition to abortion, since abortion kills people.
But I'm not comfortable with the Church's stodgy
stand on artificial contraception based on Her
opposition to 'interference with nature.' After all,
we interfere with nature all the time when we dye
our hair, pierce our ears, and use sun blockers to
avoid the natural process of suntan and skin cancer.
So it seems to me that the real question is not 'Shall
we interfere?' but, 'At what level are we
comfortable interfering?'

This seemed to me a deft deflection of the Church's
"intrusive" teaching -- until | started thinking about the
challenge of biotechnology and genetic engineering. |
began to recognize that my use of the word
"interference" was a lousy blanket term for describing
every sort of technological fiddling with nature and (as
is especially the case with molecular biology) with
persons. Both a gunshot and a penicillin shot "interfere"
with human biology. However, such interference
springs from markedly different intentions and has
different  results. Of
interference, like piercing ears or dyeing hair, is largely

markedly course, other
morally neutral. That's why indiscriminately labeling
everything from vaccination to fetal harvesting as
"interference" and then appealing to "comfort levels" to
determine what shall and shall not be done is -- | came
to realize -- hopelessly inadequate.

The question of how to care for and love human life
at its most basic level isn't a matter of obeying the
whims of human comfort, but of obeying the will of the
Creator of human life. The more | pondered the
momentous dangers posed to the dignity of the human
person by biotechnology, the more perilous and
premature my ephemeral "comfort" dodge appeared. It

became obvious to me that matters pertaining to the
most fundamental truths of human existence could not
be left merely to one's sense of comfort, but could only
be decided on a much more solid basis: "What is good,
and what is evil?"

| began to wonder, "According to revelation, just
what is God up to in creating a human being?"

Looking at Scripture, we find that the primary image
revealed is of God molding man from the dust of the
earth and breathing life into his nostrils. Thus, as
Christianity has always taught, a human being is
revealed from the very beginning to be (1) a creation
of the Love who is God, and (2) a mysterious and
fruitful union of spirit (symbolized by breath) and
nature (symbolized by dust).

The word "union" is crucial here. The temptation
of our culture is always to try to separate and exalt
either the spiritual or the physical aspect of the human
person. Thus to the gnostic, New Age, "spiritual" type,
human beings are all soul, and the body is just a
disposable Tupperware container for this "essence."
Yet this is to ignore the fact that we experience and
know everything (including God) in a bodily way. We
eat, weep, breathe, laugh, pray, sleep, and fight with
our bodies. Nowhere is this seen more clearly than in a
marriage. Try telling the bride and groom on their
wedding night that the "highest" form of love is purely
"spiritual" in the sense of disembodiment. And, of
course, the seal on the goodness of our physical
humanity is the Resurrection of Christ Himself, whose
body is not disposed of but transfigured and glorified.

On the other hand, those who exalt the physical
side of the human person at the expense of the
spiritual are also missing something vital. Human
beings are more than unusually clever pieces of meat.
Contra Carl Sagan, they're more than just "star stuff."
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They are somehow more than the sum of their material
parts. As St. Thomas tells us, the soul is the form of the
body, the animating principle made directly by God.

At this point certain Christians may object, "But
doesn't Scripture divide us into body, soul, and spirit?
And isn't the spirit what matters to God?" Well, yes and
no. For the purpose of making rational, descriptive
distinctions within the human person, the three are
indeed distinguished (1 Thes 4:23). But Scripture also
makes clear that to really divide these aspects of the
human being from one another is not the intention of
God. Why? Because the technical term for the division
of body and soul is not "purity" but "death" (yielding a
corpse and a ghost). And as the whole New Testament
bears witness, it's precisely this terrible division of body
and soul that the risen incarnate Lord came to heal.

By biblical lights, human beings are best described
as ensouled bodies or embodied souls. Accordingly, the
creation of human life is best described as the raising of
nature to personhood by the creative act of the Love
who is God. In this, there's a sort of shadow of the
Incarnation of Love Himself. For just as the Incarnation
proceeds -- as the Athanasian creed states -- "not by the
conversion of the Godhead into flesh, but by the taking
up of the manhood into God," so in the creation of
every human life, subhuman nature ("dust" in Old
Testament—speak) is "taken up" to participate in
personhood.

The key idea here is the old Thomist maxim, "Grace
does not destroy nature but perfects it." Thus in the
creation of every person, atoms are raised to
participate in molecular existence, yet remain atoms.

Molecules are raised to participate in organic
chemistry, yet remain molecules. Organic chemicals are
raised to participate in biological processes, yet remain
organic chemicals. And so on as single-celled life is
raised to participate in multi-cellular life, and multi-
cellular life is raised to participate in the life of a human
being. Grace does not spiritualize nature into the ether,
but rather perfects and elevates nature while leaving it
fully natural. We are dust. Yet this dust is -- not merely
contains -- a person.

Given that, the question, "What is God up to in
creating human beings?" can be answered this way: He
is raising nature to human personhood with the
ultimate aim (in Christ) of raising human persons
toward supernatural union with Himself and with other
glorified creatures. We are intended to participate --
neither as mere animals nor as mere "spiritual" wraiths
but as fully human beings -- in the dynamic life of the
Blessed Trinity, wherein the love between the Father
and the Son eternally bears fruit in the Person of the
Holy Spirit. In short, we are made for love and
fruitfulness. That is the scriptural witness. And by a
strange coincidence, it's also the teaching of the
Magisterium.

The process of raising creation to personhood
happens not by the waving of magic wands, according
to Scripture, but through created agents (particularly
human beings) so that all creation may be completed
and healed. That's the meaning of all that business in
Paul's epistles about being "co-laborers with Christ."
Thus, our actions assume a lawful place in the creative
will of God if, in whatever great or small way, they
cooperate in this creative process of love and
fruitfulness according to God's order.

We see this creative cooperation with God's love
and fruitfulness aimed at completion in many ways.
For example, as an Evangelical | was taught to
recognize it when natural human life is raised to union
with God through faith in Jesus Christ. Here, |
understood clearly, is grace raising nature par
excellence. But | came to see that the same principle
holds in all areas of human life as well.

For example: We fall in love, but instead of simply
scarfing up sex and moving on to greener pastures in
unreflective bovine detachment, we raise sexuality to
a higher level by willingly binding ourselves in
committed, covenantal love with wife or husband. In
so doing, we cooperate with grace in completing
ourselves and our spouse according to God's word that
says, "It is not good for man to be alone." Likewise, the
completion of this union of love typically results in our
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cooperation with God's ordained method for raising
created sub-personal nature (sperm and egg) to
personhood (at conception). After this, we assist in the
sustenance, nurturing, beautifying, and fulfillment of
human nature. This is the reason we "interfere" with
human life by giving Junior food, lullabies, education,
and a warm bed instead of leaving him to the elements.

Moreover, the fruitfulness that issues in completion
extends even further. Our love of fruitfulness is also
why we dye hair, pierce ears, put on makeup, do
scientific research, sculpt works of art, and compose
poetry. It is why we assist in the perfection of non-
human nature by "tending the Garden" as our First
Parents were commissioned to do. It is why we trim the
hedges, breed hardier dogs, plant petunias, design
comfortable furniture, and create the wheel. All these
and a billion others are acts of cooperative completion
through which God makes us loving and fruitful
stewards of the earth, including that bit of earth called
our neighbor.

The second way we help grace perfect nature is by
cooperating with God in healing the effects of the Fall of
both humans and superhuman created spirits. This is
why we put surgeons' scalpels and milk of magnesia
into human bodies, practice prudence by putting on
sunblock, and take antibiotics. It is also why we take
dogs to the vet, pick up litter, clean Lake Erie, send aid
to Katrina victims, protest genocide in Darfur, repent
our sins, forgive our enemies, pray "lead us not into
temptation but deliver us from evil," and write peevish
letters to our senator about the deficit.

Roughly speaking, then, our role as human beings is
-- in big and small ways -- to be about the business of
perfecting, nurturing, and enhancing by grace a creation
intended for beatitude. Such "interference" on our part
isn't interference at all, but the right and proper
cooperative office of human beings as children of God
and high priests and stewards of creation. "For the
creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God
to be revealed...in hope that the creation itself will be
liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into
the glorious freedom of the children of God" (Rom 8:19-
21).

So the scriptural witness is this: Whatever helps nature
(especially human nature) achieve the end for which it
is created (namely bounty, beauty, love, and beatitude)
and cooperates with God by raising nature to
personhood and union with Him (prudently and within
the natural bounds of God's twin purposes of love and
fruitfulness) is the very definition of "good."

Conversely, a strong working definition of sin is this:
The heart of sin is to treat persons like things and things
like persons. To act thus is to run the film of creation
backwards, to wrench the universe hard astern. We
treat persons like things through sins like pride, lust,
slavery, and murder; we treat things like persons
through sins like idolatry, greed, gluttony, and avarice.

Such things truly are interference. For their
purpose, in one way or another, is to thwart and
defeat God's will for love and fruitfulness while
attempting to wring the juice out of creation and
consume it for our own pleasure and power. Such an
action constitutes a fundamentally selfish refusal to
cooperate with God and a determination to exploit or
destroy His creation if it bars our will to pleasure and
power. Such a choice is, by its very nature, a denial of
love and fruitfulness.

So how does all this affect real life? Well, if we
really believe that we live in an incarnational, created
universe, we know as a matter of first principles that
since nature isn't meant to be subject to the mere
whim of man irrespective of God's purpose, still less is
human nature. Thus, any medical fidgeting with human
life must be done (insofar as we wish to avoid evil) not
on the basis of our "comfort" but on the basis of
finding the way by which our science (like everything
else we do) is ordered to cooperate with God's call to
raise nature to personhood according to His terms of
love and fruitfulness. Such a criterion has the very
practical effect of saving molecular biology from the
Luddites and allowing it to pursue its promise of doing
some very beautiful works of both completion (by
gaining knowledge of the creation) and healing of
people who suffer from various genetic lesions. As long
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as it does its work without causing the death or
exploitation of persons, it's in accord with the Good.

But molecular biology (galvanized by the modern
spirit of "We can, therefore we will") not only promises,
it threatens. So, for instance, there's enormous pressure
to create disposable embryos artificially conceived
solely for the purpose of research. In the not-so-distant
future, we will learn how to initiate conception in any
nucleic tissue sample handy, not just egg and sperm.
Once this becomes a reality, it would enable the
creation of virtually limitless numbers of test-tube
embryos for research use as "fetal harvesting material."
Here the standard of "comfort" is woefully inadequate
to the challenge of deciding what's good and evil.

But revelation gives us very clear grounds to
condemn and forbid this satanic parody of anti-
creation. For it's nothing other than the grave sin of
reducing persons to cash-crop things in the very act of
raising cellular nature to personhood via artificial
conception. It would be to enact what T. S. Eliot calls
the "greatest treason" by doing the right thing (raising
nature to personhood) for the profoundly wrong reason
of wrenching human life out of the divine context of
love and fruitfulness and making a person into a
consumable commodity.

A worldview rooted in the recognition of creation
and incarnation can, therefore, speak with great
strength. It can not only bless the right use of
technology (when it's used to cooperate with love and
fruitfulness), but it can also condemn it with authority
should it abusively and violently interfere with the most
primal human forms of love and fruitfulness (between
husband and wife, mother and child, healer and patient,
powerful and powerless, Creator and creature) in order
to subject the natural processes of human reproduction
to our will. It can see such abuse for what it is: a twisted
parody of God's loving creative will, since the sole
purpose of this interference is to discard love (by deftly
cutting the embryo away from all such relationships)
and twist fruitfulness into the harvesting of a ripening
human life for consumption as a "tissue source." Such a
sin is to divorce nature from grace, to thwart the
purposes of God in creation, to treat persons like things,

and to exalt the things of power and money over
persons.

So far, so good. | had been able to come up with some
biblically sound "rules of thumb" for discerning how to
navigate the morality of biotechnology. But in so doing |
had to face the disastrous failure of my own opinions on
contraception. For there's no way to justify artificial
contraception that doesn't also justify destroying the
ancient Christian sacramental linkage of sex to love
and fruitfulness, which undergirds any sane ethic
toward human life.

After all, if it's wrong to interfere with nature by

exalting fat research endowments and "harvest"
profits over cooperation with God, how was it right to
exalt my own pleasure and autonomy over it? | didn't,
of course, ask this question out of a sudden puritanical
fear of sexual pleasure. Rather, | did so out of a
newfound realization of sex as a sacramental
participation in the creative, loving, and fruitful life of
the Blessed Trinity (a notion strangely anticipated by
that dusty old Humanae Vitae). With my eye on Paul's
comment that | had been "bought with a price" (1 Cor
6:19-20), and my mind filled with the colossal Catholic
picture of the call to love with total abandon (like
Christ), | felt a growing uneasiness with the standard
modern bafflegab that My Body Is My Own. For it
suddenly became very difficult to see such chatter as
referring to anything other than separating the human
person from communion with God and neighbor. |
came to the awareness that, in translation, My Body Is
My Own wusually meant, "There's no difference
whatsoever between how we ought to address the

police and how we ought to address our lover."

For love (like sex) is almost private, and very rightly
so. Yet if we tell our lover My Body Is My Own, in the
sense that we mean it in modern political discourse
addressed to the state, we have shot love dead. As a
barrier against abuse, rape, and unjust laws against
interracial or interreligious marriages, such a slogan is
perfectly valid. But when it comes to talking about love
(the real self-surrendering love of both partners to
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each other and to God), talk of rights no longer holds
absolute sway. A bond of union and a willingness to
bow to the other in mutual submission and self-sacrifice
must be there for love to exist in the fullest Christian
sense.

And this is precisely what artificial contraception
belies. It is fingers crossed behind the back, an escape
clause from the promise of full commitment. It is
autonomy (from the other), power (over our child-free
future), and a demand that our right to pleasure remain
unencumbered by any "extraneous" business about
love and fruitfulness. Its purpose is to separate man and
woman, parents and children, God's will and our will. Its
goal is to strip-mine the gold of pleasure from the
sacramental union of love and fruitfulness, enthrone
autonomy and pleasure as the main thing sex is about,
and declare love and fruitfulness "optional" rather than
that which revelation declares them to be: the very
heart of reality.

And quite successfully, too. For the vast majority of
our culture is still quite prepared to intone -- as | once
did -- the tired old singsong that the Church "thinks sex
is dirty" and fears the very idea of sexual pleasure is too
wicked for words. "That's why the Church hates birth
control," says our culture, "It wants people to pay for a
tumble under the sheets and not just get away with all
that fun scot-free." Yet, ironically, those who say this
simply prove the Church's critique of our culture. For to
assert that commitment and parenthood are "payment"
is to assert one's own deeply held belief that love and
fruitfulness are a ball and chain, and the real point of
life is autonomy and pleasure. It is precisely this
fundamental assumption (an assumption in direct
antithesis to the heart of revelation) that the modern
mind cannot even bring itself to question.

Yet such an assumption must be questioned sooner
or later, since the whole purpose of a life absorbed in
the pursuit of autonomy and pleasure is to move
precisely in the direction that reality does not go. For
instead of cooperating with the Creator in the
perfection of nature and the raising of nature to
personhood, the whole goal of artificial contraception

and the autonomous, pleasure-centered mindset

behind it is simply to treat nature as if it were ours (thus
reducing nature's Blessed Creator to the status of
"thinghood") and to treat human beings like things by
reducing them to a set of biological processes. And, as
history bears abundant testimony, this decision to
subject persons to My Pleasure and Autonomy doesn't
stop with mere contraception. It inexorably (and swiftly)
leads to an abortion mentality in which the child is
reduced to a thing called a fetus, and the fetus is
reduced to a disposable commodity. In our country, this
precipitous slide took only eight years, from Griswold to
Roe.

At this point, the Zeitgeist replies, "So! You think
women should do nothing but breed, do you?" Well,
no, not really. It simply doesn't follow that because we
are obliged to cooperate with God that we're
therefore obliged to have as many children as possible,
regardless of the consequences. Cooperating with God
means "cooperating with God," not "bearing 26
children in a row." It means openness to His love and
fruitfulness. It means not crossing our fingers behind
our backs when we say, "I give all of myself to you"
(which is what the act of sex intrinsically means). It
means honoring the created nature God has made, not
only with respect to natural fertility, but with respect
to natural infertility as well. For it's perfectly legitimate
(if one has, for instance, a limited income) to chart a
woman's natural periods of infertility and (if one
wishes to avoid pregnancy) restrain one's sexual
appetite for a day or two till this God-created, God-
given infertility begins.

Why is that different from artificial contraception?
Because it's cooperation, not interference. That is, it
isn't an attempt to thwart God's creative purposes in
order to wrench sexual pleasure and personal
autonomy out of the sacramental context in which
God created it. It is instead an attempt to say yes to
God's gift of sex and power in the context which He
has given (including the natural cycles of fertility and
infertility).
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My mind, therefore, has changed concerning the
Church's sexual ethic. More and more, | find it as
difficult to separate Her sacramental view of the
universe from my so-called private life as it is to
separate my "private life" from my family and my God.
And as | look at the wasteland of millennial American
culture, it becomes increasingly clear to me that the
modern technological impulse that created the idol of
"reproductive rights" has taken a profoundly disastrous
turn in its unshakable faith that the fundamental human
problems are technological, not moral and spiritual. To
treat the enormous sacramental mystery of sexuality
like a plumbing problem is preposterously simple-
minded. To fail to see the immensity of sex as one of
our deepest participations in the creative work of God is
myopic in the extreme.

Yet the unalterable fact remains (according to
revelation) that the goal of the universe is love and
fruitfulness "in accordance with nature and grace"
(since God is the Maker of both). It is not to skim off
pleasure and autonomy and dispose of love and
fruitfulness as troublesome and useless dross. We are
far too important, and our life and love far too precious

a sacrament, to be taken so lightly and treated so
disposably. That is why my wife and |, as partners in the
sacrament of marriage, have chosen to remain open to
the love and fruitfulness of God here, as we have
sought to do in all the other areas of our lives. That is
also why | now pray that God will grant us all a deeper
vision of His calling and show us again the depth of His
love and fruitfulness in every aspect of our lives. May
He teach us anew the dance of humility, joy, and
creativity in the land of the Trinity, where all our loves
reside. And may we, who have traded our dignity for
pride and our joy for pleasure, return in humility, love,
and fruitfulness to the steps of that Great Dance.

Mark P. Shea is a
for www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for
InsideCatholic. Visit his blog
at markshea.blogspot.com.  This
appeared in the February/March 2006 issue of Crisis

senior editor
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Magazine.
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Eight Questions about the Stem Cell Debate

Todd M. Aglialoro | Classic
6/3/09

mbryonic stem-cell research (ESCR) has taken a

place next to abortion and same-sex marriage as

a preeminent polarizing moral issue. Celebrities
marshaled by the late Christopher Reeve agitated in
favor of federal funding for and unfettered access to
embryonic stem cells, which apparently hold the key to
curing ailments great and small.

Former Democratic presidential candidate and vice-
presidential nominee John Edwards went so far as to
promise shortly before the 2004 election that if he and
John Kerry were voted into office, "people like
Christopher Reeve are going to walk, get up out of that
wheelchair and walk again."

That election is long past, but the ethics debate
continues. The Church throughout the country and the
world has proved as vocal and unified in opposition to
ESCR as it has for any other politically tinged issue
today. The United States Council of Catholic Bishops
(USCCB) ran a full-page ad in national newspapers
condemning ESCR as an assault on human life, asserting
that "science does not have to kill in order to cure." A
prominent Vatican ambassador warned that ESCR
"raises ethical issues of the highest order" by making
"one human life nothing more than the instrument of
another." For the last several years, parish pro-life
groups have begun to extend to ESCR the same level of
concern with which they'd been treating abortion and
euthanasia. Many of the Church's most prominent
moral theologians and bioethicists have applied
themselves meticulously to the issue, dissecting its
moral and medical nuances in papers, conferences, and
think-tank reports.

As a pro-life Catholic observer of (but not player in)
such efforts, I'd given my assent to the Church's position
and come to understand in a very limited way the
principles behind it, without trying too hard to become
better informed. It was easy going, naturally supporting
the consensus pro-life position and reflexively opposing

the sinister plans of liberal Hollywood, social-
corrupted

medicine. For a while that seemed good enough.

engineering politicians, and modern

| also perceived, in a lazy, intuitive way, that ESCR
was an iconic battleground in the culture wars,
combining elements of abortion, cloning, in vitro
fertilization (IVF), and eugenics. Riding on the issue's
resolution was more than just the development of this
or that cure or therapy, it seemed to me, but a major
shift in our nation's -- and the Western world's --
fundamental cultural attitude toward human life:
whether we are to be its master or its steward and
servant.

But | lacked fluency in the terms of the debate.
While | could agree with the Church's position, |
couldn't adequately represent it. | knew there was a
lacuna in my understanding; it was only the size of a
few cells, but it gaped.

So | set out to fill that hole, and in what follows I'd
like to share with you the result of that effort.

Be advised first that | am no scientist. (I passed
high school chemistry -- just -- by amusing the teacher
with made-up names for the elements | couldn't
memorize.) Mine was a decidedly lay approach, and
I've tried to make my findings accessible to a lay
audience.

I'll say this at the outset: What | discovered about
ESCR proved to be more complex (and fascinating)
than I'd ever imagined, and the stakes for its potential
outcome more crucial -- and potentially more
terrifying -- than | had ever feared.

What are stem cells, anyway, and why are scientists
so enthusiastic about them?
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Cells are the building blocks of the body, the simplest
and most basic units of life -- God's organic Lego pieces.
As each Lego piece has its own shape and use, each cell
has a character and function proper to it. But stem cells
are distinguished from the body's other cells by their
native potential to develop into and give rise to many
different kinds of cells. Most of the body's cells are
specialized: a hair cell is a hair cell, a brain cell a brain
cell, and so on. But stem cells have in them the power
to become and to produce any of these and more.

Stem cells are present in the very first days after a
new human life is conceived. They replicate themselves
in every specialized direction, spawning development of
human organs and tissue in a microcosmic explosion of
vigorously reproducing cells. Adult humans also have a
supply of stem cells to produce specialized cells that will
replace ones lost to time, illness, and attrition.

This ability to become any number of different
kinds of cells (known by degrees as multipotency or
pluripotency) through a process called differentiation
isn't the only trick stem cells possess.

They also have a unique and prodigious capacity for
self-renewal, or proliferation. In an adult human body,
stem cells tend to proliferate into the types of cells in
which they reside -- providing more building blocks for
blood, muscle, and the like. However, properly
cultivated by scientists in a lab setting, a group of
"parent stem cells" can vyield millions of
undifferentiated stem cells, each possessing in turn this
marvelous will to replicate itself many times. These
theoretically stable groups of self-replicating,
unspecialized stem cells, or "lines," can then be
manipulated by scientists into becoming various types
of specialized cells -- with an eye toward therapeutic
application. Much of current stem-cell research focuses
on figuring out why stem cells have this dual capacity
for self-replication and remaining unspecialized, as well
as on determining the precise combinations of
environmental signals that make stem cells give rise to

desired specialized cells.

What are some of these "therapeutic applications™?

Short answer: You name it. In theory, any health
condition caused by damaged, malfunctioning, failing,
or missing cells, tissues, or even entire organs might be
ameliorated by the introduction of new cells and tissue
grown from unspecialized stem cells. Cells ravaged by
cancer could be replaced. Stem cells injected into the
brain could help stroke victims recover some of their
mental functions by physically filling in the gaps caused
by the
Autoimmune diseases like multiple sclerosis, Lou

stroke with new specialized neurons.
Gehrig's disease, and diabetes -- in which the body's
immune cells attack healthy cellular proteins -- could
be cured by removing faulty white blood cells and
replacing them with newly cultivated ones. Experts
liken stem cells to an all-purpose repair squad,
traveling through the body and adapting themselves to
fix damage as circumstances demand. Stem-cell
researchers are trying, above all, to find a way to put

that repair squad to work on demand.

The limits of stem-cell therapy potential stretch
nearly as far as the imagination, which is one big
reason why the ethics debate has become so heated.
Earnest proponents of unfettered stem-cell research,
with visions of easing the suffering of millions, cannot
understand why any moral or political limits should be
placed on their efforts.

Realistically, how close are we to seeing these kinds
of things happening?

It's a good question. Dr. Gilbert Meilaender, a
professor of Christian ethics at Valparaiso University
and former member of President Bush's Council on
Bioethics, thinks we shouldn't hold our breath. "We're
still quite far from realizing any of this promise in
human beings -- at least from embryonic stem cells,"
he says. (There has been some limited success in
therapies involving adult stem cells -- more on that
later.) "It might be that in a couple decades from now,
someone might get up out of his wheelchair and walk,"
he says, but "there's something cruel about the kinds
of hype that public discourse encourages. It's cruel to
promise suffering  serious

people degenerative
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diseases that if we just push ahead maybe in three
years from now all will be well." He hastens to add that
there's nothing wrong with dreaming big, "painting
pictures of the marvels that might be possible some
day," but dreaming researchers "must keep in sight
fundamental honesty."

Some scientists have in fact sheepishly admitted
that the research community has been painting a
slightly too-rosy picture. "To start with, people need a
fairy tale," remarked Ronald D. G. McKay of the
National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke
to the Washington Post in early 2004 -- in a left-handed
defense of such tactics.

Apart from fostering (or at least failing to counter)
overly optimistic predictions in the media and the
understanding, the scientific

general  public's

community has seen its own arguments and
assumptions shift with each new development. For
example, new insights into Alzheimer's, once thought to
be a prime candidate for embryonic stem-cell therapy,
now suggest that stem cells will be of little or no use in
combating the disease. Despite advocates' use of the
passing of former president Ronald Reagan to rally
support for Alzheimer-directed ESCR, experts in the
disease are skeptical. According to the Columbia
University Medical Center's Michael Shelanski, "I think
the chance of doing repairs to Alzheimer's brains by
putting in stem cells is small."

Serious questions also abound in other areas where
embryonic stem-cell therapy was thought to have
strong potential. For one, the body tends to reject
foreign tissue. Potential recipients of embryonic stem
cells would not be related to the embryo from which
the cells or differentiated tissues were cultivated, so
those cells and tissues are likely to be regarded as alien
by the body and attacked by the immune system. (As
we'll see below, however, some observers believe that
scientists already envision a practical -- though
somewhat sinister -- solution to this problem.)

Embryonic stem-cell therapies also run the risk of

"tracking in" -- like mud into a living room --
undifferentiated embryonic stem cells with the

cultivated, differentiated tissues. These simply don't
belong in an adult body, and the body reacts to them
badly. This has been the case even with those potential
embryonic stem-cell therapies generally considered
more promising, such as for Parkinson's disease. While
some trials with mice have produced growth of the
particular brain cells that Parkinson's victims lose,
common side effects such as the development of deadly
tumors mean that a similar treatment for humans is at
best still a long way off.

At this point, despite the promise and the
promises, there has yet to be a single case of
successful therapeutic use of embryonic stem cells in
humans.

What about adult stem cells? Are we having any
success with those?

Yes; and a resounding yes when compared with the
meager results of ESCR. "All the therapies that can be
done today can only be done with adult stem cells,"
says neuroscientist Rev. Tad Pacholczyk, priest of the
Diocese of Falls River, Massachusetts, and director of
education for the National Catholic Bioethics Center.
There's no question in his mind which source for stem
cells holds the greater medical promise: Every
documented instance of effective therapeutic stem-
cell use has involved adult stem cells. This is why, he
notes, virtually every dollar from venture capitalists in
this area has gone to adult stem-cell researchers.

Adult stem cells avoid the two major roadblocks
that embryonic stem cells face. Since they originate
with the patient, there's no problem of genetic
incompatibility leading to immune rejection; the body
recognizes its own. And if undifferentiated stem cells
are tracked in along with differentiated tissue, the
body takes that in stride too. Unlike embryonic stem
cells, adult stem cells -- the "repair crew" -- belong in
the adult body. Adult stem cells are virtually
"rejection-proof," says Father Pacholczyk, and they
don't have embryonic stem cells' propensity for
causing tumors.

insidecatholic.com

W
o



Examples of successful adult stem-cell therapy
abound -- if you look for them. (One consistent gripe of
nearly every adult stem-cell proponent | spoke to is
what they consider the mainstream media's reluctance
to give such therapies the coverage they deserve,
preferring instead to play up simplistic ESCR storylines
of science versus religion, progress versus fear, etc.) In
one well-known example, a few years ago a middle-
aged man suffering from Parkinson's disease had stem
cells removed from his brain in a relatively simple
procedure. The cells proliferated in the laboratory, and
some of them were made to become specialized neural
cells. These cells were injected into the brain
hemisphere that controlled the side of his body with the
more severe symptoms, and soon thereafter he
experienced significant, lasting improvement. In
another case, a paralyzed woman regained partial
movement through a therapy that used stem cells
painlessly extracted from inside the bridge of her nose -
- a site rich with stem cells designed for growing new
nerves that allow us to retain our sense of smell as we

age.

The Web site for the American Coalition for
Research Ethics lists 56 separate diseases, from the
common to the unpronounceable, for which there have
already been at least modestly successful adult stem-
cell treatments in humans. One of the latest examples,
and perhaps the most dramatic, came in December
2004 when Korean scientists helped a woman paralyzed
for 20 years to walk again, using stem cells derived from
umbilical-cord blood. Might John Edwards' prediction
come to pass after all, though not in the way he
intended?

But embryonic stem cells must have some natural
advantages. Isn't that why researchers, politicians, and
the media have focused on them?

The one noteworthy -- and so far wholly theoretical --
advantage of embryonic stem cells seems to be their
potentially greater plasticity. In theory they can be
made to become any one of the 220 cells in the human
body, unlike the somewhat less flexible adult stem cells.

Although the exact degree of plasticity of adult
stem cells is a matter of shifting opinion, and may turn
out to be much higher than once thought, in the minds
of many researchers the theoretical outer limits of
embryonic stem cells' potential are greater. Father
Pacholczyk cautions that this is also their greatest
drawback: "Embryonic stem cells are so energetic in
making any of the cell types of the body, that they are
very difficult to control." Embryonic stem cells are the
terrible two-year-olds of the microbiological world,
bursting with energy and mischief. Their divine
programming is to spin off and become every cell in
the body -- not to be harnessed and quieted and
forced to eat their vegetables.

If adult stem cells are providing better results, and if
embryonic stem cells are so difficult to work with --
and apparently raise serious ethical questions -- why
are scientists spending so much time and effort on
ESCR?

Another past member of President Bush's Council on
Bioethics, Princeton jurisprudence professor Robert P.
George, says it starts with the scientific mind, to which
pluripotent embryonic stem cells, with their high
degree of plasticity, are "intrinsically fascinating." So
compelling is the potential of these cells that some
scientists guard them jealously, worried that
"outsiders are trying to impose religious principles on
science" -- principles that would curb funding and set

back understanding.

Meilaender also believes that the "scientific
impulse" is to pursue every avenue, especially when
motivated by the "language of compassion" that
promises to alleviate the suffering of so many. This
makes sense, if everything else were equal. Who wants
to tell a cancer or Parkinson's patient that there's no
cure for him because one possible path to it was
deemed too difficult and abandoned?

But there's likely more to it than purely scientific
intentions. Father Pacholczyk offers what he thinks are
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at least four possible additional motives behind the rush
to ESCR.

First, not surprisingly, you have to follow the
money. Researchers who prepare embryonic stem-cell
lines can obtain licenses to those cells and in theory
reap great profits down the road if and when
therapeutic applications are perfected.

Second -- and one reason why there's so much
money to be made here -- the media and public have
"bought into the fairy tale," Father Pacholczyk says,
echoing McKay's words. "We've made an act of faith in
embryonic stem cells as a panacea for all future health
problems." This gives rise to self-perpetuating myths
about the potential benefits of ESCR that help drive
public and political support for it.

Next, there seems to be a connection between ESCR
advocacy and pro-abortion ideology. Were we to pass a
law protecting human embryos from research, Father
Pacholczyk believes, "there would be immediate
ramifications for the entire pro-choice world," and the
abortion industry "would feel that threat." With
abortion a sacred cow in elite culture and politics, giving
legal rights to embryos would make for an
uncomfortable dissonance with pro-abortion premises.
(Recall abortion groups' knee-jerk opposition to the
Unborn Victims of Violence Act for a parallel example.)
Even pausing to give moral consideration to embryo
rights, simply to permit the question of whether
embryonic life ought not to be unreservedly at our
disposal, would be an unacceptable deviation from pro-

choice orthodoxy.

Lastly, and most compellingly, Father Pacholczyk
(himself a scientist of no small qualifications) believes
that ESCR presents researchers with a "primordial
temptation, like splitting the atom." A researcher,
brought face to face with the wonder and power of
stem cells, knows he's "coming close to the Tree of Life
itself. His desire to master that power can get the better
moral

of him, leading him to overstep basic

boundaries." He draws a comparison to the
unscrupulous research by Nazi physicians during World

War Il, the inhumane experiments on human subjects

that were later enumerated in the Nuremberg Trials:
Both have used immoral, depersonalizing means to
pursue scientific ends.

Where do scientists get these stem cells?

Stem cells have been harvested for research from
embryos only days and weeks old; from fetuses; from
placentas and umbilical cord blood; and from adult
human fat, bone marrow, brain tissue, and elsewhere.
The embryonic stem cells, in a process perfected in

1998, are extracted from -- and thereby kill -- embryos

conceived through IVF, but not implanted, and later

donated to science. Researchers then cultivate them

into colonies or "lines" of millions of stem cells.

And it's because the extraction of these cells Kkills
human embryos that the Church condemns ESCR as
immoral?

In the first place, yes. These embryos, despite being
designated as unwanted spare parts by their parents,
are innocent human persons with an inviolate right to
life. No end, however noble or compassionate, justifies
killing them intentionally. Traditional medical ethics, of
course, has long hedged against such behavior by
following the simple rule, "First, do no harm." The
Church also rejects consequentialist or proportionalist
moral theories that would permit scientists to do evil
that good may come of it, or even to do a small evil
that great good may come of it.

Meilaender points out, too, that we're not talking
about an insignificant evil here, although he suspects
ignorance of this fact helps buoy popular support for
ESCR. "We have to understand what it means to say
that this research involves the destruction of
embryos," he says. "Some people wonder why we
would stand in the way of this research just to keep a
couple of unwanted embryos alive."

Even if it were just a matter of killing a handful of
embryos, he's quick to point out, that would be wrong
in and of itself. But what we're really talking about is "a
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whole industry of embryo research. Nobody who's paid
attention really believes that this is more than a starting
point." As research continues, scientists will have to
make use of thousands upon thousands of embryos.
And not just to harvest their stem cells.

"To really make progress, researchers will want to
produce embryos, clone embryos with particular
diseases," says Meilaender. Rather than digging into the
available pool potluck style, in hope of finding embryos
that can be used as "disease models," when the time
comes they'll simply make their own custom-cloned,
diseased embryonic humans to experiment with. And
this is no hysterical slippery-slope prediction, he insists:
"This is what the researchers themselves will tell you, in
an honest moment."

George agrees. "Scientists are not really interested
in IVF spares," he says. "They're just a sideshow."

The specter of human cloning rises again in future
theoretical scenarios where ESCR will have in fact
yielded practical therapeutic applications. Only a tiny
fraction of the some 400,000 frozen embryos cached
around the country are earmarked for research; most
are being preserved for future implantation. Proven
therapies could conceivably create an enormous
demand for embryonic stem cells -- a demand that
normal inventories wouldn't be able to meet. What
would fill the gap? An embryo market, perhaps, in
which gametes are bought and sold and huge quantities
of embryos are brewed up in vitro and stamped,
"Laboratory Use Only"? Or better still: therapeutic
cloning, by which a patient can get himself a perfect
embryonic twin complete with genetically identical,
rejection-proof stem cells and tissues.

| finished my layman's investigation into ESCR
shaken by the wider-ranging possibilities of this
technology. The vocabulary of Catholic moral theology
doesn't contain words adequate for what the
embryonic stem cell industry may become. Clearly, it's
intrinsically immoral to kill embryonic persons directly
and intentionally. That is the root of the Church's
opposition to ESCR. It's doubly heinous, and more
instinctively offensive, to do so for utilitarian purposes -

- however ostensibly "compassionate" in motive. But
what to make of a world in which science has not only
scaled the Tree of Life but chopped it down and begun
trading its fruit as a commodity?

When did we start down this path? Father
Pacholczyk points to widespread acceptance -- by
Catholics included -- of IVF; that's "where we put our
foot on the slippery slope," telling ourselves that all we
were doing was creating new life. Who could say that
was wrong?

But the sad result is a scenario directly comparable
to another period in our history in which "we cordoned
off a part of humanity," says Father Pacholczyk, "and
declared that because that part of humanity was
different from us, it was all right to use them in an
exploitative fashion. We did it with slavery; now we're
doing it with embryonic human life." Meilaender
underscores the irony of this comparison: "The course
of Western history has been a very long, slow process
in the direction of greater inclusiveness in our
understanding of who belongs to the human
community. Yet in this case we suddenly become less
inclusive. Advocates of using embryos need to face up
to that."

Is there hope, particularly in the Age of Obama?
Leaders in the fight against ESCR agree that if there is
any bright spot, it lies in education. Meilaender points
to the public's "unease with th eugenic shaping of
future generations" and believes that, properly
supplemented by the facts, this unease could evolve
into a larger dissent against related technologies like
ESCR. Father Pacholczyk says that in his experience, as
people become better educated about ESCR, they
develop a "visceral repugnance to the entire project";
they "begin to think that this is just too much in the
direction of Frankenstein, too much toward a Brave
New World."

This kind of natural, instinctual disgust may yet
succeed in influencing public and political opinion
where principled arguments meet a deaf ear. But make
no mistake: The Brave New World is here already.

insidecatholic.com

W
w



Todd M. Aglialoro is a columnist and blogger for
InsideCatholic and writes from New Hampshire. This

article originally appeared in the January 2005 issue of
crisis Magazine.
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