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When Did David Letterman Stop Being Funny?

Deal W. Hudson | Column
6/15/09

he other night, | put a question to some friends:

"Why isn't David Letterman funny anymore?" No

one disagreed with the premise, but we
struggled to find an explanation while trying to recall
what made him funny in the first place. The question
was provoked by Letterman's sleazy "joke" about
Governor Sarah Palin's 14-year-old daughter Willow
being "knocked up" by New York Yankees baseball
player Alex Rodriguez.

If Letterman had made a similar joke about one of
the Obama daughters, he wouldn't have a career
anymore. The torrent of rage would have driven him
from CBS -- and perhaps from his home state of
Connecticut as well. But Governor Palin is a Republican,
a conservative, and ardently pro-life. This means the
widespread disgust at Letterman's jibe will hardly be
felt inside leftwing enclaves, where some in the media --
emboldened by their success in blackening the
reputation of George W. Bush -- will be giddy at the
prospect of destroying the future of another GOP
leader. (It's no surprise that the Today Show's Matt
Lauer defended Letterman's joke in a subsequent
interview with Governor Palin.)

It is often said that, when you decide to enter
politics, you accept the ridicule that comes with being a
public figure. That warning shouldn't apply to 14-year-
old children who do nothing to attract the attention.
She wasn't guilty of wild parties, late-night drinking, or
conspicuous consumption... she's just a kid whose
mother has become a rallying figure for Christian
conservatives.

Letterman has refused a simple apology, hiding
behind a cowardly excuse: It was just a joke "in poor
taste," he explained. As a peace offering, Letterman did
invite the governor to appear on his show, but he really
should have invited the governor's husband, Todd, so
he could look into the eyes of the father whose
daughter he maligned on national television.

David Letterman used to be funny, but that was a long
time ago. He was the pleasant but bumbling comedy
geek whose hip urbanity was usually leavened by jokes
at his own expense. Letterman was likable because, as a
celebrity, his vulnerability showed -- the emblem being
the double-breasted jacket he finished
buttoning.

never

Evidently, Letterman thought the hanging jacket
flap made him look confident; but unlike the pimply
teenager who one day decides to wear a cravat to
school and later realizes his mistake, Letterman never
did. He never became the classy figure he should have,
and his stunted growth served to remind us of his
sheer luck at being a successor to the late-night
master, Johnny Carson. Letterman became a world-
weary cynic who couldn't resist taking a cheap shot at
a l4-year-old girl because her mother is a leading
figure in a political party he doesn't like.

When Carson walked out on stage, his jacket was
always neatly buttoned, as if he could be teaching a
Presbyterian Sunday School class. He was unfailingly
polite -- his jokes respected no privileged class, and he
never demeaned anyone. (No one, before or since, has
been a more sensitive interviewer of children and non-
celebrities.) His connection with middle America,
spanning 30 vyears on the Tonight Show, was
unimpeded by political petulance or an elitism born of
his considerable fame and wealth. Carson, as an
entertainer, was a man without the capacity for
arrogance or meanness.

Arrogance, elitism, and meanness undermine
humor because they are the matter, not the form, of
comedy. We laugh at the pompous man who slips on a
banana peel, because he is suddenly and forcibly
reminded of the humanity he shares with those he
scorns. Our laughter deflates the inflated ego; the
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comedian who forgets this risks being laughed at when
gravity claims him as its unwilling victim.

Letterman hasn't been funny for a while, and now
we know why. His comic sense has been infected with
the moral superiority of the political Left.

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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Not to Notre Madame

Anthony Esolen | Column
6/15/09

n the last several years I've been invited to a few

dozen colleges and churches around the country,

usually to speak about Dante. It's no surprise, |
guess, that a translator of the Divine Comedy should
receive such invitations. What is surprising, though, and
what confounds the secularist who derives his news
from Mother Times and similarly reliable sources, is the
happy variety of such schools, and their deep and
unfashionable commitment to teaching the classics of
western learning.

I'd like, besides, to declare up front that most of
them have one need in common, a need that |
encourage all Catholics and Christians who love our
heritage to help to meet. They need money; and it is a
cruel irony that in a recession largely fueled by
government mismanagement of the money market,
such small private and faithfully Christian schools as
Thomas More College in New Hampshire, or Patrick
Henry College near the nation's capital, or Christendom
College in the Shenandoah Mountains, will be first to
feel the tightening noose. So now -- I'll not wait to the
end of the essay -- | call upon all Catholics disgusted by
Notre Madame's flirtations with the culture of death, or
by Georgetown's apostatic concealment of the name of
Jesus, to scatter their seed in better soil. Those well-
established Catholic schools need no more money from
us, but others do, and desperately.

To lend my plea some additional force, behold here
a few things I've found that my small Dante-loving
schools have in common.

First, and most important: They are colleges. | don't
mean that they are merely institutions of higher larnin'.
| mean that they enjoy an enviable collegiality among
the students, and between the students and the faculty.
Many of the schools, like Christendom or Thomas
Aquinas College, are small enough that everyone knows
everyone else -- and their families, too. It is hard to
imagine how dynamic and attractive and downright

comical a community of smart and generally clean-living
young people can be. | got no sleep at all the first night |
stayed at Thomas Aquinas, because the boys in the
nearby dorm were out on the patio, singing, fencing
with wooden swords, and -- one of them -- taking a
partly clothed bath in a metal basin in the open air.
They weren't rowdy; they were only young, and having
innocent fun.

When | had lunch at Christendom College, | was
amazed to see everyone, faculty and staff and
students, in one big room, eating the same food from
the cafeteria, and listening to the same school
announcements -- as if (and | know | am going out on a
limb here) they really were members of the same
Church engaged in a common intellectual and personal
exercise, and not members of separate species going
each his own way to a white-collar job and the grave. |
had thought, visiting Christendom, that I'd see what a
genuinely faithful Catholic college looked like. | did see
that; and also saw, for the first time in my life, what a
college of any sort looked like.

It's no exaggeration; | could multiply instances of
this sort of warm and intellectually stimulating
collegiality. At Biola University -- an evangelical college,
literally the Bible Institute of Los Angeles -- the Torrey
Honors Institute's students plumb the depths of
classical Latin and Greek, patristics, and the theology
and poetry of the Middle Ages. So | was invited to
speak about Dante, and to lead a class; but my
invitation came not from the director of the Honors
program. It came from the students themselves. The
students arranged for a flight for me and my son. The
students put us up in a home on campus. The students
booked a rental car for us. The students printed out
our itineraries. The students found for us the
directions to points of interest nearby, and to the local
Catholic church. The students took us from and to the
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airport, and saw that my expenses were reimbursed.
And why not? It's their program, after all.

The second thing I've noticed is the intellectual fire
among the young people. How could it be otherwise,
when talented minds are confronted with Dante,
Shakespeare, Aquinas, Dostoyevsky? The first time |
spoke at Patrick Henry College -- on a medieval Catholic
Corpus Christi play -- half the student body turned out
(the other half were rehearsing for a play). Those young
men and women kept me and my wife in the lecture
room until near midnight, politely but eagerly asking
questions of a caliber that one would not expect from
the faculties at Soak-your-equity U. "Dr. Esolen, what
you say about the role of popular celebration in
reestablishing a Christian culture -- can you connect it
with the theology of Aleksandr Schmemann?" "Dr.
Esolen, have you read De Caussade's Abandonment to
Divine Providence? Isn't Josef Pieper coming out of that
same tradition?" Those questions -- about an Eastern
Orthodox theologian, and a French Catholic priest of the
18th century -- were typical for the evening, and came
from Protestants all, and all of them more truly daring
than any cramped secularist can ever be.

It's no isolated occurrence, that. At Thomas
Aquinas, one young man -- well known to every student
in the school as the most passionate lover of the Divine
Comedy among them -- sat in the front row, waiting to
ask the question about Beatrice, a question that
brought the house down, because everyone knew it
was coming. That fellow went on to write a publishable
thesis on the relationship between eros and "the Love
that moves the sun and the other stars," and | became
one of the readers of the thesis, 3,000 miles away. At
Faulkner University -- another Protestant college whose
students are reading more of ancient and medieval
Catholic literature than will those at nominally Catholic
schools like Georgetown -- students are graded daily by
the quality of the questions they submit for discussion
in their free-wheeling seminars.

In the heavily philo-Catholic honors program at
nominally Baptist Baylor, students take part in what |
can only call a storm of charity and soldiership: charity
toward all true Christians fighting with them the good

fight against the default nihilism of our time. You may
doubt whether students at Villanova or Gonzaga could
tell you exactly why such village atheists as Richard
Dawkins should read their Summa Contra Gentiles, but
the young men and women who took me and my son to
breakfast at Baylor would give you an earful. Indeed,
the provost of Baylor's honors college, Catholic
philosopher Thomas Hibbs, said to me that during his
tenure there he had hired 167 committedly Christian
professors. | doubt you could find that many at the five
oldest Catholic colleges in the country put together.

One last thing I'll mention, common to such schools
and programs. The students understand that they are
not like other students. They are the new
counterculture, or rather I'd say they are the vanguard
of the restoration of a lost culture, among the ruins.
Grove City College, a Protestant school, will take no
money from the federal government (nor will
Christendom College). So Grove City has a great
measure of -- what did people use to call it? Ah yes,
freedom. The school sets aside exactly the same
number of places for young men as for young women,
filling their dormitories to capacity (and earning for
themselves the accusation that they therefore
discriminate). Chapel attendance, at least some of the
time, is required, and perhaps not coincidentally, the
school enjoys many -- what is it, then, when young
men and women flirt innocently and then fall in love? -
- ah yes, marriages. The same is true of Christendom
College, and more: One in ten of their graduates
discerns a vocation to the priesthood. At Patrick Henry,
| asked one of the students -- for students there do the
groundskeeping and the cooking (as at Thomas
Aquinas) and serve as the security officers -- what
would happen if someone brought a keg of beer onto
campus. They looked at one another quizzically. "We

don't know!" they said. "Nobody has ever tried it!"

At Princeton, of all places, students inspired by
Rev. C. J. McCloskey and the redoubtable Catholic
philosopher Robert George established the Anscombe
Society, with membership 200 strong, for the
promotion of traditional sexual morality. When |
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visited the University of Dallas, | was among a packed
house to watch, not the latest dreary body-part
monologues, but a roaring comedy by Chesterton. In a
space of two days | spoke, along with several other
professors, on Chestertonian challenges to the modern
view of the family; but what | most clearly remember
was a bright young lady, knitting, rebuking me for going
along with the consensus that Dora in David Copperfield
was simply a foolish woman. That young lady
understood Dickens's intents better than | did, because
she had firmly set herself against the asexual clichés of
our time. She understood forthright femininity better
than | did, too.

What | want to say, to sum up the matter of an
article that could be much longer, is this. The cracks in
the blacktop are showing, and green shoots are poking
up through them -- but not where we found them
perhaps a hundred years ago. The tree that seemed

dead is sprouting buds -- but not on the old limbs. It is
time, alumni of the old limbs, to consider pruning. To
whom do we owe our allegiance at last? Is it to our
almae matres, or to Holy Mother, the Church? If to the
latter, then | think we know what we should do. The
small and doggedly faithful Catholic schools need our
support. Notre Madame will be with us a century from
now. Let us make sure that Christendom College,
Thomas More College, Thomas Aquinas College, and all
the other faithful shoots of the true vine will be with us,
too.

Anthony Esolen is a professor of English at Providence
College and a senior editor for Touchstone magazine.
His latest book is The Politically Incorrect Guide to
Western Civilization (Regnery).
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Blessed Are the Merciful, for They Shall Obtain Mercy

Mark P. Shea | Column
6/16/09

' I hereto serves mercy, but to confront

the visage of offence?" asks Portia in

The Merchant of Venice. It's a good
question, and one that most of us don't really think
about these days. That's because, increasingly, we are a
culture that only has "mercy" on people who "couldn't
help it" or "didn't know any better." The problem is,
that's not mercy, because allowing for weakness,
ignorance, or some other excuse is not mercy. It's
excusing.

Now, it's a fine thing, in any conflict, to search first
for reasons why somebody who appears to have acted
in malice did not really do so. We should always do this
as our first act of charity. But a curious thing has
happened in our culture, something that impinges even
on Christians who ought to know better. As we reject
God more and more, we have allowed more and more
space for excusing evil and less and less space for
admitting sin. Result: We have arrived at an era in
which everything must be excused and nothing may be
forgiven.

We see this in the weird combination of sophistry
and mercilessness that is postmodernity. Straining
credulity, we create enormous and preposterous
excuses for all manner of moral derangement precisely
because we believe there is no mercy for sin. Then,
when somebody finally does cross the line into what is
undeniably sin (Nazis, child molesters, racists, terrorists,
tobacco lobbyists, or some other category of culturally
inexcusable evil), we simply rain down on their heads all
the contempt and vilification in the world -- and live in
fear of what judgment awaits us should we fail to find
an excuse for our own sins.

That's not hard to grasp. Apart from the miraculous
forgiveness of the gospel, what else should we expect?
When we look sin in the eye -- real sin in all its vicious,
willful, sneering, lying malice -- well, who wants to
forgive that? Why, if you did that, that bastard would

get off scot free! Forgive that tool | work with, the one
who has been gunning for my job and spreading ugly
rumors about me at the office water cooler? Forgive
that witch who spent years beating me as a kid and
laughing at my tears? Forgive that zit-faced moron who
deliberately keyed my car when | confronted him about
tormenting the neighbor's cat? Forgive Osama bin
Laden? No!

But Jesus does, in fact, demand exactly that mercy
of us. In fact, both here and in the "Our Father," He
predicates any hope of our receiving mercy on our
willingness to extend it to others. Be merciful and you
shall obtain mercy. Forgive and you shall be forgiven.

Of course, being raised in a Christian culture, we
know we are supposed to forgive -- in moderation. Like
St. Peter, we might even be rather proud of our
magnanimity, saying, "Lord, the rabbis say you should
forgive somebody three times, but since I'm a That
Sort of Chap, I'm going to go out on a limb and up the
ante. Suppose we raise that to seven times?" Jesus'
famous reply is way more than we bargain for: Not
seven times, but seven times 70 times. Forgive
everybody. Always. Forever.

Indeed, Jesus tells us, "When you stand to pray,
forgive anyone against whom you have a grievance, so
that your heavenly Father may in turn forgive you your
transgressions"” (Mk 11:25). Note the complete
unconditioned nature of that demand. We are to
forgive, whether or not the person against whom we
have a grievance has repented. That's because we are
to love our enemies. To be sure, God will be their final
judge, and if they die impenitent, then they will face
the divine music. But since we are not God, that's not
our affair. Our business is to extend forgiveness -- in a
word, love -- to our enemies whether they will have it
or no. And coupled with that is the equally stark
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warning: If we do not forgive, neither will Jesus'
heavenly Father forgive us. Period.

That is extremely difficult. So difficult, in fact, that |
have long believed the most scandalous part of the
Church's entire moral teaching lies here, and not with
all the droning we hear in the media about the various
pelvic issues that so obsess our culture of apostate
Puritanism. Everybody, apart from grace, recoils in fear
and anger when we are confronted with the reality of
Christ's teaching about mercy. Presented in such stark
terms, this ought to give us real pause and make us ask,
as the disciples remarked of another unbelievably
difficult saying, "Then who can be saved?"

Who indeed? But the answer of our Lord also
obtains: "With men it is impossible, but with God all
things are possible" (Mt 19:26).

This points us to a curious contrast between Jesus'
teaching on mercy in the Sermon on the Mount and the
way in which the Church after Jesus speaks about
mercy. Some take this as evidence that "the Church has
departed from the primal message of Christ." But, of
course, the only reason we know about Jesus' "primal
message" is because the Church has carefully preserved
it. So | think a wiser approach is to assume the contrast
is a complement and not a contradiction and that the
teaching of the Spirit through the Church is of a piece
with the teaching of Christ who gives us the Spirit.

What is that contrast? Very briefly, it is this: Jesus
sounds as if He's saying God's ability to forgive you is
predicated on whether you forgive. With Paul, the
lesson is very clearly that your ability to forgive is
entirely predicated on the mercy of God. So, for
instance, Paul tells us:

Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and
beloved, compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness,
and patience, forbearing one another and, if one has a
complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the
Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive (Col
3:12-13).

So what gives?

The more precise question is, "Who gives?" And the
answer is "God," who pours out His undeserved and
unearned mercy on us and brings us into a covenant
relationship with Himself in baptism -- and then enables
(and expects) us to live out His life in the world. In short,
the forgiveness of sins is a miraculous sign of His power
and presence. We can't do it without Him. Our ability to
forgive requires our first having received the grace of
God. Like the woman who washed Jesus' feet, we find
that it is the one who has been forgiven much who is
capable of forgiving much, not only out of fear of what
awaits us if we act like the Unmerciful Servant, but out
of genuine love for God and neighbor -- because mercy
is liberating.

The good news of the gospel is that we are sinners
and not merely victims or passive patients. We are not
people so helpless about our moral choices that
everything we do is a "mistake." The gospel tells us,
shockingly, that some things are excusable and
everything is forgivable (save the refusal of
forgiveness). That's lovely to hear in our own case, and
it is why the experience of baptism and confession can
be so overwhelming and beautiful for an adult

received into the Church after a long life of sin.

But God's mercy is uncompromising. Just as we
have been given forgiveness and loved when we were
enemies of God, so we must extend forgiveness and
love our enemies. This is not because God works on
some system that says, "Forgiveness is a freebie the
first time, but after that you have to earn it." Rather,
it's because God's love is always freely given, but our
unforgiveness enslaves, hardens, and blinds us. The fist
clenched in unforgiveness at another cannot receive
the mercy of God with an open hand. The command to
forgive (and the warning against unforgiveness) is not
given because God is a martinet with arbitrary rules
who is just waiting to slam you when you step out of
line. The command to forgive is given because God has
been laboring to open us to His mercy since the day we
were born and will go on doing it till the day we die
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and beyond. His command of mercy -- and the blessing
He places on it -- is a promise of an eternity of peace
and love, if we will abide in it.

The gospel stands in stark contrast to the contempt
that is the sure mark of the presence of Satan, just as
joy is the infallible sign of the presence of the Holy
Spirit. The "cycle of violence" that Pope John Paul Il so
often warned of is, above all, a violence of the soul that
sees the sinner not as the object of God's love and
Christ's redemption, but as someone -- something --
beyond the pale of love. Such contempt is wholly and
entirely satanic and forms no part whatsoever of the
revelation of Christ. The fundamental lie at the heart of
such contempt is the belief that, by rejecting the sinful
Other, we somehow ensure our own salvation. Christ
exposes this lie in the strongest possible terms and

assures us that it is only by having mercy on our enemy
-- that is, only by willing his good and not his damnation
-- that we open ourselves to the same hope.

The promise is as stark as the warning is strong: If
we give no mercy, we can expect none. If we choose to
show mercy, we shall -- absolutely shall -- obtain mercy.

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

senior  editor  for
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Patience, for Christ's Sake!

John Zmirak | Column
6/17/09

aving come back from a two-week trek
through Europe, | return this week to the
subject of the virtues -- this time, it's Patience.
Regular readers of mine might complain that here I'm
preaching to the choir: Surely they of all people have
mastered this virtue, if only by working their way
through my labyrinthine digressions, historical
vignettes, and autobiographical dog anecdotes. And of

course, I'm happy to help.

But there's much more to the virtue of patience
than
abandoning an experience (closing a book, walking out

the eye-rolling, fingertapping resistance to
of a movie, dumping your two-year-old in foster care) in
the hope that the "good parts" will turn up pretty soon.
By itself, that's not so much a virtue as a life-skill we all
pick up along the way -- unless we plan to live in an
isolated Quonset hut surrounded by razor wire. Which

is always an option.

We could call the basic, post-adolescent ability to
delay gratification, and see things through to the end,
simple "forebearance."
watch the Borat movie, and | put up with it for the

bear." And indeed, the scene where Oksana, Borat's

As in, "My friend made me

bear, leans out of the back of the ice cream truck Borat
is driving past a park and scatters a flock of school kids
is one of the funniest things ever filmed. But it doesn't
make the movie an edifying experience, so waiting
around for it doesn't rank as a practice of virtuous
Patience. (How's that for a digression? Now pat yourself
on the back.)

Patience as a Christian virtue involves doing rather
more than the old "wince and wait" we learn counting
the long, long seconds it takes traffic lights to change, or
other people's lips to finish moving so we can speak.
There's much more to it than simply realizing that life is
in fact not TiVo, and you can't fast forward through the
laxative commercials. Trust me, I've tried.

Preachers have classically called us to look -- instead
of to Borat or laxatives -- to Christ. Specifically, to His
monumental patience during His passion, when the
creator of the universe, Who really did have absolute
command over "legions of angels," endured long hours
of mockery, spitting, betrayal, abandonment, torture,
and finally execution at the hands of His wretched
creations. On a purely human level, this is completely
incomprehensible, like an old lady calmly allowing
herself to be slowly eaten by her Persian cats -- all the
while explaining, "But it does the poor dears good."

But then, on a purely human level, life itself is a
nasty practical joke, a trick played on us by selfish DNA
that uses our frail, dying frames to replicate itself
interminable
franchise entailing Nicholas Cage,

indefinitely like some Hollywood

until the sun
sputters out, the planets stop moving, and the galaxies
dissipate a tepid, homogenous gruel like

Merrimack, New Hampshire -- a town with neither

into

sidewalks nor a center, only strip malls connected by
highways. Or so the physicists say.

Perhaps the image of Christ enduring His passion is
at once too emotional and too mysterious to invoke
for everyday use. For instance, when | got in my
cramped Lufthansa coach seat after a meal entailing
asparagus and far too much drawn butter, and realized
I'd be spending the next seven hours climbing in and
out of the coffin-like airplane bathroom, it really didn't
seem the time to tell myself: "Oh yeah? Well think of
what Jesus endured." My snarky self would have
answered, "The Bible said 'blows and spitting.""

At times like those, when pathos foxtrots with bathos,
it's much more helpful to think of the lesser trials Jesus
suffered throughout His life. For instance, all that time
He had to spend shuffling through crowds of
cantankerous Middle-Easterners, asking Him leading
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questions, questioning His authority, and showing Him
their pustulent, suppurating wounds. Keep in mind that
He could also read their souls, which for Him (as for
priests like Padre Pio) must have been as grueling and
dispiriting as a trip through an "all-ages" nudist camp.

I'm sure our Lord felt at once like a weary eighth-
grade religion teacher, an overworked law associate,
and a medical intern working triple shifts at Bellevue.
Surely there must have been times, long before the
passion, when Our Lord was tempted to reach out a
hand, press Control-Alt-Delete, and uncreate the
universe. But He didn't -- and most of the time, we're
grateful for that. Except just after we've eaten that
damned asparagus . ..

Our Lord was able to put up with ordinary life as the
Messiah, and His atrociously cruel death, only because
He knew of its redemptive purpose. We can suffer with
many indignities if our eyes stay on the prize; He made
us that way. This holds true at every stage of life, from
the mastery of difficult but necessary skills -- such as
making roux for gumbo or writing formal verse -- right
up through the bouts of colic, homework assignments,
school talent shows, staff meetings, performance
reviews, marital squabbles, teenage tantrums, and
occasional genuine tragedies that fill up most people's

earthly lives. Even gleefully atheist scientists admit that
religious faith serves a purpose -- keeping us going, day
to day, by giving us a sense of purpose.

As Christians, we know that our Purpose also had
senses. Five of them. He slogged through most of the
same quagmires we do. He shambled through squalidly
crowded city streets in search of decent falafel, put up
with tedious questions from learned idiots about the
minutiae of legal disputes. (Did He ever change diapers?
With all those cousins, | bet He did.) And amidst it all,
He made wine, cured the sick, multiplied loaves and
fishes, and saved the world. He may not have always
suffered with a smile -- but then, that would have been
creepy. The Patience of Christ was fully human, which
meant that it had limits. For instance, He had zero time
for liturgical innovations . . .

But | digress.

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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Anti-Catholic Free Speech

Ronald J. Rychlak | Column
6/17/09

t's interesting to be known as "the Catholic guy" at

a public university in a predominantly Baptist town. |

don't think | fully understood the implications,
however, until quite recently.

It was February, and | was in Little Rock for the
basketball
tournament. While | was out of town, some

Southeastern  Conference's  women's
undergraduate student wrote a bitter and bigoted piece
about the Catholic Church in our campus paper. My
inbox was flooded with people telling me about it,
sending links to blogs that analyzed it, or asking me to

write something about it.

Before going further, let me note that there is a
vibrant Catholic community at Ole Miss. The dean of the
graduate school, the dean of students, the associate
deans from engineering and law, the most recently
retired provost and dean of liberal arts, the current
baseball coach, and the last two football head coaches
(though not the current one) are all Catholics. In fact, |
once read that about one third of the faculty here self-
identify as Catholic. Still, presumably because of the
kind of work that | have done, people expected me to
be the one to respond to the article in question.

| did not reply while | was in Little Rock, but as soon
as | pulled back into town that Saturday night -- while |
was still in the parking lot -- one of the university's
highest-ranking administrators stopped me to apologize
(and to find out what | planned to do). | really didn't
have any plans.

On Sunday morning, my priest stopped me after
Mass. He knew the author of the piece; it was an Ole
Miss student who also worked as a bartender
downtown. Father Joe complimented the kid's non-
alcoholic drinks, but he also said that the piece was
poorly written and illogical. Father Joe had written a
reply to it on a blog, but mainly he wanted to let me
know about an entry he had seen on that same blog. He

told me it said: "Where is Ron Rychlak when you need
him?" (I think the actual language was a bit different.)
Father was as amused, as | was.

| never responded to that article. First of all, there
are bigots and uninformed people in every town; there
is no reason to think that Oxford, Mississippi, is any
different. Second, the article had been deconstructed
and rebutted before | even had a chance to look at it;
there was little that | could add. Most importantly,
however, I'm a professor at this kid's school. That
relationship imposes certain obligations on me.

At the time that this all took place, | was teaching
my constitutional law class about the First
Amendment's right to free speech. A fundamental
principle in that area of law is that the proper response
to bad speech is more speech, not suppression of
speech. Thus it was quite appropriate for others to
respond to the article in question. I'm glad they did. As
a professor at the author's school, however, | had to
be aware of the adverse consequences that might
come from any reply that | made.

A professor taking an overly heavy hand against a
student who dares to venture an opinion can crush
that student's spirit and discourage others from
speaking up on any issue. If this were a matter of
public debate on which some important decision
would be made, | might have had an obligation to
speak up. In this case, however, nothing was riding on
the article. Moreover, anything written by me would
potentially be more than a response; it might seem like
a professor using his authority to stifle debate.

Some might think it would be good to stifle this
debate. Perhaps, but be careful what you wish for. If
professors can stifle students, Christian students will
be the first to be silenced. If you think that bigoted
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professors already silence Christian students, you're
correct, but two wrongs don't make a right. Moreover,
one of the reasons that Catholics have prospered in this
nation is because of constitutional rights related to
speech, association, and religion. We should be
particularly aware and protective of these rights.

I'm honored to be thought of as a "Catholic guy" at
Ole Miss. The university has been very good to me and
supportive of my efforts. I've been able to do a lot of

work for the benefit of the Church. And an important
skill that has helped me along the way is the ability to
allow others not to hear my opinion on every little
matter.

Ronald J. Rychlak is the associate dean and MDLA
Professor of Law at the University of Mississippi School
of Law. He is the author of Hitler, the War, and the Pope
(2000) and Righteous Gentiles (2005).
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Vatican Newspaper Digs Deeper Hole

Deal W. Hudson | Column
6/18/09

n an interview published at National Review

Onling Gian Maria Vian, editor of L'Osservatore

Romano, responded to his critics. Vian makes it clear
that he doesn't have a high opinion of writers, like me,
who have taken him to task for his treatment of
President Barack Obama:

| think that if American Catholics could read
L'Osservatore Romano every day, and did not trust
wire reports -- although some of the agency writers
are very good . . . but getting information from
bloggers is like going to the bar where everyone has
his own opinion (emphasis added).

Well, let's all raise our glasses, take a stiff drink, and
look at what Vian had to say for himself.

First of all, Vian seems impressed with the longtime
relationship of his family (going back three generations)
to the Vatican newspaper, but also seems unmindful
about his responsibilities to the Church as editor of
L'Osservatore Romano. Regarding his comment to an
Italian newspaper that he did not believe Obama was
"pro-abortion," he explained:

| made that statement in an interview to an Italian
journalist of /I Riformista who called me on the day
the president was at Notre Dame for the
controversial ceremony of the conferring of the law
degree honoris causa. | was in Barcelona; | gave the
interview over the phone and based my observation
primarily on the speech President Obama gave on
that occasion -- a speech which demonstrated
openness. In this sense, | said that he didn't seem a
pro-abortion president.

"He didn't seem a pro-abortion president," based upon
a single speech. Vian ignored everything Obama did as a
state senator and as a U.S. senator; what he has said
over his entire political career about support for
abortion-on-demand, NARAL, Planned Parenthood, and
FOCA; and, finally, what Obama has already done as

president, including ending the Mexico City policy,
ending conscience protection for medical care workers,
and appointing Catholic pro-aborts to significant
administration positions.

When pressed about Obama's record by the
interviewer, Delia Gallagher (who did a great job), Vian
resorted to the excuse that he did the interview "on
the fly" and that he hopes Obama will change:

| hope that he understands that a politics of pro-
life is good politics, not because it is religious, not
because it is Catholic, but because it is human. This
is what the Church repeatedly says, and in
particular, Pope Benedict XVI. The appeal to
natural law is important because it is not based on
religious principles; it is based on human principles
which can be agreed on by all.

Vian and | are in complete agreement on that. But |
would ask him a simple question: "Why does Obama
need to change if he is already not pro-abortion?"

Gallagher then asked Vian about his newspaper's
praise of Obama's first 100 days. Vian defended what
the paper had to say, saying it mirrors his personal
opinion, and then added:

| realize that Obama is much more pro-choice than
McCain, who was his adversary, but Obama won,
and let's hope that that his actions on these
themes are less radical than they have been before
the elections. At least that is the case so far.

"Much more pro-choice than McCain"? Apart from
McCain's position on fetal stem cell research, there is
really nothing to criticize in McCain's voting record on
abortion -- certainly nothing to justify the label "pro-
choice."
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But here is Vian's most muddled statement of all,
and the one most disconnected from the reality of
American politics and its relation to the Church.
Gallagher asked Vian if his newspaper has been
publishing articles undercutting the position of the U.S.
bishops.

No. In our international religious news we
systematically support the position of the U.S.
bishops. | said very clearly that to consider
L'Osservatore Romano as distant or not supportive
of the U.S. Bishops' Conference is false, it is a game
played by those who want only to use our paper to
paint a picture of divided Catholics.

L'Osservatore Romano has never distanced itself
from the bishops. In fact, after the comments which
appeared primarily on the Internet from the U.S,,
we reiterated that the paper is absolutely at the
side of the American bishops and that their position

cannot be considered a political stance.

Gallagher then asked Vian what he meant by "a political
stance?"

Well, they say that the conference, or at least the
presidency of the U.S. Bishops' Conference, has a
conservative Republican line -- no. On questions
such as the defense of life the bishops speak in the
same way to Republicans as they do to Democrats
(emphasis added).

| take it that Vian was saying that "they," meaning
unnamed Internet bloggers, are arguing that the USCCB
and Francis Cardinal George, the president of the

USCCB, have a "conservative Republican line."

Pardon me, but | need another drink from the bar
to ponder that one.

Finally, it must be difficult for Vian to understand
that defending the Church's teaching on abortion in the
United States may appear merely "political" to him, but
it's a Catholic obligation.

What | think Vian is struggling to describe is this: On
the abortion issue, the Republican Party is closer to the
teaching of the Catholic Church than the Democrats. Is
that so hard for Vian to say? Yes, this point has been
made endlessly -- not about either the USCCB or
Cardinal George, who would not want to be labeled a
Republican, but in terms of specific documents,
including the Catechism and the encyclicals of John
Paul Il and Benedict XVI (not to mention a few
documents from the bishops' conference).

Once again, Gian Maria Vian has attempted to
clear the air regarding articles in the Vatican
newspaper, as well as his own quoted comments,
about Obama and abortion. He has succeeded only in
demonstrating that he is unaware of his own
responsibility as editor of L'Osservatore Romano and
badly out of touch with the various intersections of the
Church and politics in the United States.

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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The Cure of Ars

Rev. John Jay Hughes | Column
6/19/09

ean Marie Baptiste Vianney was born on May 8,

1786, three years before the world would collapse

into the chaos of the French Revolution. His
schooling did not start until he was nine. It lasted only
three years.

When Jean was eleven, an underground priest
stopped at the Vianney family farm. When he asked
Jean how long it had been since his last confession, Jean
said he had never received that sacrament. "We can
take care of that right away," the priest said. When Jean
had confessed, he heard for the first time the words
that he would later speak more often than any priest
thereafter, until the Italian Capuchin Padre Pio in the
20th century: Ego te absolve -- "l absolve you of all your
sins, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of
the Holy Ghost."

Jean's First Communion followed in 1799, secretly
in the local manor house, with hay wagons drawn up
before the door, to prevent a sudden raid. "l was
there," Jean's sister recalled later. "My brother was so
happy that he didn't want to leave the room."

As he moved through his teens, Jean spent what
time he could snatch from his farm work in prayer.
Increasingly, he felt drawn to the idea of priesthood. His
mother was supportive, but not his father. Jean was
needed on the farm, he said; and where was the money
to finance his son's studies?

When Jean was approaching 20, a remarkable
parish priest, the Abbé Balley, started to tutor Jean,
with small success. Perhaps he should return to the only
thing he really knew, Jean told his tutor -- work on the
family farm. Impressed by his pupil's deep piety, Balley
sent Jean on pilgrimage to the shrine of a local saint. On
his return he made modest progress in Latin, permitting
his tutor to hope that Jean might yet be admitted to
seminary. In 1807 Jean, now 21, was confirmed, taking
the name Baptiste, in honor of John the Baptist.

Two years later Jean received a fresh setback: a
draft notice ordering him to report for military duty.
Though already 23, the prospect of army life brought
about a collapse that sent him for six weeks to a military
hospital. Ordered to catch up with his regiment,
underway to Napoleon's war in Spain, Jean fell in with a
deserter, who persuaded him to seek refuge with a
family that was already sheltering several deserters.
Jean hid out with them for more than a year, until a
general amnesty enabled him to go home. His mother
died shortly after his return. For the rest of his life,
Jean would remain grateful to her for believing in his
priestly vocation. After Easter 1811, Abbé Balley
arranged for Jean to receive tonsure, which made him
technically a cleric.

Not until November 1812 could Jean enter the
seminary. Unable to understand the Latin textbook, he
was put into a special class where the teaching was in
French. Even there he was hardly able to follow the
teacher. Despite this, the Abbé Balley got Jean
admitted to the major seminary at Lyon in October
1813. Even with tutoring from a fellow student, he
understood so little that the authorities sent him home
at Easter 1814 with instructions not to return.

Devastated by this final rejection, Vianney decided to
become a Christian Brother. Abbé Balley vetoed this
plan and proceeded to tutor Jean with a basic
handbook in French, a kind of Catholicism for
Dummies. Using all his influence with the authorities,
Balley managed to get Vianney ordained subdeacon on
July 2, 1814, and deacon a year later. On August 13,
1815, Vianney finally attained the goal: He was
ordained priest in the seminary chapel at Grenoble,
alone. There he celebrated his first Mass the next day,
still alone save for two army chaplains who were
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celebrating at neighboring altars. His ordination
certificate stated that he was not to hear confessions.

His first assighment was as curate to Abbé Balley,
but his mentor died on December 17, 1817. Vianney
would use his shaving mirror for the rest of his life,
because, he said, "it had reflected his face." In February
1818, Vianney was assigned to the village of Ars. Too
small to be a parish in its own right, it seemed to the
authorities just right for a man of such meager abilities.

The French Revolution had devastated church life.
With four taverns to serve the 60 houses in Ars, few
people went to church. Fifteen years previously, the
parish priest had written in a remarkably candid report
to the diocese that most of the children in the parish
"have little to distinguish them from animals but their
baptism." To convert his flock, Vianney began a routine
of prayer and penance that he would maintain all his
life. Up long before dawn, he would spend much of the
day in church. His diet consisted mostly of boiled
potatoes, often days old and moldy.

When he was not praying in the church, he was in
the sacristy working for hours at his sermon
preparation, which in these early years consisted of
copying out lengthy passages from books in his modest
personal library. He would then attempt to memorize
what he had written.

Given his weak memory, it is not surprising that
Vianney sometimes broke down in the pulpit, unable to
remember what he had prepared. In time, however, he
began to improvise -- and his preaching improved. What
he said came from his heart, supported by the hours he
spent in prayer. The content of his sermons was heavily
hortatory and moralistic: condemnations of drinking
and dancing. When, after five years in the parish, he
was able to add to the church a chapel to St. John the
Baptist, it displayed a sign saying: "His head was the
prize for a dance."

In his early years in Ars, Vianney's small flock heard
far more stern warnings than good news. He started
catechism lessons for children and postponed First
Communion for those who would not learn. Adults who

continued to drink and dance despite his warnings were
refused absolution.

Such good news as there was in his early preaching
was centered on the Blessed Sacrament. "I have hardly
ever heard him teach without reference to the Real
Presence," a parishioner said later. "As soon as you
have received God," Vianney told his flock, "a great joy
fills your heart, then for several moments a sense of
close union with him, and finally a feeling of well-being
throughout vyour entire body." His parishioners
recognized that these words reflected their pastor's
personal experience. When, after only two years in
Ars, he was promoted to a larger parish, people in Ars
got the transfer cancelled. A year later, in 1821, Ars
was made an independent parish, with Vianney given

tenure for life as pastor.

Opposition continued nonetheless. There were
complaints to the bishop about Vianney's excessive
severity. There were false charges that he was the
father of a recently born illegitimate child in Ars, and a
whispering campaign from fellow priests based on
little more than dislike of a colleague who was
"different." For much of his priestly life, Vianney
suffered from what has been called throughout
Christian history invidia clericalis, clerical envy. It's no
wonder, then, that he said at one point: "I do not like
being a parish priest, but | very much like being a priest
because | can say Mass."

A jubilee declared by the pope in 1826 brought
many conversions in Ars and the surrounding area.
People began travelling to Ars to confess to the
eccentric but increasingly famous priest, enabling
Vianney to say from the pulpit: "Ars is no longer Ars, it
has changed!"

To accommodate the growing crowds, he slept
only three hours, rising after midnight so as to be in his
confessional at one a.m. At six or seven, he would
celebrate Mass; after a short break for his meager
breakfast, he would return to the sacristy for men's
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confessions, breaking off at ten to pray the Breviary.
Then it was time for the children's catechism lesson.

When this was finished he ate a sparse midday
meal, consumed standing, dealt with mail, and visited
the sick. Then it was back to the church for women's
confessions until five, when he returned briefly to his
rectory, returning to the sacristy for men's confessions
until half-past seven or eight, when he went into the
pulpit to lead the rosary and evening devotions. Finally
he retired to his bedroom, only to spend a good portion
of the night in prayer.

What was his secret? Part of it was his ability to
read minds and souls. To a penitent who said he had
not confessed for 40 years, Vianney said: "It is 44
years." A female cousin with whom he had boarded
during his studies wondered, while visiting Ars in 1833,
whether she could confess to a relative. "At that
moment," she testified later, "someone came to me
with a message from him to say that he was waiting for
me. | was very much astonished, for he could not see
me from where he was. | left Ars filled with wonderful
interior joy."

Similar is the story of a young hunter, Francois
Dorel, who went to Ars with friends, but told them
there was no way he would go to confession. He was
standing in the square with his dog when the Abbé
Vianney passed by. "l wish your soul were in as good
shape as your dog," the priest said. Overwhelmed, the
young man wept, and made his confession, during
which Vianney told him: "Go to La Trappe." Frangois
Dorel died there as a Trappist monk 30 years later.

A geologist who had not attended Mass since his
First Communion went to Ars in 1841 just to please a
friend. Once there, his companion insisted that the
geologist accompany him to Mass. His eyes met those
of Vianney as the priest went to the altar. "l felt
overwhelmed," the man said later. "During the whole of
Mass | hid my face in my hands. After Mass | wanted to
get out of there. As | was passing the sacristy door, |
heard a voice from within saying 'Out, everybody out.' A
bony hand drew me in. Without thinking what | was
saying | began to tell the saintly man the whole story of

my life, from my First Communion onwards. While | did
so he wept and cried out repeatedly: 'How good God is!

How much he has loved you

This was clearly not the same man who had told his
parishioners two decades earlier that they would go to
hell if they did not stop going to dances. Divine wrath
had been supplanted by divine love. Toward himself,
however, Vianney remained severe to the end, fearing
for his salvation. "l should be the happiest of priests,"

he said on one occasion, "if it were not for the thought

of having to appear before God's tribunal as a parish

priest." Three times he attempted to leave Ars for a

monastery. Each time he was prevented, either by

circumstances or by his own change of mind.

By 1859, the year of his death, it is estimated that
up to 120,000 pilgrims were coming annually to Ars (an
average of almost 330 a day) to confess to the most
celebrated priest in France. Special trains were laid on
to accommodate the crowds. He made light of this,
saying: "I am like the zeros, which have no value
except alongside other figures."

At the end of July 1859 Vianney knew he was
dying. On the fourth of August, two hours after
midnight, he went home to God, at the hour when, on
thousands of days previously, he had already spent an
hour hearing women's confessions in his little church.

He was canonized in 1925 by Pope Pius XlI, who
declared him the patron saint of parish priests. | have
invoked his prayers daily for more than 40 years. Of all
the sayings attributed to him, my favorite is this: "In
the heart which loves God, it is always springtime."

Rev. John Jay Hughes is a priest of the Saint Louis
archdiocese and the author, most recently, of the
memoir No Ordinary Fool and of Columns of Light: 30
Remarkable Saints, available both in print and as a
recorded book from Now You Know Media.
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Shopping for Father's Day

Susie Lloyd | Column
6/19/09

ather's Day is almost upon us, and this time |

really don't want to blow it. Greg is a wonderful

dad to our seven children. There has to be some
present that expresses how much | appreciate him. Top
gifts this year are the same as every other year: golf
bags, fishing gear, and leather wallets. Greg doesn't play
golf, hasn't fished in years, and already has a
serviceable wallet. Okay, how about alcohol, or a facial
care kit, or a credit card holder. . .

Oh, sorry -- dozed off for a minute. Must have been
the alcohol.

Yes, Father's Day is almost upon us, and | just know
I'm going to blow it. At least | can give him sympathy:
This is the day | change places with my husband and
experience a feeling of complete ineptitude when it
comes to buying presents.

| shouldn't complain, because these occasions are
few and far between: Besides Father's Day, Greg has his
birthday, Christmas, and our anniversary. That brings
his total number of special occasions to three and a
half.

Mine, however, add up to an irrational number.
There's my birthday, Valentine's Day, Mother's Day,
Christmas, our wedding anniversary, the anniversary of
the day we met, our first date, our first fight, the first
time we made up from our first fight, etc. I'm way
ahead of the retail business. There is an infinite number
of fractional special occasions my feminine mind can
think up.

Greg misses most of these events. He just doesn't
care about special occasions the way | do. If | complain,
he is apt to say something like: "Daily faithfulness to the
marital vocation should count for more than some
trinket on an over-hyped merchant's holiday." Isn't
being a faithful husband and attentive father the Most
Important Thing of All? Moreover, he would like to add:

"At least | am not out drinking." (Note to self: Forget the
alcohol.)

Yes, yes, | tell him. That's all well and good, but | still
want presents -- not because | am materialistic, but
because | am sentimental. If | were simply materialistic |
would go out and buy myself a dozen roses. But no, |
want him to do it, to prove how much he cares. He
must do this several times a year, varying the presents
each time. Not only that, but he must do this without
any prompting from me. He must get me exactly what |
want. Moreover, it must come as a complete surprise
to me.

Thus he spent the first few years of our married
life wandering among the kiosks at the mall, with the
look of a helpless, lost child. (One time he brought help
in the form of a teenage boy -- the blind leading the
blind.) Luckily, our daughters came of age and took
over. Any guy who pities Greg for having six daughters
would do well to keep this in mind: He'll never shop
alone.

| am not so lucky. Our daughters take after me.
They too have no clue about what to buy their dad.
Our son is two years old and refuses to help. | suspect
that when he is older he will go the way of other males
and just not care about special occasions.

Of course, the silver lining here is, My husband does
not care about special occasions. This means that he
would be perfectly happy if | didn't get him anything.

But | wouldn't do such a thing. | will leave it to his
male friends to not get him anything. That is what guys
do best. | will get him something. But | will do it with
the knowledge that he doesn't care what it is. He has a
rainbow of ties, but | can get him a new one. A yellow
one this time. He doesn't have too many yellow ones --
only two or three. A new shirt to go with it would be
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nice. He would appreciate it just as much as the others
in the closet -- enough to forget that it is in there and to
wear the same three shirts he always does.

Maybe he'd like a new book. Then again, when Greg
wants a particular book, he just orders it. Or if he does
want me to buy it, he e-mails me with the ISBN so | get
the correct edition. This is what makes him happy. He is
not like me; he does not expect me to figure out what
he wants without telling me. Bless his heart!

What's more, if | fail, | can rest easy in the
knowledge that he will accept the uninspiring, useless
gift | offer. | got him wrap-around sunglasses last year --
the kind old guys in hats wear over their regular glasses
while they are driving really, really slowly. Greg tossed
them in a drawer (alongside the credit card holder), but
| am sure he will use them someday. Maybe in 30 years.
At no time did he curl up in a ball and sob, "You don't
love me!" Guys like that really make you want to get it
right.

A handful of times | have had bursts of inspiration
and gotten him something he really wants but would
never buy for himself. Top hit was the outing to play
paintball in the Poconos with his guy friends. Score!

Then there was the genuine Swiss army watch.
Another hit! The only thing wrong with it is that he'll
never need another one. The quality is too good, and
one watch is all he wants. He's not much for bling -- just
the watch and the wedding ring. (And he doesn't exactly
need another one of those. He is stuck with me.)

So at least | have the paintball and watch to my
credit. Still, |1 hate to rest on past laurels. It's been so
long since I've gotten my creative, feminine little hands
on just the right gift to prove to my man that | love
him.

But | can always give him sympathy. I'll go to the
mall, wander among the kiosks, listlessly pick up a key
chain or two with that lost, help-me-somebody-please
look he wears so well. Next month when my birthday
rolls around, hopefully I'll be more understanding.

| bet he'd like that gift best of all.

Susie Lloyd is the author of the award-winning humor
book Please Don't Drink the Holy Water! and Bless Me,
Father, For | Have Kids, available from Sophia Institute
Press.
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The Irish Soldiers of Mexico

Michael Hogan | Classic
6/13/09

ne of the least-known stories of the Irish who

came to America in the 1840s is that of the

Irish battalion that fought on the Mexican side
in the U.S. - Mexico War of 1846-1848. They came to
Mexico and died, some gloriously in combat, others
ignominiously on the gallows. United under a green
banner, they participated in all the major battles of the
war and were cited for bravery by General Lépez de
Santa Anna, the Mexican commander in chief and
president.

At the penultimate battle of the war, these Irishmen
fought until their ammunition was exhausted and even
then tore down the white flag that was raised by their
Mexican comrades in arms, preferring to struggle on
with bayonets until finally being overwhelmed by the
Yankees. Despite their brave resistance, however, 85 of
the Irish battalion were captured and sentenced to
bizarre tortures and deaths at the hands of the
Americans, resulting in what is considered even today
as the "largest hanging affair in North America."

The War Begins

In the spring of 1846, the United States was poised to
invade Mexico, its neighbor to the south. The ostensible
reason was to collect on past-due loans and
indemnities. The real reason was to provide the United
States with control of the ports of San Francisco and San
Diego, the trade route through the New Mexico
Territory, and the rich mineral resources of the Nevada
Territory -- all of which at that time belonged to the
Republic of Mexico. The United States had previously
offered $5 million to purchase the New Mexico
Territory and $25 million for California, but Mexico had
refused.

U.S. President James K. Polk ordered General
Zachary Taylor to take a position south of the Nueces
River in Texas with a force of 4,000 men. By January

1846, the general had built a fort in what was Mexican,
or at least disputed, territory on the northern banks of
the Rio Grande in an effort to put pressure on the
Mexicans to agree to a settlement. Historian Bernard
Devoto notes, Polk's intention was clear. This was a
show of force intended to give the Mexicans a sense of
reality in the settlement of various matters he
intended to take up, among them the purchase of
California.

On April 26, 1846, a Mexican cavalry troop crossed
the Rio Grande upstream of Taylor's army. A patrol
sent by Taylor to intercept them was attacked, and in
the skirmish, 11 Americans were killed and 5 wounded.
When Polk received word of the attack, he delivered
his war message, declaring that since the Mexicans had
"shed American blood on American soil," a state of war
existed between the United States and Mexico.

Before the declaration of war by the United States,
a group of Irish Catholics headed by a crack
artilleryman named John Riley deserted from the
American forces and joined the Mexicans. Born in
Clifden, County Galway, Riley was an expert on
artillery, and it was widely believed that he had served
in the British army as an officer or a non-com in
Canada before enlisting in the American army. Riley's
charge was to turn this new unit into a crack artillery
arm of the Mexican defense. He is credited with
changing the name of the group from the Legion of
Foreigners and designing their distinctive flag.

Within a year, the ranks of Riley's men would be
swelled by Catholic foreign residents in Mexico City,
and Irish and German Catholics who deserted once the
war broke out, into a battalion known as Los San
Patricios, or "Those of Saint Patrick."

The San Patricios fought under a green silk flag
emblazoned with the Mexican coat of arms, an image
of St. Patrick, and the words "Erin Go Braugh" [sic]. The
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battalion was made up of artillery and was observed in
key positions during every major battle. Their aid was
critical because the Mexicans had poor cannon with a
range of 400 meters less than the Americans. In
addition, Mexican cannoneers were inexperienced and
poorly trained. The addition of veteran gunners to the
Mexican side would result in at least two major battles
being fought to a draw. At the Battle of Buena Vista, for
example, the San Patricios held the high ground and
enfiladed the Americans. At one point they even
wrested a cannon from the Yanks and led General
Taylor's advisors to believe that the battle had been
lost. Several Irishmen were awarded the Cross of Honor
by the Mexican government for their bravery in that
battle, and many received field promotions.

At the Battle of Churubusco, holed up in a Catholic
monastery and surrounded by a superior force of
American cavalry, artillery, and infantry, the San
Patricios withstood three major assaults and inflicted
heavy losses on the Yanks. Eventually, however, a shell
struck their stored gunpowder, the ammunition park
blew wup, and the Irishmen, after a gallant
counteroffensive with bayonets, were overwhelmed by
sheer numbers. They were tried by a military court-
martial and then scourged, branded, and hanged in a
manner so brutal that it is still remembered in Mexico

today.

In almost every Mexican account of the war, the
San Patricios are considered heroes who fought for the
noble ideals of religion and a just cause against a
Protestant invader of a peaceful nation. In U.S.
histories, however, they are often portrayed as
turncoats, traitors, and malcontents who joined the
other side for land or money.

Reasons for Defection

It seems odd that anyone would defect from a superior
force sure of victory to join an obviously inferior one
certain to be defeated, even if, as most U.S. accounts
assert, there were offers of money and land from the
Mexicans. There was plenty of free land to the west,

much easier to come by than risking one's life in combat
against a Yankee army. Simple desertion and refuge in
the rich valleys of California would have accomplished
that purpose. To determine the true causes of the
defection of these men, it is necessary to reflect on the
temper of the times.

The potato blight that began in 1845 (roughly
coinciding with the Mexican War and lasting for its
duration) brought a devastation to Europe more
horrible than the Black Death. For the lIrish, it was the
beginning of massive evictions, starvation, sickness,
and death. Of the many fortunate enough to afford the
fare for an escape to the New World, tens of
thousands would die en route as a result of the
inhuman conditions aboard Great Britain's vessels.

Victims of oppression in the Old World, they were
to experience it again in the New. Confronted by
enormous numbers of Irish-Catholic immigrants in the
1840s, American nativism reared its ugly head. "All the
world knows," wrote historian Thomas Gallagher, "that
Yankee hates Paddy." And so it seemed to those who
had survived the perilous journey to America only to
be labeled inferior by demagogic politicians and feared
by Anglo-American workmen. Victims of prejudice in
the New World, it should not be considered strange
that they would shortly find themselves becoming
sympathetic to the Mexicans. Here was another
Catholic
foreigners. According to a contemporary account, "On

people being invaded by Protestant
reaching Mexico they discovered they had been hired
by heretics to slaughter brethren of their own church.
On top of this they were confronted with the hatred of
their fellow soldiers."

The intense prejudice of many of the American

soldiers, especially the volunteers, has been
commented upon by at least one careful historian.
According to K. Jack Bauer, author of The Mexican
War, 1846¢48, the majority of American soldiers were
products of a militantly Protestant culture that still
viewed Catholicism as a misdirected and misbegotten
religion. Although the regulars included a significant
number of Catholic enlisted men, the volunteers did

not. This strengthened the tendency to ignore the
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rights and privileges of the Church in a Catholic country
as well as increase the harassing of that Church. Some
of the volunteers' acts, like the stabling of horses in the
Shrine of San Francisco in Monterrey, so upset the
Mexicans that they still mention it in modern works.

Origins of Anti-Catholicism in the United States

America was a nation founded by Calvinists who, in
rejecting the Church of England, had rejected the
hierarchy of both Anglican and Catholic institutions and,
in throwing off the spiritual hierarchy, had done so with
the temporal as well. Free to elect their own ministers,
they were equally free to elect their own governors. To
most Anglo-Saxons living in the United States, this is
what it meant to be an American: free of European
authority, both that of the pope and that of the king.
Those who still clung to a hierarchical model were
considered regressive and unfit for self-government.

The Catholic Church was, to the Calvinist way of
thinking, connected politically to a repressive and
antiquated system, even more than the Anglican model
they had rejected. Catholics, it was widely believed, had
not developed a habit of independent thought. They
were still chained to a religion that accepted the pope, a
foreign power, as their authority, rather than their
individual consciences. It was believed that not only
were Catholics unable to think for themselves in
matters of faith or morals, they were equally incapable
of being part of a democratic system. Thus, by the early
1800s the Catholic religion was seen at best as
retrograde and -- at worst -- inimical to a democratic
republic.

As early as 1830 the American Bible Society urged
the unity of Protestant sects to combat Rome's
influence in the West and expressed the belief that "His
Holiness the Pope, has, within his larger grasp, already
fixed upon this fair portion of our Union and knows full
well how to keep his fold." While in the early Republic
there was some tolerance of Catholic minorities, this
was to change quickly with the increase in immigration
of Irish Catholics during the 1830s and 1840s, reaching

its crest during the years of the Irish famine as poor,
rural Catholics flooded into the American towns and
cities. Anti-Catholic riots broke out in Philadelphia in
1844, and when they were over, the Irish ghetto lay in
ruins, hundreds of homeless Irish roamed the streets,
and two Catholic churches were burned to the ground.

Since solidarity in the face of commonly perceived
oppression is a universal characteristic of any ethnic or
religious group, it is hardly surprising that Irish Catholics
would find unity among themselves in the military
service. As the war progressed and they witnessed
more depredations against their coreligionists in
Mexico, it is understandable that some Irishmen felt
they had more in common with the Mexicans than the
invading Americans. The destruction of Catholic
churches in Mexico by the invading U.S. army and
other depredations by Protestant volunteers had also
been well-documented by both sides. And, just in case
they needed a reminder of the connection between
the Americans' treatment of the Irish at home and the
abuse of Mexicans abroad, leaflets written by the
Mexican general Santa Anna were widely distributed.
They read in part,

Can you fight by the side of those who put fire to
your temples in Boston and Philadelphia? Did you
witness such dreadful crimes and sacrileges
without making a solemn vow to our Lord? If you
are Catholic, the same as we, if you follow the
doctrines of Our Savior, why are you murdering
your brethren? Why are you antagonistic to those
who defend their country and your own God?

Why indeed? Many Irishmen were quick to see that
higher loyalties should prevail, and they joined the
Mexican side. They simply had more in common with
the Mexicans than with the invaders.

The Irish "Race"

The Protestants certainly saw similarities and were
quick to point them out. The Mexican, they asserted,
like the Irishman, was unstable, ignorant, feckless,
easily led, and incapable of participation in a republic.
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Using both the pseudoscience of phrenology and the
more respectable science of physiology, contemporary
American scientists determined that the short, full
figures of the Irish indicated that they were "inactive,
slothful and lazy."

This was a stereotype also applied to the Mexican.
The coarse red hair of the Irish showed that they were
"excitable and gushing." Their ruddy complexions
indicated that they were selfish "with hearty animal
passions." Irishmen of this period are variously
described as having a "hanging bone gait ... the low
brow denoting a serf of fifty descents ... dark eyes
sunken beneath the compressed brows" with a look of
"savage ferocity." By the 1840s this legitimization of
negative racial characteristics had reached its apex.

Manifest Destiny

Most of those who had settled in America in the 18th
and early 19th centuries had no real sense of national
identity. Those in Virginia considered themselves
Virginians, those in Texas, Texans or "Texicans," and
those from Maine, "Down Easters." Allegiances were
territorial rather than nationalistic. When the victorious
American army finally entered Mexico City they played
three "national" anthems: "Hail Columbia," "Yankee
Doodle," and "The Star-Spangled Banner." But while
there was no clear sense of nationhood, Americans
were nevertheless in the process of defining who they
were. And they did this essentially by stating quite
clearly what an American was not. In the 1840s he was
not a "Negro," not a Mexican, not an Indian, and
certainly not an Irish Catholic. Notes Dale T. Knobel,
professor of history at Texas A & M:

[T]he Irish would be seen increasingly as set apart

by visible conduct and appearance. This

development coincided with national self-
satisfaction that accompanied the working out of
the United States Manifest Destiny through

geographical expansion.

Manifest Destiny was another aspect of Calvinist belief.
It held simply that the Anglo-American was predestined

by God to inherit the entire American continent.
Beginning with the "noble experiment" in New
Jerusalem (Salem, Massachusetts), the "City on the
Hill," this new breed would spread over the entire land
mass of the Americas, displacing indigenous people, and
buying out or running off French and Spanish
landholders on their inevitable march of progress. The
inheritors of Manifest Destiny, it must be remembered,
were white Anglo-Protestants, and they took steps to
ensure that the distinctions between them and others,
whether religious or racial or quasi scientific, were
constantly emphasized to prove that they were
deserving of this gift. Wrote one newspaper editor,

We are believers in the superintendence of a
directing Providence, and when we contemplate the
rise and amazing progress of the United States, the
nature of our government, the character of our
people, and the occurrence of unforeseen events, all
tending to one great accomplishment, we are
impressed with a conviction that the decree is made,
and in the process of execution, that this continent is
to be but one nation.

Even the highly respected Ralph Waldo Emerson
would write that

men gladly hear of the power of blood or race.
Everybody likes to know that his advantages
cannot be attributed to air, soil, sea, or to local
wealth, as mines or quarries, nor to law and
tradition nor to fortune, but to a superior brain, as
it makes it more personal to him.

The Scourgings, Brandings, and Hangings

In September 1847, the Americans put the Irish
soldiers captured at the Battle of Churubusco on trial.
Forty-eight were sentenced to death by hanging. Those
who had deserted before the declaration of war were
sentenced to whipping at the stake, branding, and
hard labor. Most American historians contend that the
punishments were neither particularly brutal nor
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unusual given the fact that there was no prescribed
code.

However, clear documentation exists that the
codified Articles of War (1821) and William De Hart's
Observations on Military Law, and the Constitution and
the Practice of Courts-Martial (1847) governed courts-
martial at that time and clearly stipulated the exact
punishments these soldiers should have received. The
Articles of War stipulated that the penalty for desertion
and/or defecting to the enemy during a time of war was
death by firing squad. Hanging was reserved only for
spies (without uniform) and for "atrocities against
civilians." Nevertheless, 48 of the San Patricios were
hanged, 18 in San Angel and 30 in a place called
Mixcoac.

Desertion before a declaration of war was
punishable by one of the following punishments:
branding on the hip in indelible ink, 50 lashes, or
incarceration at hard labor. However, the San Patricios
received more than 50 lashes, "until their backs had the
appearance of raw beef, the blood oozing from every
stripe," according to one American witness. In addition,
the punishment was administered by Mexican
muleteers who were threatened with the same lash if
they did not "lay it on with a will." These same Irishmen
were also branded with "D" for deserter on the cheek
by a red-hot branding iron, and they were sentenced to
imprisonment and hard labor.

The sentence of the court, according to the Articles
of War, should always be carried out promptly. "To
prolong the punishment beyond the usual time would
be highly improper, and subject the officer who
authorized or caused such to be done to charges." In
the case of the last of group of 30 San Patricios to be
hanged, this Article of War was cavalierly ignored.

The Hangings by Colonel Harney

General Winfield Scott had chosen an officer who had
been twice disciplined for insubordination as his
executioner of the last group of 30 San Patricios.
Colonel William Harney had been soldiering for almost

30 years and was notorious for his brutality. During the
Indian Wars he was charged with raping Indian girls at
night and then hanging them the next morning after he
had taken his pleasure. In St. Louis, Missouri, he was
indicted by a civilian court for the brutal beating of a
female slave that resulted in her death. The choice of
Harney as executioner of the San Patricios seemed
calculated by the American high command to inflict
brutal reprisals on the Irish Catholic soldiers. Harney
would not disappoint them.

At dawn on September 13, 1847, some days after
the first group of 18 had been executed, Harney
ordered the remaining San Patricios to be brought to a
hill in Mixcoac a few kilometers from Chapultepec
Castle where the final battle of the war was to be
fought. Observing that only 29 of the 30 prisoners
were present, Harney asked about the missing man.
The army surgeon informed the colonel that the
absent San Patricio had lost both his legs in battle.
Harney, in a rage, replied, "Bring the damned son of a
bitch out! My order was to hang 30 and by God I'll do
it!"

After the guards dragged Francis O'Conner out and
propped him up on his bloody stumps, nooses were
placed around the necks of each of the men, and they
were stood on wagons. Harney then pointed to
Chapultepec Castle in the distance and told the
prisoners that they would not be hanged until the
American flag was raised over the castle signifying that
the Yankees had won the battle. The prisoners yelled
out in incredulity and protest. Some made jokes and
sarcastic remarks trying to goad the unstable colonel
into giving an impulsive order. One prisoner asked
Harney to take his pipe out of his pocket so that he
might have one last smoke. Then, with a glint in his
eye, he asked if the colonel would not mind lighting it
with his "elegant hair."

The redheaded Harney did not appreciate the joke.
He drew his sword and struck the bound prisoner in
the mouth with the hilt, breaking several of the man's
teeth. The prisoner was not intimidated, however.
Spitting out blood and broken teeth, the irrepressible
Irishman quipped, "Bad luck to ye! Ye have spoilt my
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smoking entirely! | shan't be able to have a pipe in my
mouth as long as | live."

Meanwhile the Battle of Chapultepec raged on.
Finally, at 9:30 a.m. the Americans scaled the walls of
the castle, tore down the Mexican flag, and raised the
Stars and Stripes. With that, Harney drew his sword
and, "with as much sangfroid as a military martinet
could put on," gave the order for execution. The San
Patricios, after four and a half hours of standing bound
and noosed in the 90-degree sun, were finally
"launched into eternity."

Harney's violation of the Articles of War requiring
prompt execution did not result in charges being
brought against him. Rather, his behavior was
rewarded. A month later Harney was promoted to
brigadier general and accompanied the commander in

chief in a triumphal march in Mexico City.

The punishments ordered for the San Patricios and
the way they were carried out conveyed more than the
mere judgment of the court. They were clear examples
of religious and racist reprisals. In spite of the fact that
more than 5,000 U.S. soldiers deserted during the
Mexican War, only the San Patricios were so punished,
and only the San Patricios were hanged.

The Conquest of Mexico and Celtic-Americanism

Fueled by Manifest Destiny and its concomitant racial
and religious animosity, the American government
dictated terms to the Mexicans in the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. More than two-thirds of the
Mexican Territory was taken, one-half if one included
Texas, and out of it the United States would carve
California, Nevada, New Mexico, Arizona, Utah,
Wyoming, and parts of Kansas and Colorado. It was a
profitable American adventure, a conquest to put
Napoleon to shame, and all done in the name of

democracy and Manifest Destiny.

Among all the major wars fought by the United
States, the Mexican War is the least discussed in the
classroom, the least written about, and the least known

by the general public. Yet, it added more to the national
treasury and to the land mass of the United States than
all other wars combined.

After the conflict, so much new area was opened
up, so many things had been accomplished, that a
mood of self-congregation and enthusiasm took root in
the United States. The deserters from the war were
soon forgotten as they homesteaded and labored in the
gold fields of California or, as the 1860s approached,
put on the gray uniform of the Confederacy or the blue
of the Union. Prejudice against the Irish waned, as the
country was provided with a "pressure valve" to
release many of its new immigrants westward.

As Irish veterans returned from the Civil War and
gained political power, they were increasingly seen as
a branch of the white race (Celtic American) by the so-
called scientific theorists who had previously denied
them that privilege. Irish in the United States, anxious
to be
designation. lronically, the American Irish would be

assimilated, gladly accepted the new
among the first to disassociate themselves from the
San Patricios and promote the notion that it was not
an lIrish battalion at alll Moreover, anti-Catholic
prejudice would so diminish that by 1960 an Irish
Catholic would be elected president of the United
States. The Soldiers of St. Patrick would disappear from
the annals of U.S. history, an embarrassing reminder of

a less-tolerant era in our Republic.

Commemorations

Each year commemorations are held in San Angel in
Mexico to honor the Irish who died in the war. A
marble plaque in the town square reads, "In Memory
of the Irish Soldiers of the Heroic Battalion of San
Patrick Who Gave Their Lives for the Mexican Cause
During the Unjust North American Invasion of 1847,"
followed by the names of 71 of the men. A color guard
of crack Mexican troops marches forward with the
Mexican and Irish colors to a spine-jarring flourish of
drums and bugles. The "Himno Nacional" is then
played, followed by "The Soldier's Song." Students and
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dignitaries place floral tributes on the paving stones,
and an honor roll is called of the fallen soldiers as the
crowd collectively chants after each name, "Murié por
la patria!" (He died for the country!) In Clifden, County
Galway, the birthplace of John Riley, a similar ceremony
is held each September 13.

For most Mexicans, solidarity with the Irish is part
of a long tradition. There is in both countries an
emphasis on the spiritual center in the family and a
non-materialistic viewpoint whereby a person's worth is
determined not by what he owns but by the quality of
his life. And if Paddy and Bridget, like José and Maria,
were considered incapable of being assimilated into
Anglo Protestant society, their acceptance into Mexican
society was seamless. In the words of John Riley,
written in 1847 but equally true today, "A more
hospitable and friendly people than the Mexican there
exists not on the face of the earth ... especially to an
Irishman and a Catholic."

Riley sums up what cannot be clearly documented
in any history: the basic, gut-level affinity the Irishman
had then, and still has today, for Mexico and its people.

The decisions of the men who joined the San Patricios
were probably not well-planned or thought out. They
were impulsive and emotional, like many of Ireland's
own rebellions -- including the Easter Uprising of 1916.
Nevertheless, the courage of the San Patricios, their
loyalty to their new cause, and their unquestioned
bravery forged an indelible seal of honor on their
sacrifice.

Michael Hogan is the author of 14 books, including The
Irish Soldiers of Mexico, which was the basis for two
documentary films and an MGM release titled One
Man's Hero, starring Tom Berenger and Daniela Romo.
He is the head of the humanities department at the
American School of Guadalajara and historical
consultant to the Irish Embassy in Mexico. This article
originally appeared in the March 2004 issue of crisis
Magazine.
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Confessions of a Computer Hater

Peter Kreeft | Classic
6/16/09

ake no mistake: | do not merely hate
computers. | loathe, fear, despise, curse,
and have  constant  torture  and
dismemberment fantasies about them. | know there are
others out there like me, an entire unorganized
underground. I've talked to some of them, in
conspiratorial whispers. We are not cyberterrorists --
viruses hurt us more than anyone else. But we need a

support network. We need a manifesto.
This isn't it.

The university that employs me gave every one of its
nearly 1,000 professors a free computer. Having had no
luck with IBM PCs in the past, | asked for an Apple.
"They're user-friendly," said friendly users.

One fact should have made me suspicious: Computers
are the only thing the university has ever given away. It
doesn't even give away free books. Just think about it:
Who gives expensive stuff away? Missionaries and drug
dealers.

Oh, the devil gave away an apple, too. And look what
came of that. But apparently no one remembers. So
here | sit with my Apple, and of course it's inedible. |
have had it for three days now and haven't yet achieved
the lofty goal of being able to plug it in.

In quest of that distant utopia, I've found every
accessory conceivable by the mind of man -- as well as
several that are not -- but not anything as simple as a
plug and a wire. Seven different experts have
recommended seven different things to "solve my
problem," including routers, ethernets, "airports," a
different service provider, a separate modem, special
instructional courses, and buying a new computer.

| am told | can get instructions on how to plug my Apple
in from the Apple Web site on the Internet. But to get
into that, | need to plug my Apple into the Internet.
Gotchal

So | turned it on from the battery. And before the
battery wore out, | got past the first gate of the giant's
castle. At this point, the screen demands my "user
name and password." | have already been assigned two
different "user names," but the computer accepted
neither. | finally figured out my true "user name." (I will
not tell you how, but | will say this: It was much more

difficult than in the fantasy video games, in which all

you have to do is outwit a leprechaun, steal its gold,

bribe the wicked witch, seize the magic sword, and slay

the giant ogre.) | then clicked on "log in," and -- and

the arrogant &*"% laughed at me. The light on the

screen shook back and forth, glowing and glimmering

like the face of a department-store Santa.

| went back to the Apple store for help. But of course
the computer people there were not capable of
understanding a question like How Do You Make It
Work? And by the way, am | the first to notice that
computer people are eerily computer-like... so polite,
so programmed, so humorless? Clearly, they've made
computers in their own image.

After three days of unrelenting failure, | marched into
the office of those generous university people who
gave me the computer and plunked it down on their
desk, together with all its tentacled, alien accessories.
"How much do | have to pay you to take this beast
away from me?" | asked. "It's a protection racket,
right?"

No, thankfully, the takeaway was free. But of course
there was a catch: Everyone in the university has to
have a computer, either Apple or PC. We have
freedom of choice -- so long as we choose between
Beelzebub and Mephistopheles.

And that's how | returned to the snuggly arms of Bill
Gates and his monopoly.

Despite my ordeal, | had not lost hope. "My name is
Peter," | told myself, "and the Hell of Gates will not
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prevail against me." After all, after a mere twelve years
of Herculean labors, | have actually figured out how to
use Microsoft Word. Here's the secret: You must trick
the computer. If it knows you're indenting, or
paragraphing, or numbering, it will correct you. Only by
doing something else entirely will the computer give

you what you really want.

Another successful trick is to visualize the computer
screen as a map of the United States, and then translate
all the incredibly uninteresting computer instructions
into commands like:

1. Click on the little square gray box with the "x" in
it that appears at Seattle, Washington.

2. If the
rectangles appear in Minneapolis, then click on

screen changes and three white
the "x" in the westernmost extremity of the

northernmost rectangle.

3. If the moon is not full, you will see everything
on the screen quiver with fear for a second,
disappear, and then reappear like the Living
Dead from the tomb, and a large coffin-shaped
box will appear in New Orleans.

4. Do not click on it, for if you do, you'll get a large
gray message extending from Denver to Atlanta
that says you have performed an illegal

operation. It will also declare a "permanent

fatal error" and may threaten a complete

shutdown, or a meltdown.

5. If all else fails, pray to St. Michael the archangel.
Let him deal with it.

When Xerox Machines Strike

My enemy isn't just IBM or Apple; it's everything digital.
| am allergic to digitalia.

For example, some years ago our department got
its first digital Xerox machine. The brand wasn't actually
Xerox, but we called it that because the generic term
"reproduction machine" made it sound like a Mormon

father. (The old unit was a big, ugly contraption made
by the A. B. Dick Company -- | won't tell you what we
called that one.)

| kept jamming the new machine -- | alone. | knew
that it recognized me, probably by the smell of my fear.
| tested my hypothesis scientifically, as follows, with our
department secretary present:

| pushed button B. It jammed. The secretary fixed
the jam. She pushed button B. It did not jam. | pushed
button B. It jammed. The secretary fixed the jam. She
pushed button B. It did not jam. | pushed button B. It
jammed. You get the idea. Groundhog Day.

Another secretary watched this demonstration of
influence with a peasant's
She said,
nonsense. I'm going to get to the bottom of it. Push

obvious supernatural
skepticism of miracles. "Peter, this is
the button again while I'm leaning over it, looking
inside." | did. The machine did not jam. Instead, it
squirted a jet of black ink at her, ruining the expensive
new silk blouse she'd bought that morning for a party
that night.

We called in the Xerox people to fix their spawn.
When they arrived, we told them what happened.
They didn't believe us, even though there were three
eyewitnesses. "It is physically impossible for this
machine to squirt ink," said the Xerox man. He was
probably right. Of course, with Satan all things are
possible.

The Great Computer Conspiracy

About ten years ago, a man phoned me, identifying
himself as "one of the six most intelligent men in the
world according to the New York Times." He had
authored a best-selling book on the dangers of the
computer revolution and had read a line in one of my
books that identified me as a possible co-conspirator.
He tried to convince me, in all seriousness, that the
Abolition of Man was imminent at the hands of the
faceless, impersonal mind of universal cyberspace. Its
strategy was amazingly simple: Get everyone to
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voluntarily reformat all human thinking from analog to
digital patterns. Once nondigital thinking ceases, there
will be only one Thinker, and each of us will be a cell --
or a digit -- in the single giant digital brain.

| got off the phone as soon as | could, convinced the
man was crazy as all hell. | now suspect he was a
prophet.

Consider:

A few vyears ago, the SAT people dropped the
"analogies" part of their universal test, because no one
could do it anymore. The minds of the computer literate
are no longer literate. Indeed, people often ask me how
students have changed over my 40 years of teaching.
The most dramatic change is in logic. Students used to
find ordinary logic fairly easy and mathematical logic
(digital logic) fairly hard. Now it's exactly the opposite.

If there's a longer line than usual at a store's cash
register, you can be pretty sure they just installed a
new, superefficient computer network. Whenever your
car's fuel exhaust system, the bank, the library, the
phone, City Hall, or the U.S. Army doesn't work, you can
expect the same excuse.

And have you ever met a single human being who
has actually been helped by clicking on the "Help" icon?

| grant there's nothing conclusive here. But still,
food for thought.

Here's one more morsel: When we used quill pens,
marriages were indissoluble, like the words we wrote
on the paper. People took their words seriously then.
They were set in stone, like cuneiform. (I'll bet the
ancient Babylonians didn't have many divorces.) Then
came fountain pens, and then ballpoint pens, and
typewriters, and electronic typewriters, and word
processors... With each step, divorce multiplied.
Computers are the final step. Words are now as
ephemeral as little glimmers of light on a screen,
effortlessly changeable. No-fault editing and no-fault
divorce are two sides of the same thought pattern.

The sacredness of words -- especially promises,
especially the wedding vow -- is the glue that holds
society together. For promises bind together people,
and bind together the generations, and bind together
the past, the present, and the future.

Therefore, to save families, and to save society,
abolish computers and restore quill pens.

How 24 Out of 24 People Refused to Become
Multimillionaires

I'm going to share a secret with you. It's the simplest
and easiest road to fabulous wealth available today.
I've shared this idea with 24 computer people thus far,
and not one has ever disagreed with any one of the
following three facts:

1. If you do this, you will become very, very rich.
2. ltis technologically very easy and cheap to do.
3. No one will ever do it.

Do what? Make a Dumb Computer (I call it a DC).
What's a DC, you ask? Simply put, it's a computer that
can do nothing but type... a typewriter with a screen,
in effect. It's not smarter than you are. It doesn't lose
your files. It doesn't give you attitude. It's a donkey -- a
dumb, slow, reliable servant.

Build this, my friend, and it will sell like crack
cocaine.

Millions of dummies like me would love a DC. |
could give you a hundred names of people who would
gladly pay $2,000 for one. The market is vast...
academics, authors, absentminded professors, poets,
people with attention deficit disorder, conspiracy
theorists who fear technology, pre-digital dinosaurs
more than 50 years old, and people who don't have
kids to bail them out when they can't find the
computer's "on" button.

But while the DC would sell, it'll never be made.
Computer people just don't think that way.
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Concluding Unscientific Postscript

Behind all my clowning is a serious point about how
technology has changed not only the world but
ourselves as well. You see, we are not only very, very
good at technology. We are technology. It gives us our
identity. It is what distinguishes our culture most
spectacularly -- and most successfully -- from all others
in history.

Furthermore, it's stupid to fear technology. (A bird's
nest is a form of technology.) It's even stupid to fear
computers -- our brains are computers, after all. And so
| do not recommend that we become Luddites, but
saints; that is, | counsel detachment. We need not
teetotalers but designated drivers at the digital orgy.

Of course, | don't really believe in a Great
Conspiracy either. My concern isn't that computer
technology is an alien, but that it is not -- that it's our
own new self-created identity, our voluntary self-
encrutching. | fear that perhaps we've fallen for a great
irony: King Arthur using Excalibur as a cane instead of a
weapon.

Already there are many computer people who feel
more at home in virtual reality than in reality itself. But
reality has the remarkable power of forcing us to live in
it whether we like it or not, and even whether
we know it or not. Flesh dreaming that it is spirit does
not cease to be flesh.

And ifrealityis computer technology's first
casualty, time is its second. Now that our lives are

computerized, we all have less free time, not more.

Computers are the apogee of efficiency, but all the time
they have saved us -- where did it go? | have badgered
dozens of "experts" in all fields with this simple child's
guestion: Where has the time saved by all our time-
saving devices gone? So far only one person has
answered it: Pascal, the inventor of the world's first
working computer. (Malcolm Muggeridge said that is
the one unforgivable sin that prevents his canonization.)
Pascal's answer, in a word, is "diversion": diversion from
ourselves and from the emptiness of our over-full lives.

And this reveals the third and final casualty of
computer technology: self-knowledge. We demand
external fullness to cover up the internal emptiness,
constant noise to cover up the sound of silence. Thus
we multiply mice to drive away the uncomfortable
elephants of Fear and Death and God. We have
become masters of self-deception.

As for me, I'm done with it. I've found my way out
with a relic as rare as a chastity belt: a beautiful little
manual typewriter. It has no will, no devious designs,
no nefarious stratagems. It's the honest, obedient
slave the Industrial Revolution was intended to create.
It's content to be my creature, and | adore it. Of course
it takes longer to use than a computer, but who cares?
Time ceases to matter when you're in love.

Peter Kreeft is a professor of philosophy at Boston
College, and a popular writer and speaker. This article
originally appeared in the May 2004 issue of Crisis
Magazine.
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Golf and the Cardinal Virtues

Todd M. Aglialoro | Classic
6/18/09

"Yes!" cried the young man fiercely, "Footling game!
Blanked infernal fat-headed silly ass of a game!
Nothing but a waste of time."

The Sage winced.
"Don't say that, my boy."
-- P.G. Wodehouse

sk a golfer -- a real golfer, mind you, not the

dilettante or corporate ladder climber but the

deeply tanned fellow carrying a one-iron -- to
talk about the game and you will likely hear and see it
described in a manner approaching the liturgical. He will
speak reverently, using strange words (and familiar
words strangely combined) and making precise gestures
with his hands, as he describes how, but for a ball mark
on the green, he would have done the long 14th in
three.

Any golfer of faith can attest to the religious
qualities of the great game -- with its complex rubrics;
its precious, exotic, single-purpose equipment (like a
censer, a sand wedge is shiny, heavy, expensive, and
useful for one thing only); and its ability to foster silent
early-morning devotion. Those of a mystical bent tell of
the ecstasy of holing out with a short iron and liken a
missed two-foot putt to the Fiery Darts of Love. Non-
Christians can chime in, too: Golf's endless, and
ultimately futile, quest for perfection speaks to the
Eastern spiritualist, and even the observant Jew might
express satisfaction at the redundant complexity of the
Rules. (I myself can confess to having had spiritual
experiences on the links. In fact, most any round you'll
catch me speaking in tongues -- especially after
chunking a short approach.)

As | say, when one talks of the religiosity of golf,
one is in charted territory. Less commonly do we hear
of golf as a school for the cardinal virtues. Not that
golfers don't recognize golf's ability to test and refine a

person on the natural level; it's only that this ability
hasn't gotten as much play as golf's mystical trappings --
from Chevy Chase's "Nanana nanana" to Hollywood
Hinduism in The Legend of Bagger Vance.

So | propose to show how golf can be both teacher
of and training ground for virtue; an instrument of
purgation; and a crucible wherein human nature is
prepared for grace.

Justice

At the core of justice is giving due, and in golf it is
exercised in four categories.

First, there is justice to the game itself. Golf is fairly
extraordinary among sports in that it is wholly self-
enforced. A golfer is responsible for marking the
correct number of strokes, assessing penalties to
himself, and complying with the particular regulations
that govern type of play (match, stroke), location of
the ball (tee box, fairway, green, bunker, casual water,
etc.), even the conditions and time of vyear. (I
remember shooting in the triple digits one April
morning, not long after a late snow, after hacking away
at plugged lie after plugged lie, never having learned
the Winter Rules concept of lift, clean, and place.) In
every round of golf, there is an implied contract: Golfer
will do justice to Game -- and Game will cause all
manner of grief to Golfer.

Similar to, but distinct from, justice to the game is
justice to self. When Ben Crenshaw carried a "No
Mulligans!" sign through the streets of Austin after the
2000 election, the particular reference was to the
Florida recount, but it also encapsulated a basic truth:
The man who cheats at golf cheats only himself. Like a
dieter who fiddles with the scale, the golfer who
shrinks his handicap by improving his lie or conceding
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himself ten-foot putts will find in the lower numbers
only false comfort.

Likewise, there is a tacit -- and again, unique -- bond
of justice among competitors. In most sports,
opponents seek to disrupt each other through physical
contact or mental gamesmanship, sometimes as part of
the game, sometimes on or beyond the fringes of
legality. But the spirit of golf etiquette demands that a
golfer avoid anything that might harm the performance
of his fellows. Watch a golfer stand bowlegged or
knock-kneed over his putt to avoid his opponent's line,
and you will see this kind of justice in action. In what
other game must you be mindful of where your shadow
falls?

Ultimately, these forms of justice converge in the
highest justice: justice to God, who is golf's First Cause.
To step up to the tee is to engage (often fickle)
supernatural forces and to accept whatever they throw
your way.

Chesterton said, "The only sin is to call green grass
grey." In golf one plays the ball where it lies. In both
cases we are called to affirm reality: to give God His
due.

Prudence

St. Thomas calls prudence "the principle of all the
virtues." As rational judgment put into practice,
prudence could be called golf's foundational virtue.
Every swing ought to marry fine calculation with firm
execution. That there are so many things to calculate --
club, distance, lie, wind, hazards, not to mention the
thousand minute details of the swing mechanism itself -
- goes far in explaining why the quality of execution
varies so greatly. Especially since (sweet madness!) the
man who lingers too long on his calculations is doomed
to execute none of them well.

"It would seem that if a person has hit a golf ball
correctly a thousand times, he should be able to
duplicate the performance at will," Bobby Jones said.

"But this is certainly not the case." Golf prudence is a
bonum arduum.

In a more popular sense of the virtue, golf offers
ample opportunity for making prudent choices. | know
of no better exhortation to wisdom in practical
judgment than the maxim, "Know what's in your bag";
that is, know what shots you are capable of and attempt
those only. At least once a round one is faced with the
choice between dashing heroism -- say, a three-iron out
of the rough through the uprights of a V-shaped pine --
and more cautious course management. Ninety-nine
times out of 100, the short wedge shot back to the
fairway will lead to a lower score. So why do so many
golfers choose the imprudent shot? | do not know. If
you have the answer, please give Phil Mickleson a ring.

Temperance

To those golfers with whole sets of irons lying at the
bottom of their arch-nemesis water hazards, to those
who have snapped drivers in half while still on the
practice tee, golf may seem about as useful for
developing temperance as a Las Vegas prime rib
buffet. Nonetheless it is so. Golf may not teach us to
regulate our appetites and curb our passions (as it
teaches both justice and prudence), but the links are
temperance's ideal proving ground.

Like the golf-obsessed man in another Wodehouse
story who, when asked how many children he wanted
to have, replied absent-mindedly, "I don't know.
What's bogey?" a golfer can find immense quantities
of his time consumed by the game. And not just in
playing the game (although at five-plus hours for a
weekend round at our burgeoning municipal links, on-
course time is not inconsequential). Golf has built up
around itself a culture unlike any other sport: golf
magazines and books; instructional videos and private
lessons; range time, supplemented by home chipping
and driving nets; golf travel and business golf; the Golf
Channel; and the rest of golf TV, from the Masters to
the Greater

Waukegan Open to hour-long
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infomercials. The temptations of golf commercialism |
do not even mention yet.

A golfer draws on temperance in order to say
"Enough!" to curb the natural golfing passion and direct
his will to family, work, and God. Ultimately, the
moderate golfer is also the better, happier golfer. Gene
Sarazen advised not to play golf every day. "There is
nothing worse in the world," he said, "than getting stale
at one thing." My father calls this troppo golfo, and it is
as poisonous to one's game as contraception is to
marriage or sloth to prayer.

Temperance is also of great value to that subset of
golfers, the Club Hound. For some, the chance to carry
around 14 finely balanced sticks that contain more
exotic materials than the space shuttle (and cost almost
as much) is an integral part of golf's allure. | once knew
a man who bought a new driver every month and slept
with his putter, until he made a commitment to
temperance in his golf equipment. That, plus my wife
told me to stop.

Fortitude

A radio commercial | heard as a youth lingers in my
mind to this day. The spot, promoting a clearance sale
at a local pro shop, featured a husky Scotsman
exhorting the listener: "You've got to be brrrave! You've
got to be strrrrong!" with bagpipes and howling wind
for background effect. It puzzled me how a sport in
which there wasn't the slightest possibility of losing a
tooth or breaking a bone could require courage.

Since then | have learned to golf. And | have learned
fear. Fear of stepping to the first tee with three
impatient strangers and water on the right. Fear of
downhill three-foot putts. Fear of long greenside bunker
shots.

Fortitude is the stuff that overcomes fear, that helps
you ball up your nerves, marshal your will, and keep
your head down in spite of dangers. It is not to be
confused with foolhardiness or abandon: These things
are the evil twin cousins of fortitude, the quick, easy

path. Reckless disregard for danger is no virtue. But true
fortitude shows the golfer how, as Eliot put it, "to care
and not to care."

Related to fortitude is perseverance -- the ability to
persist in difficulty. When grounded in authentic
fortitude, perseverance is the golfer's most important
ally; it is his "go-to" virtue. "No matter what happens,"
said the great Harry Vardon, "keep on hitting the ball."
This singleness of purpose allows golfers to carry on
despite slow or annoying partners, maddening swing
hitches, and bounces and lies resulting not from the
ordered interplay of physical laws but from the whim
of some cruel, mischievous pagan god.

When you slice that first tee shot into the lake,
causing a ripple of amusement from the mini-gallery
and eliciting rolled eyes from your partners,
perseverance helps you shoulder your bag and walk off
the tee box with confident steps. Say you scull that
long bunker shot, sending your ball skipping across the
green like a flat stone over a pond into the sand on the
other side. In the absence of all consolation, only
perseverance -- hardening into a strange, grim resolve
-- allows you to carry on when all you want to do is
vanish into the sand yourself (having first decided to
quit golf for all time). And the truly virtuous golfer will
augment perseverance with patience: not mere
persistence in the face of difficulty but cheerful and

tranquil persistence.

Humility

In one sense, humility is similar to temperance: It is
restraint of the desire to extol oneself unduly. It could
also be considered as part of justice -- giving proper
due to oneself, looking at oneself through God's eyes.

But | would like to treat golf humility not as part of
another virtue but as first and greatest of them all.
Although humility is not a cardinal virtue by the usual
reckoning, Dietrich von Hildebrand called it (after St.
Francis de Sales) the "consummation of all virtues" as
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well as a precondition for virtue. It is source and summit
for golf as well.

Without humility, it would be impossible to survive
the very first lesson. There is the pro, telling you to hold
the club in your fingers, not the palms, in a tone
normally used for addressing dribbling infants. The
harder you swing, the shorter your shot. You aim your
body more and more to the left, but the ball only curves
ever rightward. You swing up at the ball as if cajoling a
hen to fly but only succeed in hitting weak ground balls
to second base. Meanwhile, teenagers and
octogenarians in the range stalls around you are hitting
it sweetly down the middle each time -- a delicious
"crack!" followed by an artful, athletic pose. The proud

don't make it past this point.

And those who do will find that golf is an ongoing
road of self-abnegation. Eliot again: "Humility is
endless." Just as pride can rob a good man's act of its
merit, so too will it knock a longtime golfer's swing out
of groove, ruin his putting tempo, and shatter his
concentration. That doesn't mean a golfer must never
progress beyond the beginner's awed sense of

unworthiness. But he must go beyond this sense
without losing it. Even though he must develop
confidence (a due and proportionate sense of his skills,
which is merely humility considered as justice) in order
to progress, this ought to increase, not diminish, his
desire for self-abasement -- much as holiness only

heightens the saint's sense of sin.

Likewise, the mystics who write of union with God
also tell of an acute awareness of His transcendence,
His otherness. | think this is one reason we play golf: Its
impenetrable complexity and difficulty show us our
distance from God, so that we might allow Him to

draw us closer. It lowers us, so that He might raise us.

Todd M. Aglialoro is a columnist and blogger for
InsideCatholic and writes from New Hampshire. This
article originally appeared in the January 2003 issue of
crisis Magazine.
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