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Catholic Writer Tells a Prhife Horror Story

Deal W. Hudson | Column
6/22/09

atthew Lickona is a Catholic writer who

understandsthe new media, as a visit to his

classy Web site immediately attests. Already
well-known for his book Swimming with Scapulars: True
Confessions of a Young Catholic (Loyola Press, 2006),
Lickona also understands the changing habits of
younger readers, which is why he has published the first
chapter of his graphic novel, Alphonse: Untimely Ripp'd.

At a coffee bar in San Diego a few months ago,
Lickona told me that he had noticed the steady
expansion of the graphic novel section in local
bookstores. "It was the only place where you could find
readers under 30 hanging out to read books."

A graphic novel is a "novelistic story told in
sequential art," Lickona told me when | pressed him for
a definition. He also reminded me that one of my
favorite recent movies -- 300 -- was adapted from a
graphic novel written and illustrated by Frank Miller and
Lynn Varley.

The popularity of these novels among younger
readers is undeniable -- my own 20-year-old daughter
reads them. However, Alphonse was the first graphic
novel I've ever read. It begins with the story of a young
woman, addicted to heroin, seeking an abortion at eight
months. The doctor agrees to the procedure, over the
objections of his nurse, using the justification that the
mother is a junkie. When he begins the procedure and
opens the mother's womb, the baby -- Alphonse --
escapes the operating room and then the clinic, ending
up in the arms of an abortion protester who takes him
home.

Admittedly, the idea of a baby with abnormal
strength (due to his mother's drug abuse) escaping from
an abortion clinic is a conceit the reader may struggle to
accept, but Lickona and his illustrator, Chris Gugliotti,
solve the problem by writing the unborn baby into the
story. Alphonse is aware of what his mother intends to

do: "Wake up ... Getready. .. It'scoming ... |'ve seen
it coming . . .," are the opening lines of the novel, and
they belong to Alphonse.

Lickona agrees that using the baby's voice creates a
creepy atmosphere. "It's a little bit of a horror story," he
explained, and seemed pleased when | told him the
visual style reminded me of Ridley Scott's classic 1979
movie Alien. The subtitle for the completed novel, "A
Monster for Our Times," reminded me of Mary
Shelley's 1818 Frankenstein: Or, the Modern
Prometheus. People forget that Frankenstein is the
doctor, and his creation is referred to only as the

"creature" or the "monster." Lickona's "monster for
our times" has a name and a voice but, like Shelley's
creature, fights to live in the face of a creator who
wants to murder him.

The comparison with  Frankenstein  also
underscores the advantage of this particular visual
medium: Graphic novels engage the visual sense. "It's
like making a movie without a movie budget," Lickona
says.

| was intrigued by Lickona's story and enjoyed
studying the images to pick up parts of the narrative
that were not contained in the text. It left me wanting
to know what would happen to all the characters,
especially the mother, whose parents would not
answer the phone as she wept following the abortion;
the doctor who feared media coverage of the escaped
baby; and the woman who scooped up Alphonse from
behind the garbage bins and sought heroin for the
newborn's addiction.

Alphonse: Untimely Ripp'd is being sold online only
for $2.99, and Lickona asks his readers to support the
cost of publishing the remaining chapters. All the
money collected from book sales and donations will go
to paying the illustrator and publishing costs. |
encourage readers to buy a copy of Lickona's first
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chapter, even if the idea of reading a graphic novel
never occurred to you.

[A word of caution: Due to some violent themes and
coarse language, Alphonse is more suitable for mature
teenagers or young adults. Give Alphonse to either and
it will be read, quickly. ]

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 Greater Blessings

David Mills | Column
6/22/09

he other day | was already thinking about

gratitude when | started reading about old

students and friends suffering from the
continuing -- the continuous -- degeneration of the
Episcopal church. Some of them faced losing their jobs,
or had already lost them, but most of them suffered
simply from seeing the communion they had so loved
become something completely different, and having no
real hope of its recovery. There is an answer to their
sufferings, but it is an answer only some of them can, or
maybe will, hear.

This brought me, a convert from the same body, to
reflect again on all the blessings of being a Catholic, and
the fact that the blessings always turn out to be greater
than you expect and, in fact, often turn out to be
greater than you want.

The convert sometimes finds that he's not
completely comfortable with how Catholic the Catholic
life actually is. He may come to the Church with all the
slobbering, tail-wagging enthusiasm of a hungry beagle
hearing table scraps hit his supper dish, but he can
suddenly turn into an overfed cat when he finds out
what's in that supper dish.

He's a little like the man used to meals in those
expensive French restaurants with tiny servings, where
everyone talks in hushed voices at tables spaced well
apart. Tired of always being hungry after dinner,
especially after paying all that money, and of eating
with one companion, he thinks he wants a good old-
fashioned feast and goes off to a restaurant that
promises him a good solid meal.

The waiter seats a gang of people at his table, who
talk loudly and laugh uproariously and keep slapping
him on the back, and then puts down in front of him a
huge steak and a pile of fries and a salad that could feed
hundreds of rabbits and an enormous glass of wine,
while he watches with alarm as the dessert cart rumbles

by and men who have finished their meals start lighting
cigars.

He thought he wanted a feast, but sitting in the
middle of a real feast, he's not so sure. He had been
thinking of something less sumptuous and more
decorous. He feels he wanted a feast and got a
bacchanal.

In the same way, the convert happily says the Hail
Mary and starts learning the rosary, but he may balk a
little at praying to all the other saints. (I've seen this
firsthand.) Or he may happily pray to the major saints,
especially the ones who died a long time ago, but finds
himself uncomfortable praying to some of the obscure
saints, or the sentimental ones, or the ones who lived
recently. St. Polycarp and St. Theresa of Avila, yes; St.
Therese of Lisieux and Bl. John XXIlI, no.

Or he may happily pray to all the saints, but
doesn't like to pray to anyone who's not officially
recognized as a saint, even if he's a great and godly
man. Or, finally and most commonly, he can't even
think about praying to someone he knew, like his
grandmother, who loved the Church but tended to
disapprove of nearly everything else; or the godly old
man who taught his RCIA class but suffered from gas
and bad breath; or old Father Luigi, who smoked like a
chimney and did not suffer fools gladly.

It's all too much. To be able to talk to the Mother of
God, or to St. Joseph, or to the great martyrs of the
early Church, or a favorite medieval theologian -- that's
great. It's simple and straightforward. You're a private
saluting the generals. The Episcopalian has already
some idea of the spiritual hierarchy and, finding the
connection between himself and those at the top so
much more intimate than he imagined, is thrilled.
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But then it begins to get complicated, with the
multiplication of people with whom you have a real
connection. And worse, this group includes people
you've known well. It can include people you've seen in
embarrassing situations or whose sins you've
witnessed. You're a private saluting . . . other privates.

At least it feels that way.

That, in my experience, is where the convert tends
to balk. It just doesn't feel right. Even after eight years
as a Catholic, when someone | know says, "l was praying
to X," naming someone we'd both known, | still want to
respond, "What, are you nuts? X?"

The convert believes in the Communion of Saints,
but then finds that it's a lot bigger than he thought and
isn't arranged the way he expected. It includes too
many people, and a lot of them aren't really the kind of
people he thinks of when he thinks of saints -- especially
the kind of saints he wants to pray to.

He knows the teaching. He just didn't expect the
teaching to be played out so thoroughly. He had
understood it through the truncated vision of things he
brought with him and finds to his surprise (and, often,

discomfort) that the Church's vision is much broader
and deeper. It's a lot more Catholic than he ever
dreamed.

That is something to be thankful for, at least for
those of us who came to the Church from outside. God
gives us not only infinitely more than we deserve, but
vastly more than we think we want, and in giving us
more He expands our desires. The Communion of Saints
is a great blessing when it includes Our Lady and the
great saints, but it is an even greater blessing -- though
a blessing that may take some getting used to -- when
it includes people like our friend X.

David Mills's book Discovering Mary: Questions and
Answers about the Mother of God will be published by
Servant in late July.
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Blessed Are thdPure in Heart

Mark P. Shea | Column
6/23/09

certain mindset that postmodernity findsery

appealing identifies purity with sterility. To be

pure is, in this view, to be uncontaminated,
germ-free, barren, scrubbed, metallic.

This mindset (which is actually very ancient) tends
to think of "pure" spirituality as a spirituality unsoiled by
contact with grosser elements such as matter and, most
especially, with biological matter, such as the human
body with its wide variety of fluids, sticky viscous
substances, mucus, feces, urine, blood, sperm, spit, and
sweat. Such a mindset found the Incarnation incredible
and denied that a Holy God would take upon Himself
the "sack of dung" that is the human body, much less
submit to the indignity of undergoing all that slimy
gynecology, living a life punctuated by visits to the
latrine, manhandled by a lot of monobrowed goobers in
armor, beaten until the flesh flew and the blood
spattered the walls, spiked naked to the scandal of the
cross, and bled dry by a stab to the heart. Better, such
folk thought, to say that the Incarnation was an illusion,
that the Holy God would surely have nothing to do with
all this squishy organic goo, that the proposition "This is
my Body" must be some spiritual metaphor for
something, you know, disembodied rather than a bare
statement of fact.

Something analogous obtains in our postmodern
understanding of the life of the mind, too. The
postmodern attitude is, "Skepticism is the purity of the
intellect." The idea is that the only sure thing is doubt.
Fear of commitment characterizes not only our
relationships with each other but our relationship with
reality. But, of course, put into practice, this notion
leads to imbecility, not wisdom or understanding. For to
see through everything is the same as not seeing.

In contrast, ancient Christians identified purity not
with sterility but with fruitfulness. Taking their cues
from the testimony of both the Old Testament and from
Jesus and His apostles themselves, they reckoned that

the body was a good thing like the rest of creation, and
that things like sex, marriage, and babies, so far from
being a snare and a temptation, were good and even
sacramental. In their view, the central way by which
God communicated His pure and Holy Spirit to the
world was not through abstractions, Platonic forms,
ideas, and concepts, but through the Word made flesh
and through such media as water, blood, bread, wine,
oil, human hands, and human voices. Such a view sees
our humanity, with all its attendant animal gooiness,
messiness, fangs, claws, hair, snot, and dandruff, not
as "impure" but as profoundly sacred.

Indeed, for Jesus, the source of impurity has
nothing whatever to do with the organic side of human
existence. To be sure, we can do wicked things with
our reproductive organs (in lust), just as we can do
wicked things with our digestive organs (in gluttony) or
our mouths and hands (in bearing false witness or
acting in anger). But the source of these evils is not the
body but the soul. As Jesus puts it:

"Do you not see that whatever goes into a man
from outside cannot defile him, since it enters, not his
heart but his stomach, and so passes on?" (Thus he
declared all foods clean.) And he said, "What comes
out of a man is what defiles a man. For from within,
out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts,
theft,
wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander,

fornication, murder, adultery, coveting,
pride, foolishness. All these evil things come from

within, and they defile a man" (Mk 7:18-23).

So the gnostic notion of spiritual purity attained by
mere disembodiment is exactly wrong. In the words of
C. S. Lewis, "There's nothing specially fine about being
a spirit. The Devil is a spirit." Likewise, there's not a
thing wrong with being a hairless biped full of blood,
bile, piss, and poop. Lots of great saints (not to
mention the Son of God) have been exactly that. Purity
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-- and impurity -- originate in the heart and soul. They
are only expressed in the body.

In the same way, when applied to the life of the mind,
the Christian insight identifies purity with the union of
mind and truth, not with a mind too full of fear of
commitment to have contact with any truth at all. To be
sure, the Christian intellect is called to "keep an open
mind" until the facts are ascertained. But as Chesterton
observes, the point of an open mind, like an open
mouth, is to bite down on something solid. That means
that the exercise of reason ultimately depends on an act
of faith. Indeed, the very possibility of any mental act
going forward rests, ultimately, on an unprovable article
of faith: the faith that our acts of intellect will actually
correspond to the structure of the world. All the
sciences rest on this faith. We believe that we may
understand. And, in believing, we discover again that
purity of intellect, like purity of body, results in
fruitfulness, not sterility.

One of the principle effects of purity (and impurity)
is that that it determines not only what we see but the
way we see it. Scripture tells us, "To the pure all things
are pure, but to the corrupt and unbelieving nothing is
pure; their very minds and consciences are corrupted"
(Ti 1:15). This does not mean that the pure of heart are
Pollyannas who wander through life blind to the evil in
people around them and whistling happy tunes to their
adorable forest friends like Snow White. It means that,
like Jesus, their confidence in God means they have no
fear of "contamination" by contact with evil. They are
even capable of seeing the good that still remains in
lives corrupted by sin. In contrast, the impure cannot
see even the good that is there, and his cynicism drives
him to name even white as black.

What lies at the back of this conflict is the same
thing that lay at the back of Christ's conflict with the
Pharisees. Dominated by pride and therefore closed to
grace, the enemies of Jesus had only one way of dealing
with impurity, whether ritual or moral: quarantine.
Indeed, the very name "Pharisee" means "separated
one." It was the only way they knew of preserving their

"purity": by remaining sterile and untouched by contact
with the sinners and defiled people they saw all around
them.

But Jesus proposed a new way. You can see it in the
signs He works in Matthew 8-9. This is no grab bag of
miracle tales thrown together at random by the
Evangelist. A common thread connects them all. In each
story, Jesus encounters somebody who, under the law

of Moses, would render Him "impure." But now, in
Matthew 5-7, Jesus has gone up on the mountain like a
new Moses and offered us a new law: the law of the
Spirit in the Sermon on the Mount (beginning with the
Beatitudes, including the Beatitude "Blessed are the

pure in heart, for they shall see God").

Now Matthew is going to show us the power of
that law and the One who gives it. So, in a series of
encounters, Jesus is shown meeting a leper, a gentile
centurion, demoniacs, the vile and despised tax
collector Matthew, a bleeding woman, and a dead girl.
What do they all have in common? The fact that
contact with them, according to the Pharisees, made
one impure. But instead, Jesus remains pure and they
are rendered, in various ways, clean and whole. For
the same reason, Jesus had power to mix and mingle
with tax collectors and whores, and it was they, not
He, who changed. He offers us this power as well by
His Holy Spirit. It is the power to see differently -- and
to live differently: "free to worship him without fear,
holy and righteous in his sight, all the days of our lives"
(Lk 1:74-75).

Jesus gets at this need for a change in the heart --
in the way we see as well as in what we see -- when He
tells us:

For where your treasure is, there will your heart be
also. The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your
eye is sound, your whole body will be full of light;
but if your eye is not sound, your whole body will
be full of darkness. If then the light in you is
darkness, how great is the darkness! (Mt 6:21-23)

We are born looking for something. We think that we
are looking for Mommy and Daddy, or a mate, or food,
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or money, or sex, or drugs, or rock 'n' roll, or power, or
fame, or comfort, or knowledge, or wisdom, or success,
or the beauty of nature, or any one of a million other
things. But the surest proof this is not true is given us,
not by those who never find these things, but by those
who do. It is Ecclesiastes, who wins the lottery, not Job,
who suffers in this world, who comes as close as any
biblical author ever does to ice-cold despair and weeps
over the vanity of the world.

Some people who achieve their earthly goals find
they are miserable and blame the thing they sought.
These despair and often die by their own hand. Others
foolishly decide that if money or sex or food did not
satisfy them, then more money or sex or food will.
Meanwhile, those who are wise realize that whatever
was good in what they achieved failed to satisfy, not
because it was bad, nor because it was theirs in
insufficient quantity, but because it merely reminded

them of what they really wanted. These last, being wise,
set about looking what they really want. And they find,
in the end, that what they want is to see the face of
God. When they discover this truth, they let nothing
stand in their way. The Beatific Vision is the Pearl of
Great Price. Those who purify themselves from all that
stands in the way by the power of the Spirit, who love
all earthly things in the fierce awareness that they are
entirely secondary to the love of God, these shall see
God and be satisfied.

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor for
www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for
InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at
markshea.blogspot.com.
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Losing Your Temperance

John Zmirak | Column
6/23/09

ome virtues get a bad name becausé the ways

their names are used. For instance, the mighty,

cosmic force St. Thomas calls Charity, which
Dante said "moves the sun and other stars," nowadays
calls to mind instead a hovercraft full of eels. By which |
mean a writhing mass of irrelevant mental images: tax
forms itemizing "charitable" contributions, non-profit
organizations that pay their executives six-figure
salaries to churn out begging letters, and the grim term
we use for some people we grimly hang out with, hire,
or date -- a "charity case."

Likewise, this week's virtue, Temperance, has had
its good name tarnished by the company it keeps. The
American "Temperance movement," as Chesterton
pointed out, advocated nothing of the kind: In answer
to the evils of alcoholism, its leaders called for total
abstinence from strong drink, and finally the
imprisonment of bartenders and brewers. It's as if in
pursuit of Chastity, one called for absolute celibacy, and
set up for its enforcement a "Chastity Police." (The
Empress Maria Theresa did found such a bureau to
crack down on adulterous Austrian nobles; after peering
through plenty of keyholes, it briefly arrested Casanova,
and recruited him as an informer. It went down in
history as the foil in comic operas.) Our priorities are
different now; outside the Islamic world, we have
instead the health police, so smokers huddle outside in
the rain like Victorian prostitutes, and government
agencies mull over punishing parents who light up

around their children.

The catastrophic futility of Prohibition turned
Temperance into one of those terms we snicker at, like
"good government" or "diversity." But the need for
Temperance in food, in drink, and other tactile
pleasures is deadly serious -- both for this life and the
next. I'm reading right now a memoir by Joe Eszterhas,
the screenwriter of such classics of Catholic cinema as
Showgirls and Basic Instinct. In it, he recalls with mostly

rue (and a little wist) the days when he would smoke his
way through several Cuban fields, put a tequila
distributor in the black, contribute to the Bolivian coca
industry, and paw his way through a team of Vegas
strippers by way of "research." Then he came down
with throat cancer. Leaving the doctor who gave him a
probable diagnosis of "terminal," he collapsed on a
sidewalk curb and sobbed like a baby -- a baby with
smoker's breath and yellow teeth. A powerhouse in
Hollywood, Eszterhas was powerless to control the
habits that were killing him. For the first time since
boyhood, he found himself calling on God -- like one of
the "Jesus freaks" he'd always scorned. The path
wasn't straight or pretty, but Eszterhas rediscovered
the Catholic Faith in which he'd been raised, and
through much prayer he saved his marriage, his family,
and his life. It's a rawly honest, riveting tale of a soul
crawling on its belly up the mount of Purgatory.

But you needn't see cancerous lesions in your
throat, or feel your liver trying to slip out in the
bathtub, to see how important Temperance can be.
Disciplined athletes, | have read, sometimes succumb
to inordinate passions, which manifest themselves in
the use of dangerous steroids or groupies. Even movie
actresses, whose ascetical mastery of the flesh is plain
to the naked eye, have been known to engage in those
illicit pleasures St. Thomas describes as "sins that
aren't fattening."

Temperance starts with the bodyput reaches its
tendrils into the soul. God peskily created us as
amalgams of the two, and it's hard to abuse the one
without injuring the other. | remember showing a first
date an early draft of my first Bad Catholic's book
where | made the (I thought) clever argument that the
difference between NFP and contraception was like
that dividing dieting from bulimia: At the end of the
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day, you end up with fewer calories, but the means
used make a difference. She read it, sat for a moment,
then pounded on the table. "I'll have you know I'm a
bulimic, and | don't appreciate being compared to a
contraceptor. That's a sin!" Nice as her figure was, |
called for the check.

Starved of Temperance, our soul will slacken and
grow as flabby as a body overfed and underused. In an
excellent Thomist discussion of this virtue, Doug
McManaman explains the sharp distinction between a
dull disdain for the pleasures proper to life (the vice of
"insensibility") and a virile mastery over the fleeting
impulses shipped up to our frontal cortex by our coiled
reptilian brain. Now, staying alive means answering
basic needs of our mortal bodies: | feed my reptilian
brain a rat every couple of days. But | don't want it
climbing out of the tank and rewriting my resume, or
swallowing one of my pets. McManaman discusses the
usefulness of fasting in freeing the will from a purely
Pavlovian response to stimuli; just because that pile of
fries came "free" with the turkey burger you ordered
doesn't mean you have to eat it. And I've found out it
isn't true that a fifth of bourbon "goes flat" once you've
opened it, so you "might as well finish the thing." And
soon.

McManaman goes further and cites the habit of
Temperance as key to the loving treatment of other
people. Excessive indulgence of short-term, instant
pleasures is a sure sign of overpowering self-love, which

leaves little room for concern with other's concerns. Or
put another way: "Are you sure you're gonna eat that,
son?"

Since we're all Americans now -- and foreign
readers know this better than anyone -- it might help
win the unconvinced over if | call Temperance a power:
the power to master our fleeting urges and hard-earned
addictions and tether them to the cart we want them to
pull, in the direction our reason tells us we need to go.
Let's go further and call it horsepower; if your willpower
is scattered and frittered, you're basically driving a
broken-down gas guzzler from the 1970s. Of course,
divine Grace (like AAA) is always a phone call away, but
really in the long run you ought to get yourself a car
that actually runs, with enough horsepower to get you
up the hill without a tow, and brakes that actually stop
the thing short of a school bus.

And stop fiddling with the GPS while you're driving
over 70 mph, lighting a cigar, and changing the radio
station while placing a bet on the phone with your
bookie. Yes, soccer moms, this means you.

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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Thinking as a Catholic on Iran

David Warren | Column
6/24/09

ow should Catholics think about Iran?And

how should a Catholic think about Iran? These

are two different questions, as an individual
person and the Church are two different things, but in
trying to follow the news recently, partly through
electronic "tweets" directly from Iran, including those
from one anonymous Catholic Persian we have on the
scene, I've been thinking of both. And that, largely to
triangulate a third position, "How would a Catholic
medium" (newspaper, broadcaster, web aggregator,
whatever) "report Iran, interpret Iran, comment on
what is happening?"

| am a journalist myself, with a day job in that field,
writing for a very "secular" newspaper, whose editors
truly (and understandably) do not care about any of
these questions. That is among the reasons | think of
them. For some time now I've also been discussing with
fellow Catholics the need for a specifically Catholic
"mainstream" news medium.

By this | do not mean "a medium for Catholics," for
there are plenty of those, including this esteemed Web
site, but rather something written and produced for
anybody and everybody that just happens to be
unambiguously Catholic in outlook.

Hilaire Belloc wrote extensively, and also wisely,
about this, for the problem existed as much in the early
20th century in England and America as today all over
the English-speaking world. G. K. Chesterton and others
also dealt with it. English-speaking Catholics got their
news then, as they do now, from secular sources; and
so does everyone else.

And one would have to be somewhat obtuse to
imagine that the very secular news media do not have
an outlook of their own, quite different from the
Catholic, and sometimes even lethally opposed to the
Catholic or Christian.

Which is not to say the "MSM" is monolithic. Not
quite; but close. A business newspaper such as the Wall
Street Journal looks at things, therefore reports things,
at a slightly different angle from, say, the New York
Times. But neither paper is even slightly interested in
the spiritual aspect of human affairs, or has any implicit
stake in "the long view of history."

And this is before we consider the opinions that
secular journalists may hold, which (my colleagues will
just have to forgive me) tend to be quite predictable.
There are white hats and black hats. These are
exchangeable, from story to story, depending on
whom the writer most despises, but for the present
moment all representatives of the Iranian regime wear
black, all persons in the streets of Tehran wear white,
and not even the BBC -- normally a fairly supine
apologist for Iran's murderous dictators -- is prepared
to be evenhanded with them.

Neither is this Catholic journalist, for that matter.
The Khomeinist revolution of 1979 was not something
for which | could have any sympathy, though it was an
interesting phenomenon, for it touched on every
imaginable question of Church and State, and the idea
of rebalancing the claims of the civil and religious
orders was at least secretly attractive. With time -- and
not very much was required -- it became clear that the
new rulers were in fact bloodthirsty, power-crazed
zealots, and no good example to anyone.

Yet the questions raised remained interesting
guestions. At the time | was working as a journalist in
Asia, and found myself in animated discussion of "the
Persian question" with such colleagues as a Malaysian
journalist, a certain Rahim Karim. He was sincerely
Sunni Muslim, | at that time a sincere High Anglican,
both of us essentially Western-educated (though partly
in Asia). Rahim's eyes were sparkling -- mine weren't,
but | could understand why his were.
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And it is the capturing of that sparklédiscuss todayA
Catholic, especially an educated Catholic, cannot
casually dismiss the need for a religious ordering of
society. Nor, on the other hand, can he forget Lord
Acton -- the very Christian and ultimately Catholic
history of the emergence of human liberty. Nor Christ's
"give unto Caesar," which opened heaven's gate upon
generations of political innovation, across everything
that would become Christendom. Nor many other
considerations unlikely ever to trouble the mind of the
perfectly "secular" newspaper reporter.

These considerations in turn excite a lively interest
in the actual history of Persia -- of the Persian culture as
much as any Iranian state or quasi-state (the country's
present rulers do not actually have a category for a
political nation). It is not a country without a specifically
Christian
paradoxically in the behavior of its mullahs, the shadow

history; it retains to this day, even
of many centuries of Zoroastrianism, with the interest
that follows from that (comparative religion was a
Catholic sport from the first Christian century). It was a
highly civilized country contemporaneously with ancient
Greece, even ancient Israel. And it is not impossible to
be a Persian Catholic, nor -- in light of the number of
Persian converts who have entered both Catholic and

Protestant churches in the West -- is a Christian future
for Iran entirely inconceivable. (Any more than a
Christian future was imaginable for the inhabitants of,
say, Italy, in the age of Sts. Peter and Paul.)

It follows, | think, that even if he is not writing
directly about such things, but merely holding all such
items in reserve at the back of his mind, a Catholic
journalist will report Iran in a different way from a
"secular" journalist, and more tangibly, he will see
things the latter would not see.

Which is why | think, especially in moments when
the world is presented with significant breaking news,
it is a great pity we have no genuinely Catholic horse in
the "mainstream media." Not only for Catholics, |
think, but for the intelligent general reader and
auditor, who often craves a broader perspective on
events, and information not vetted and edited from
clichéd angles.

David Warren is a Canadian journalist who writes
mostly on international affairs. His Web site is
www.davidwarrenonline.com.
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The Good News about Our Bishops

Deal W. Hudson | Column
6/25/09

or those who may be lamentinghe seeming

resurgence of the Catholic Left in the Age of

Obama, | would like to point out some good
news: This year's spate of bishops' assignments have
been quite heartening. Since the beginning of 2009,
there have been ten appointments announced by the
Vatican. All of them should be encouraging to those
who grumble about the "bishops this" and the "bishops
that."

Just as encouraging should be the record number of
bishops who were outspoken during the presidential
campaign in defense of unborn life, and those who
publicly criticized Notre Dame for honoring President
Barack Obama.

Of course, this new spirit of activism among the
bishops is not good news to everybody. David O'Brien of
Holy Cross tried to spin a theory about why many other
bishops remained silent during the Notre Dame flap:
politics
sharpened divisions within the Church and left the

"Their most recent engagements with
bishops shaken, even embarrassed." O'Brien hoped that
the bishops' conference, meeting in San Antonio last

week, would put away their "shrill tone," "make a new

start," and "build on hope, not fear."

Dan Gilgoff, at his very fine "God & Country" blog at
U. S. News & World Report, was prompted by O'Brien's
article to ask whether one could in fact claim that a
"silent majority" of the bishops support Obama. Bill
Donohue, president of the Catholic League, responded
to Gilgoff's question by saying, "The real story here is
not that most [bishops] said nothing, it's about the 80
or so who spoke out. In my 16 years in this job, | have
never seen that many bishops go public about an issue
like this."

| agree with Donohue completely. The same thing
could be said for the record number of bishops who
spoke out during the 2008 presidential campaign on
subjects ranging from House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and

then-Sen. Joe Biden on St. Augustine and "Faithful
Citizenship," to the question of whether a Catholic can
vote for a pro-abortion candidate in good conscience.
As Donohue added, "We have more bishops willing to
speak out now on matters that conservative Catholics
want them to address than we've seen in a very, very
long time."

As it turned out, the bishops' meetingn San Antonio
did not go as O'Brien had hoped. The bishops did not
ignore the Notre Dame scandal -- they took the
opportunity to show their corporate support of Bishop
John D'Arcy of Fort Wayne-South Bend, who refused to
attend the Notre Dame commencement for the first
time in his 24 years as bishop. His fellow bishops
wrote:

The bishops of the United States express our
appreciation and support for our brother bishop,
the Most Reverend John D'Arcy. We affirm his
pastoral concern for Notre Dame University, his
solicitude for its Catholic identity, and his loving
care for all those the Lord has given him to
sanctify, to teach and to shepherd.

What's more, the bishops' appointments of 2009 thus
far suggest there will be more strong leadership in the
future. As you look at the list, bear in mind that five
are archbishops and four of the dioceses-- New York,
Detroit, New Orleans, and St. Louis -- are among the
most influential in the nation.

9 January 5: Bishop Allen Vigneron of Oakland
was appointed Archbishop of Detroit

9 January 19: Rev. Edward J. Burns of Pittsburgh
was appointed Bishop of Juneau, Alaska

1 February 3: Rev. James S. Wall of Phoenix was
appointed Bishop of Gallup, New Mexico
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February 23: Bishop Timothy Dolan of
Milwaukee was appointed Archbishop of New

York

March 23: Auxiliary Bishop Salvatore Cordileone
of San Diego was appointed Archbishop of
Oakland

April 21: Bishop Robert
Ogdensburg, New York, was appointed Bishop

Cunningham of

of Syracuse

April 23: Bishop Robert J. Carlson of Saginaw,
Michigan, was appointed Archbishop of St.
Louis

May 27: Msgr. John O. Barres of Wilmington,
Delaware, was appointed Bishop of Allentown,
Pennsylvania

1

T

June 3: Bishop George J. Lucas of Springfield,
Illinois, was appointed Archbishop of Omaha

June 12: Bishop Gregory M. Aymond of Austin,
Texas, was appointed Archbishop of New

Orleans

There's still plenty of good news in the Church today... if
you know where to find it.

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com
and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The
Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals
in the United States (Simon and Schuster).
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Prayers by Heart

Joanna Bogle | Column
6/26/09

t is a sunny Sunday morning in a typical London

suburb. 1 am doing some quick work in the garden

before Mass. My next-door neighbors are
Evangelical Christians, originally from India. This
morning, the grandmother, wearing a sari, is walking up
and down with her little granddaughter, and when we
stop to chat, she tells me that she is teaching the little
girl a Bible verse for the child to commit to memory. As |
resume my work, chopping away at an overgrown
hedge, | find | am echoing the verse too, and it follows
me into the house as | hurry about tidying things and
getting ready to cycle off to Mass, reminding me that
Christ loves me and died for me.

How often do we teach children things to learn by
memory? | can't imagine that there are very many -- if
any -- other families in my local area where a child is
beginning Sunday morning by learning a Bible verse by
heart. But at one time it would have been normal. In my
1960s childhood, | recall elderly people -- brought up in
traditional Anglican households in the vanished world of
Edwardian England, pre-1914 -- telling me about having
to learn a collect, or a Bible verse, or sometimes part of
a hymn, as a routine part of Sunday morning. In general,
it seemed to be a happy memory -- or, at least, not one
filled with misery or anguish. And the verses and
prayers had in many cases stayed with them down the
years.

| too learned things by heart: At school we were
taught the Ten Commandments this way, and the
Magnificat, and various Psalms ("The Lord is my
Shepherd," "Out of the depths," and so on). And we
were still doing this during what was supposed to be a
very revolutionary period: In 1968 -- the "summer of
love" -- one got mixed messages with "pop, pot, and the
Pill' coming from the mass media, while standard
Shakespeare and Chaucer dominated in the classroom
and rather silly new hymns were beginning to oust
traditional ones at school Masses.

During the 1970s, when a certain amount of
liturgical and catechetical chaos was beginning to run
riot in the Church, | remember Pope Paul VI vainly trying
to plead that doctrinal truths could not flourish where
the uses of memory were not valued. Some things
simply do have to be committed to memory, and taught
in a way that ensures this. The expression "learning by
heart" is itself significant: Things committed to the
heart remain there, and are cherished.

The Church has always set considerable store by
the whole notion of memory. We are expected to
know prayers and familiar hymns by heart. It is still
done, and children find it easy. Recently, giving out
prizes for a school project with which | was involved, |
visited a number of Catholic primary schools. It was
impossible not to be touched, every time, by the sight
and sound of morning assembly -- children gathered
together, a mutual "Good morning," a hymn, a chorus
of voices raised in "Our Father, Who art in Heaven, "
and "Hail Mary, full of grace." More than once,
watching the children from beneath half-closed eyes, |
was struck suddenly by the thought that the children --
eyes (for the most part) tightly shut, hands firmly
together -- were concentrating more sincerely than I.

Today, | still use prayers that | was taught by heast
a child -- the Prayer to a Guardian Angel, grace before
meals, the "Eternal rest" for someone who has died,
and more. When babysitting a small (non-Catholic)
child some years ago, | started to say the old prayer,
"Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, bless the bed that |
lie on," and she was enchanted, interrupting me to tell
me joyfully that her grandmother had taught her that,
and happily saying it along with me. A lovely old prayer
binds people together, makes for family bonds,
delivers something precious.
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Knowing something "by heart" opens up paths to
God. The formula for confession, the ritual of the sign of
the cross, the responses at Mass. Pope Benedict XVI has
urged that Catholics learn the Latin Pater Noster (which
is easy to say and sing) and other basic prayers, and
these are included in the small handbook version of the
new Catechism. There is something glorious about the
sound of hundreds of voices joining together to sing the
Credo. With the increasing ease of international travel
and the gathering together of vast crowds for great
events -- World Youth Days, papal audiences, crowds in
St. Peter's Square -- the use of common prayers, known
by heart in a common language, is going to be more and
more important.

To have prayers, and other basics of your Faith, in
your heart is a very strengthening thing. To know the
Ten Commandments, and the Beatitudes, and some of
the Psalms, is to hold yourself in readiness for times
when you may not have access to the books or other
references that you need. Such basic knowledge unites
Christians  across builds

denominations, bridges,

celebrates a common heritage.

Modern Britain is, frankly, in many ways a
depressing place. Our suburbs are litter-strewn and
increasingly violent. There is rising drunkenness,
especially among teenagers, and an increasing amount
of vandalism and violent, angry behavior, with much
public shrieking of obscenities. Teachers express well-
founded fear of attack from pupils and parents.
Relationships seem brittle -- a majority of births are
now out of wedlock, and most cohabiting couples break
up within a few years. Probably one of the most useful
things that a grandmother can do on a spring morning is
to teach her grandchild to commit to heart some
verses of the Bible that she can thus come to cherish
and value.

Joanna Bogle is an author and broadcaster living in
London.
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The InsideCatholic Summer Reading List 2009

InsideCatholic Staff and Friends | Review
6/26/09

ummer is in full wilt,and that means it's time for

the InsideCatholic Summer Reading List. We've

asked bloggers, staff, and writers to suggest a few
titles they've recently enjoyed. They've obliged.

Have a look at the list -- you'll find something for
every interest.

The most important book of recent years is Remi
Brague's The Legend of the Middle Ages. No book, in
such a brief time, explodes so many myths: that Islam
does not seek to conquer the world by holy war, that
there is theology outside Christianity, that the Middle
Ages are unimportant in understanding ourselves, or
that proud man thought he was the center of the
universe. Brague's work is so erudite, moreover, that it
makes the average academic program look positively
unenlightened. In addition to that, the book is amusing.

The second book is, naturally, my own The Mind
That Is Catholic: Philosophical and Political Essays.
Revelation is addressed to intelligence. The early Church
did not address itself to other religions; it addressed the
philosophers. The Catholic Church has been lead by
popes in our time of extraordinary intelligence. Few
have noticed, which says nothing about the popes.
There is no reason to be Catholic other than to pursue
the Truth, including the truth that is revealed to us,
which, when pondered, is also addressed to our minds -
- not just that they wake up, but that they know what is.

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

DDDz

Catherine de Medici, by Leonie Frieda

I recommend for summer reading this excellent
biography of one of the most significant figures in
western history, first published 2003 (Fourth Estate, an
imprint of Harper Collins.) The estimable Paul Johnson
called it "stunning." He certainly was right about the

"tumultuous, cruel and gaudy times" in which

Catherine lived, and which she embodied. Those times

shaped her as much as she shaped them. She was not

a pleasant lady, but she was an important one, and it is

not possible to understand the formation of modern

Europe without information of what she did to shape

the basic geopolitical and cultural form of what we

knew as Europe up until its current decay. The 400 or

so pages read more like a daily newspaper report than

archival research.

The Rev. George W. Rutler is the pastor of the Church
of our Saviour in New York City. His latest book, A Crisis
of Saints: The Call to Heroic Faith in an Unheroic
World, 2nd edition, is available from the Crossroad
Publishing Company.

DDDz

Measure: A Review of Formal Poetry

Published by the University of Evansville Press, this
biannual review features a wonderful variety of poems
in traditional forms, as well as interviews and essays.
Great for a quick dip on hot summer days, and
especially refreshing for readers who think that all
unmusical, inaccessible, or

modern poetry is

incoherent. Subscription information is available here.
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(Editor Paul Bone tells me that the next issue will
probably be mailed by the end of July.)

Selected Stories, byAndre Dubus

Twenty-three superb stories from Dubus, who died ten
years ago this past February. His characters are often, to
use Richard Ravin's description, "the wounded and the
weak and the stubborn" (and the Catholic); while it is an
overstatement to say, as Ravin does, that "every one of
them demand[s] our compassion and respect,”" their
psychological depth certainly commands our interest.
Many of the stories linger long after reading,
particularly "Miranda Over the Valley," "The Pretty
Girl," "A Father's Story," and "Killings."

Christopher Scalia is an assistant professor of English at
the University of Virginia's College at Wise. He is the
literary editor of InsideCatholic.com.

DDDz

A Canticle for Leibowitz, by Walter M. Miller Jr.

Depending on your temperament, this post-apocalyptic
sci-fi epic could be horrifying or darkly comforting. It
spans three eras of a new world that survives an atomic
war, regenerates, and self-destructs again -- but, as
promised, a remnant survives. It's not a book about
war; it's about men of conscience struggling against a
world in love with its own fallenness. It's a witty, weird,
and fascinating read that takes the doctrine and
difficulties of Catholics seriously.

The Yiddish Policeman's Union, by Michael Chabon

In the world of this astonishingly original novel, the
state of Israel collapsed in 1948, and all the Jewish
refugees have made a home in Alaska, where life goes

on, complete with Yiddish, seltzer, and some dust-ups
with the Tlingit natives. But the land is set to revert to
Alaskan control, and no one knows what will happen
next -- who will stay, who will be adrift again.
Landsman, a homicide detective with a ruined life,
wants to solve one final murder, which of course turns
out to be more significant than anyone expected.

It's a book about death, marriage, fatherhood, food,
and the Messiah. It will actually make you laugh and cry,
and the style of prose will make you read sentences
twice, just to enjoy them again. (Warning: lots of foul
language and harsh images, but nothing gratuitous.)

One Potato, Two Potato, by Cynthia DeFelice,
illustrated by Andrea U'Ren

The perfect children's book. A hungry old couple is
down to their last potato. But what is this the husband
finds in the garden? Salvation, an unforeseen problem,
and a happy ending!

The old, funny, joyful story is simply and
deceptively
illustrations are gorgeous and perfect -- a story in

exquisitely told, and the simple

themselves. | was sorry to return this one to the

library.

Simcha Fisher is a blogger for InsideCatholic.com.

DDDz

The Believers: A Novel, by Zoe Heller

Highly
insightful, Heller's portrait of a New York City family

entertaining, beautifully written, wisely
steeped in liberal activist politics is the best

contemporary novel I've read in a long time.
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Have You Seen . .. ? A Personal Introduction to 1000
Films, by David Thompson

If you haven't discovered the film criticism of David
Thompson, you are missing a real treat -- he's a first-
class stylist and a master at capturing the importance of
a film in a single page. A book to have by your bedside
so you can let Thompson entice you with his astute
summaries of his favorite movies.

A Grave in Gaza, by Matt Reynon Rees

Part of Rees's Omar Yussef Mystery Series, each volume
is set in some part of the Middle East. Rees has a great
insight into life on the ground in and among Palestinians
and their complicated relationship with Israelis. All the
action revolves around the amateur sleuthing of the
lovable but nosy Omar Yussef, a semi-retired high
school teacher who can't stop following where the clues
lead him.

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com.

DDDz

Kristen Lavransdatter, by Sigrid Undset

Undset, a convert to Catholicism, describes nothing less
than the awakening of a human soul. Kristen, the
heroine of this trilogy of novels set in medieval Norway,
begins by being everything that the modern feminist
would want her to be, willfully disobeying her father,
rejecting the love of a good man, dominating the
scapegrace she does marry, working diligently and
intelligently, and nevertheless bringing unhappiness to
herself and to those whom she tries to love. She must
learn, and she does learn, humility -- and that will bring
her to life.

The Betrothed (I Promessi Sposi), by Alessandro
Manzoni

Manzoni was raised an atheist among the salon-goers in
France during the Revolution but converted to
Catholicism as an adult, and fused his genuine love for
the common people with an understanding that the
true good of man, whether rich or poor, lies in the Love
that comes to us from above, and that transforms our
lives here and now. The novel is epic in its sweep, but,
like the work of Dickens, Dostoyevsky, and Tolstoy,
precise in its examination of the minds and hearts of
human beings as they love and hate, or struggle and
suffer. | know, too, of no finer portrayal of the heroism
of the good priest than is to be found in this work. An
unread masterpiece.

On Aquinas, by Rev. Herbert McCabe, O. P.

Utterly readable and sensible philosophy, but rolling
out heavy artillery against the illogical materialism that
has bedeviled us since Descartes. Recommended for
bright high school students and all college students.

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).

DDDz

All Things Considered, by G. K. Chesterton

One of Chesterton's earlier essay collections, published
a couple of years after Orthodoxy, its 35 short essays
cover a wide diversity of subjects, from spiritualism to
science and religion, from Cockney jokes to political
secrecy to "limericks and counsels of perfection" to
"demagogues and mystagogues" to St. Joan of Arc. It
shows Chesterton's prose style at its freshest and most
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inventive, with his characteristic techniques most tightly
tied to the subject, and his insights keep you saying "A-
ha!"

A Dance to the Music of Time, by Anthony Powell

Watching the BBC's necessarily inadequate presentation
of a roughly 3,000-page series of twelve novels has sent
me back to the books. It's a history of England in the
20th century, told by a narrator of the bookish, ironic,
patrician sort, and focusing on the effects of the pursuit
of the will. Much more Enlightenment and Tory than
Christian, it does give you much to reflect on. It's also
very funny. The author was, not surprisingly, a friend of
Evelyn Waugh's.

Chesterton and the Romance of Orthodoxy, by William
Oddie

This is one book I'll be reading for the first time. Judging
from the first hundred pages, it is an exceptional
biography first in getting the facts straight and then in
exploring the development of Chesterton's thought. So
far I'd much recommend it.

David Mills's book Discovering Mary: Questions and
Answers about the Mother of God will be published by
Servant in late July.

DDDz

My principal summer reading falls into three categories:

Ancient prose. In the near future my wife and | plan
to take our first-ever trip to Greece. My Hellenic
interest is not so much in the lovely islands of the
Aegean as in the ancient historical sites (some of them
islands) that for decades now I've been telling my
students about. So I'm re-reading Thucydides (in the old

Jowett translation) and Herodotus (the Robin

Waterfield translation).

Contemporary prose. | have just read a marvelous
little book by Robert Kagan, Of Paradise and Power.
Kagan explains -- convincingly, | think -- why Americans
different attitudes
geopolitical questions. Americans are willing to use

and Europeans take toward
force and the threat of force, while Europeans are great
believers in reason, diplomacy, and the rule of
international law. Americans feel they are living in a
world of Hobbesian disorder, while Europeans feel
they are living in a world that is responsive to Kantian
principles of rational law and order.

Contemporary poetry. Norah Pollard has just
produced her third volume of poems, Death and
Rapture in the Animal Kingdom (Antrim House, 2009).
Pollard is technically proficient --fine words and fine
rhythms -- but she's much more than a skilled
technician. While she writes very concretely of singular
things and events, you, as a reader, can't help but get a
sense of her ambiguous view of the world, her
crepuscular vision. Hers is a world that abounds in
heartbreak and tears, yet it is also a world with plenty
of room for humor, for many small pleasures, and --
above all -- for love.

David Carlin is the author of Can a Catholic Be a
Democrat? He can be reached at
drcarlin@hotmail.com.
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Summer is my favorite season! The farmers' market
overflows with sweet tomatoes; the scent of tulip
trees perfumes the neighborhood; the humid, swampy
air caresses the skin . . . Okay, not all of my tastes are
universally shared. But these four summer-reading
suggestions aim to please.
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Fragmentation and Redemption: Gender and the
Human Body in Medieval Religion, by Caroline Walker
Bynum

I know this sounds heavy, but it's actually a fascinating,
easy-to-follow essay collection discussing everything
from Eucharistic miracles to whether we'll get all our
hair back in the Resurrection. The first essay is the only
one with a bit of academic jargon; if you can fight your
way through that, you'll find a book that illuminates the
Church's intense focus on physicality and incarnation.
Walker Bynum describes the ways medieval women
drew inspiration from their era's views on gender,
without glossing over the degree to which those views
of gender constrained their choices and their
spirituality.

The Friend, by Alan Bray

More from the wild world of the Catholic Church! A
careful, surprising, and heartfelt study of vowed and
commemorated same-sex friendship in England from
1000 a.d. through the 19th century. Check out the
introduction to get a sense of Bray's perspective: He's
not trying to deploy history in the service of a particular
ideological stance in the contemporary debates about
sexuality; he's more concerned with rescuing forgotten
traditions of love and friendship, and describing how
the modern concept of friendship differs from its
medieval counterpart.

Don't Try This at Home: Culinary Catastrophes from the
World's  Greatest Chefs, edited by
Witherspoon and Andrew Friedman

Kimberly

Every summer-reading list needs one hit of pure
pleasure. This collection includes escaped meringues,
renegade eels ("This Whole Place Is Slithering"), owls,
maggots, and Anthony Bourdain's priceless description
of the very worst New Year's party ever. (Since these
are cooks, you can expect rough language in a few of
the essays.) There's also one strange and troubling

story, the tale of the blind line cook -- think of it as that
quick squeeze of acidity every good dish needs.

Three Shadows, by Cyril Pedrosa

Last we have a beautiful, poignant comic book about a
father who goes to the ends of the earth to protect his
little son from the three threatening figures of the
book's title. There are picaresque elements, but overall
this is a fairy tale about the need for parents to let their
children grow up. The art is confident and curvy,
adding to the atmosphere of fable.

Eve Tushnet is a freelance writer in Washington, D.C.
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This summer I'm reading:

Fiction: Love in the Ruins and The Second Coming
by Walker Percy and re-reading The Complete Stories
of Flannery O'Connor. This is because | am itching to
try my own hand at fiction and hope something rubs
off ...

Non-Fiction: The Christian Mystery by Louis Bouyer
and The Shape of the Liturgy by Dom Gregory Dix,
because this former Bob Jones boy still has a lot to
learn in the liturgy department.

Practical Mysticism by Evelyn Underhill -- because
impractical mysticism is also impracticable -- and Mary,
Mother of the Son Trilogy by Mark Shea -- a terrific
must-read for all Catholics to know the Mary side of
their faith better.

What I'm writing: A lightweight little book, How to
Be a Spiritual Hero;my autobiography, There and Back
Again; and some short stories.
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What I'm publishing: A Sudden Certainty -- Priest
Poems; The Gargoyle Code -- Lenten Letters from a
Master Tempter.

Rev. Dwight Longenecker is Chaplain to St. Joseph's
School in Greenville, South Carolina. His books are
available at www.dwightlongenecker.com.
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Someone asked me about the most robust explanation
of the business cycle from an economic, moral, and
juridical point of view. No question: Jesus Huerta de
Soto's Money, Bank Credit, and Economic Cycles, a
massively important work that is already in five
languages. De Soto investigates the nature and function
of money and banking from the ancient world to the
present, covering the critical insights of the medieval
period and taking on the Keynesians in a way that they
will not and cannot answer. What a dream.

The Ethics of Money Production by Jorg Guido
Hulsmann provides the rarest combination of monetary
and moral theory through the eyes of the 14th-century
Bishop Nicolai Oresme, an economic theorist of the first
order. He shows that there is no justification for
government monopoly of money, either economic or
moral. It is a great piece of history and economic
analysis, and the precise thing that all religious people
need to read now to get a handle on current events.

The problem with Robert Murphy's newest work is
its title, which masks its seriousness: The Politically
Incorrect Guide to the Great Depression and the New
Deal. It is not a political polemic. It is a work of science
that makes an outstanding contribution to the
understanding of this period and the causes and effects
of government policy leading up to the crash and during
the New Deal. | would recommend this work before any
other to understand what happened then and how not
to repeat it.

Jeffrey Tucker is the editor of Mises.org and a frequent
contributor to InsideCatholic.com. His new book, Sing
Like a Catholic, can be purchased here.
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Nobody's Perfect: Writings from The New Yorker, by
Anthony Lane

After the recent Star Trek movie, | remembered that
New Yorker film critic Anthony Lane had reviewed Star
Trek: First Contact in that magazine, so | dusted off my
copy of his collection of essays and found this:

What is it with Star Trek? Why can't it be like any
other TV series and stay where it belongs? ... We
don’t have to sit through Roseanne IV: The Wrath
of Dan or ER II: The Search for Doc, so | can't really
see the point of Star Trek: First Contact.

Bingo. Lane's writing is, of course, painfully funny, but
more than that, he's simply the best critic -- and best
writer -- in the business. While so many others seem
barely able to tolerate the industry they cover, Lane's
love of cinema, both high and low, shows in every
word. Maddeningly, he's equally adept at covering
everything else: The book includes essays on T. S. Eliot,
astronauts, even Legoland . . . all written with the
same insight, skill, and humor of his film reviews. The
essays themselves are easily digested between naps on

the beach, making it perfect summer reading.

Stiff: The Curious Lives of Human Cadavers, by Mary
Roach

When someone asks, "What happens when we die?"
it's usually a question about what happens to the soul.
But Mary Roach is more interested in what happens to
the body, which she covers in engrossing detail in Stiff.
Roach explores the many ways our bodies can have life
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after death -- as medical subjects, forensics specimens,
in transportation safety research studies, etc. -- and
how different cultures have handled death and the
dead through the ages. Chapters on our modern funeral
industry and how we define "death" in the first place
are worth the price of admission.

Roach isn't afraid to examine the queasy details of
death and its aftereffects -- it may not be for the faint of
stomach -- but she does so with a light humor and
respect for her subject. Stiff is crammed full of
fascinating tidbits, and Roach does an important service
by helping to demystify the unknown terrain at the end
of earthly life.

Margaret Cabaniss
InsideCatholic.com.

is the managing editor of
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The Second Coming of Mavala Shikongo: A Novel, by
Peter Orner

Publishers Weekly describes The Second Coming of
Mavala Shikongo as "a poetic, episodic examination of
the varieties of life at an isolated Catholic primary
school deep in the veld of Namibia [cohering] around
the title character, a beautiful guerrilla fighter turned
kindergarten teacher." | describe it as one of the best
books | have ever read. Textured, funny, and beautifully
written, the story is exotic and unusual, and to be
successful can be no other way, given the utter
foreignness (for Westerners) that is life in the heart of
Africa. | have been a huge fan of Orner's since the
release of his story collection, Esther Stories, nearly a
decade ago (also recommended).

In this novel, Orner has taken his prose to a new
level. The pure act of reading the prose, which is
unusual, rhythmic, evocative, and surprising, alone
makes the book worth reading. He writes short. And the
book is made up of "chapters" ranging from one to

three pages. But take solace, prospective reader, that
the narrative compilation does not make for a choppy
read, and the wonderful prose surprises do not
overpower the story or distract. The best books are
those that combine superior story and prose style while
bringing to life a world previously unknown to us. Orner
accomplishes all three. And come on, how many books
have you read that are set in Namibia?

The Church and the Land, by Rev. Vincent McNabb

You might recognize the author's last name, as it is my
own. Father Vincent (d. 1943) was my great-
grandfather's brother, and there have been few in
history like him. In his reflections on Father Vincent,
which precede this edition of the book, Hilaire Belloc
finishes an emotional account of their friendship with
the sentence, "Never have | seen or known [holiness]
on such a scale." Both he and Chesterton regarded
Father Vincent a saint. Fathher Vincent was an ardent
Distributist, a leader of the Catholic "Back to the Land"
movement in England in the 1920s, the lead speaker
for the Catholic Evidence Guild at Hyde Park for several
decades, a noted crank, an ascetic, a prolific writer,
and a loveable and brilliant man.

These mostly short, readable essays are a
compendium of work published by Burnes & Oates in
1925, and address the issues (still -- or should | say,
even more -- relevant today) of economic justice, the
decline of family life, and the craft of communing with
God. William Fahey, in his foreword, provides a
heartfelt tribute to Father Vincent, but has a good bit
to say himself about our current state of affairs. This
edition of the book was released in 2003, while Fahey
was a

professor at Christendom College in

Shenandoah, Virginia.

Small Is (Still) Beautiful, by Joseph Pearce

Basically an update (and a tribute) to E. F.
Schumacher's Small Is Beautiful, published in 1971.
The central argument is maintaining a human scale in
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our personal and professional lives in order to maintain
our human dignity. My favorite part is the dissection of
the absurdity of certain economic indicators -- most
prominently GDP, GNP -- that no one ever seems to
question, yet which provide the basis -- GROW, GROW,
GROW -- for most business decisions on both a
corporate and governmental level. Beautiful is not just
in the title, but in the prose. Pearce, writer-in-residence
at Ave Maria, is an amazingly productive writer best
known for his literary biographies, but his ability to
distill difficult economic concepts into meaningful
vignettes speaks to the faculties of this great writer and
thinker.

Andrew McNabb is the author of the short-story
collection The Body of This. Read Deal Hudson's review
here.
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Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age
of Show Business, by Neil Postman

The finest, most chilling analysis of our recently
completed presidential election I've read yet was
written nearly a quarter century before the event itself.
Postman, borrowing heavily from Marshall McLuhan's
The Medium Is the Message, predicts with terrifying
accuracy the consequences of a society that relies more
and more heavily on television and the entertainment
industry for its news and political dialogue. The key
contention of the book -- every medium allows for a
unique level of discourse, hence "the Medium is the
Metaphor" -- might be of more importance now than it
was 25 vyears ago. (His brilliant analysis of the
differences between the dystopian visions of Orwell and
Huxley, and why we were all mistaken to fear the vision
of 1984 over that of Brave New World, had me thinking
for weeks.)

Roads of Destiny, by William Sydney Porter

Nothing says kicking back for the summer quite like a
volume of short stories from the true "master of the
short story" himself: O. Henry. This particular collection
is as charming and humorous as anything he ever
wrote, and includes one of my all-time favorites: "A
Retrieved Reformation." The opening story, from which
the collection gets its name, is quite a departure from
O. Henry's usual sunny style, revealing him to be as
comfortable in more darkly sinister territory as many of
his fellow "short story craftsmen." And let's not
overlook one of the best parts about reading O. Henry:
if you like his stories, there are thousands more where
those came from. | heartily recommend The Four
Million as your next stop.

Joseph Susanka is a blogger for InsideCatholic.com.

DDDz

Sony Reader PRS-700

Whatever you choose to read this glorious summer,
read it on a Sony Reader PRS-700. I've had mine now
for three months and it just keeps getting better. I've
exercised supreme restraint and downloaded only 110
books. Because of Sony's recent deal with Google
Books, the Reader has free access to over 500,000
books with expired copyrights (including a good
number of classics). That's an almost inexhaustible list
of books and a positive return on investment after only
about 30 downloads. It has a built-in back light, plays
mp3 files, displays pictures, and allows multiple
formats for reading (.pdf, .doc, etc). Honest, | can't put
this thing down. Reading the toughest material goes
quickly. Plus, the ability to bookmark and write notes
makes this gem irreplaceable.
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Dracula, by Bram Stoker

This will get you cooled off in the dead heat. Beautifully
written, and so much better now that | don't need a
flashlight under the bed covers. Quite the love story,
but it moves at the pace of a frightened stallion, so hold
on. Two thumbs up for including a Texan.

Kim, by Rudyard Kipling

It took me a while to figure out where this was going;
but, as | was reading it, | felt so tied to the history of an
emerging power in today's world. Reading of colonial
India provides a pretty good context in which to
understand India's current struggles and growing
importance. Could it be that an Indian now could write
of a Kim in Britain?

Laurance Alvarado is a blogger for InsideCatholic.com.
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Ender's Game, by Orson Scott Card

Summer reading is supposed to be lighter than that of
the rest of the year. This sci-fi novel is thoroughly
enjoyable, even for non sci-fi fans like me. The story will
draw you in, and the deeper philosophical musings are
so skillfully woven throughout the tale, you'll find
yourself thinking without even knowing it. | can almost
guarantee you'll regret finishing it (I mean that in a
good way). Good thing it's only the first in a whole
series.

Master and Commander, by Patrick O'Brien

The inspiration for the way-cool movie of the same
name, this is the first of the famed Aubrey and Maturin
historical novels. They can get a little ponderous at
times in their detailed descriptions of British naval ships

of war and the art of sailing, but don't let that dissuade
you from picking up this skillfully told chronicling of the
life of a seaman during the Napoleonic Wars. The
friendship that grows between the garrulous, outgoing
man of action Captain "Lucky Jack" Aubrey and his
pensive, homely, brilliant, and deadly naval surgeon
Stephen Maturin is a pleasure to read. Stephen's
reflections on human nature, including a critical glance
at his own life and situation, will delight all students of
that school.

Atlas Shrugged, by Ayn Rand

This recommendation is much more weighty than
usual summer fare, but with the movie due to come
out and our liberties continually under fire, | think it's
high time all people of good will put aside their pride
and actually read this novel. You don't have to drink
the Kool-Aid and become a "Randroid," but you owe it
to yourself to consider the points she raises.

Jason Negri is a blogger for InsideCatholic.com.
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American Priestess: The Extraordinary Story of Anna
Spafford and the American Colony in Jerusalem, by
Jane Fletcher Geniesse

This is the fascinating story of Anna Spafford, an
American woman who came to found the now-famous
American Colony Hotel in east Jerusalem. Geniesse has
a way of pulling the reader into her immaculately
researched stories. Here, she provides a window into
post-Civil War America and the rise of Protestant
Evangelicalism, as well as the fall of Ottoman rule of
the Holy Land and the creation of the British Mandate.

From the bustling streets of Chicago we journey to
Jerusalem where the Spafford family and their quasi-
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Christian sect set up headquarters to await the Messiah.
This is a history lesson wrapped up in an engaging
biography of a complex woman who made her mark on
two continents. The book is hard to put down.

Napoleon, by Vincent Cronin

The Economist called this book "probably the best life of
Napoleon we have." | don't doubt it: Napoleon reads
like a novel and gets my highest recommendation.

Cronin's knowledge of subject and time period is
impeccable -- he brings Napoleon to life through fast-
paced storytelling. (Any writer who can actually keep
me glued throughout the frequent battles is a talent
indeed.) And he dispels various myths along the way
(Napoleon was not as short as most people think.)

In Defense of Food: An Eater's Manifesto, by Michael
Pollan

Of course | had to recommend a food-related book!
Michael Pollan is known for his best-seller The
Omnivore's Dilemma, and this is a kind of follow-up, but
a shorter read. If you're interested at all in nutrition,
you'll find this book thought-provoking.

The former investigative journalist examines the
rise of "nutritionism" in the 1950s and how it radically
changed the way we eat and think about food. He
argues for a return to real food, with a focus on
moderating our appetites and returning food to its
proper place in our lives. Pollan makes a persuasive
argument that good health is not about eating
according to science books, but according to seasons,
pleasure, and tradition.

Zoe Romanowsky is a development consultant and
blogger for InsideCatholic.com.
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Walk in the Light and Twenty-Three Tales, by Leo
Tolstoy

No one can go wrong reading Tolstoy. This collection of
short stories makes the perfect graduation gift, and |
keep several copies on hand for those occasions. |
imagine it would also make excellent summer reading
(you can definitely finish a full story between naps on
the beach or by the pool). Although | haven't read the
entire collection yet, two of my favorites are included
in this edition: "What Men Live By" and "Where Love
Is, God Is." Both typify Tolstoy's master story-telling
and spiritual insight. If you're tempted by but are
afraid to commit to any of the weightier Russian
classics this summer, I'd start here.

The Secrets of a Fire King, by Kim Edwards

Okay, | confess that | haven't actually read this yet, but
I'm picking up a copy on the recommendation of a
reliable friend before heading to a beach vacation. I'm
a fan of the short story and currently in need of
something light and amusing that I'll be able to finish
while dad and the grandparents are around to attend
to my six-month-old. I'm told it's "easy, entertaining,
and not too scandalous," which sounds good to me.

Christina  Jopson is  associate  editor  of

InsideCatholic.com.
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Into Thin Air, by Jon Krakauer

Mount Everest has taken many lives, but on May 11,
1996, the mountain claimed its largest single-day tally
of eight climbers. Jon Krakauer's Into Thin Air details
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this horrific tragedy -- the days and months leading up
to it and the postmortem analysis. | was initially
hesitant to pick up this book; mountain climbing holds
little interest for me (I prefer lower-risk activities, like
sipping pina coladas poolside), but after reading
about Mormon
fundamentalism, Under the Banner of Heaven, | knew

he could make any subject matter fascinating. | wasn't

another of Krakauer's books

disappointed. Into Thin Air is a fast-paced and exciting
read.

The No. 1 Ladies' Detective Agency, by Alexander
McCall Smith

This is the first book in the popular mystery series by
Alexander McCall Smith. The book follows the
adventures of Precious Ramotswe, Botswana's very own
Nancy Drew. Using money from the sale of her late
father's cattle herd, Precious sets up Botswana's first
ladies' detective agency. While Precious's intuition and
keen understanding of human nature win her many
professional successes, she still experiences uncertainty
in her personal life, particularly with regard to her
indefatigable suitor, the very good and kind Mr. J. L. B.
Matekoni. These are charming stories set against the
cultural and geographical backdrop of Southern Africa.

Ann  Waterman is the business

InsideCatholic.com.

manager of
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An Irish Country Doctor, by Patrick Taylor

Patrick Taylor is an authentic Irishman and physician
who writes charmingly of the fictitious rural Irish town
Ballybucklebo and its inhabitants. Barry Laverty, a
young doctor just out of medical school, has traveled to
this small town to be the apprentice of Dr. Fingal
O'Reilly -- as memorable a character as you'd ever hope

to meet in a novel. You will delight in the exploits of
these two physicians -- one a lovable, quirky but wise
practitioner; the other an urbane, by-the-book young
doctor -- as they manage to minister to a multitude of
eccentric patients (and eccentric patients' pets!). This is
fun, light reading, but a book that will bring a smile to
your face and warm your heart. Taylor is a natural
storyteller, and An Irish Country Doctor is a grand story.

The Industry of Souls: A Novel, by Martin Booth

Alexander Bayliss, a British citizen, is wrongfully
arrested in the Soviet Union of the 1950s as a spy and
sentenced to 25 years in a labor camp. On his 80th
birthday, having lived since his release in a small rural
Russian village, he reminisces about life in the gulag:
its horrors, its inhumanity, but also of the friends who
shared his confinement. Alexander, who became the
village schoolmaster, lives with the daughter and
husband of his dearest friend who died in the camp.
On this day, as he wanders throughout the town
heavily reminded of the past, Shurik (as he is called)
also reflects on the life he has lived among the good
people of Myshkino.

The book is a study in contrasts of good and evil,
darkness and light. | was struck by the beauty of its
narrative and its triumphant celebration of life and
freedom. Strongly recommended.

Brenda Steele is the development assistant for
InsideCatholic.com.
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The Boxer Rebellion, by Diana Preston

In the summer of 1900, a militant but popular religious
cult in China initiated a wide-scale slaughter of
Westerners, with particular attention to missionaries
and Chinese Christians. The victims of the Boxers -- so
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called because of the frenetic martial art they practiced
-- died horribly. Those who were not simply raped and
hacked to death were dragged back to a Boxer camp to
be skinned.

After depopulating the countryside of Christians,
the uprising moved to the cities. The foreign legations in
Peking and Tientsin were surrounded and sieged by the
Boxer mobs and allied armies of the Chinese Empress.
Under constant assault and cut off from communication
and reinforcements, a few thousand diplomats,
missionaries and soldiers from England, the United
States, Russia, Germany, Japan, France, and Italy held

off a hundred thousand Chinese and Boxer troops. And
they did it for two months.

Historian Diana Preston knows her subject matter.
In The Boxer Rebellion, she has written an absolutely
riveting account of the greatest siege of modern times.
The rebellion was a deeply significant event, and
anticipated most of the major crises that erupted in the
early 20th century.

Brian Saint-Paul is the editor of InsideCatholic.com.
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Breaking Vows: When Faithful Catholics Divorce

Tom Hoopes | Classic
6/20/09

l ' t wasn't supposed to be like this.That's how

divorce starts for the Catholic couples | talked
Humanae
Vitae-believing Catholic couples. Couples who know

to: hard-core, confession-going,

exactly what marriage is supposed to be.

One man | spoke with, now divorced, took Scott
Hahn's Christian marriage class with his theology-major
fiancée. Another couple, now divorced, made the twin
sacrifices of building a large family and allowing the wife
to stay home -- because, in the ex-husband's words,
"Simpleminded me, | looked at every sacrament as
precious and worthy." Two others, now divorced,
helped at their parish and were sacrificing to send their
kids to Catholic schools.

Another woman told me that, until recently, she
and her husband published pamphlets on how to live a
Catholic marriage better.

Nearly every married couple at one point or
another faces deep disappointment. But unless there is
abuse, Catholic couples have very few options when
things get really tough. They can either struggle to get
their love back or struggle to live without it. What they
can't do is divorce.

"Divorce is a grave offense against the natural law,"
according to the Catechism (2384). "Divorce does injury
to the covenant of salvation, of which sacramental
marriage is the sign."

The grave sin of divorce infects everybody around
it. It wrecks families and convinces society that Catholic
teaching about marriage just isn't practical. So why are
so many committed Catholic couples doing it?

The DWord

For most assenting Catholics -- Catholics who reject the
idea of legitimate doctrinal dissent -- the mystique of

Catholic marriage keeps them together. They refuse
even to consider divorce an option.

So, for an assenting Catholic, the topic of divorce is
usually accompanied by a question: What if our
marriage isn't even valid to start with?

Or, as Alicia stated it: "I'm too good to be divorced.
Therefore this was not a valid marriage."

"As soon as you even talk about divorce as if it's an
option, you've taken your first step," Patricia, an
abandoned mother of five, told me.

When one spouse has dropped the D-word, a black
cloud enters a home and hangs there, affecting
everything. Close friends are consulted. One or both
spouses will speak to a priest.

Still, the black cloud can be dispelled even at this
stage, and often is, if the couple looks into the horrible
consequences of divorce and decides they just won't
go there. There's always hope. Until someone calls a
lawyer.

"All it takes is one confused spouse who thinks
that divorce will solve their unhappiness," said
Michelle Gauthier,
Matrimony. "When that one spouse visits a lawyer,

founder of Defending Holy
they place the entire family in the hands of a hostile
court system. Children become wards of the state, and
all marital assets are controlled by the courts. It is truly
a tragedy."

Judy Parejko, Gauthier's colleague and author of
Stolen Vows, says it's "the coercive system we have
called no-fault divorce that pushes people in only one
direction."

One abandoned mother called me after getting a
particularly offensive note from a court representative.
"I get the feeling that there is this perverse patronizing
that's going on here," she said. "They're actually
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pleased to rip my family apart because they think I'm
this mistaken ancient restrictive weirdo because I'm a
loyal Roman Catholic."

For a woman in her position, the feeling of betrayal
is overwhelming. "It's like the Church has let us go into
the hands of a monster that is tearing our family apart,

and the Church won't intervene," she said. "They just
stand back and watch it happen. When | made my vows,

| signed up for something different."

The Size of the Problem
Some distinctions are in order.

The divorce rate among Catholics is reputedly the
same as that among the general public, where about 35
percent of people who have been married have also
been divorced. The couples | spoke with were very
aware of the high Catholic divorce rate. The abandoning
spouse in each took comfort in the thought that he was
just part of a crowd.

But as with most polls that identify trends in the
Catholic population, there's less in that number than
meets the eye.

The Barna Research Group estimates that 25
percent of Catholics who have been married have been
divorced -- that's lower than the general population, but
high nonetheless. But the group's research also says
that only 49 percent of those Catholics go to Mass on
any given week.

So, what percentage of these divorcing Catholics
are lapsed Catholics, and what percentage are
committed Catholics? Barna doesn't say.

In fact, no one knows exactly what the assenting-
Catholic divorce rate is. Catholics sometimes cite the
statistic that only 2 percent of married couples who use
natural family planning (NFP) end in divorce, but
investigate that and you'll soon find that no one knows
where the 2 percent figure came from.

Parejko said she's skeptical about claims that
assenting Catholics have a lower divorce rate. "I've seen
that the problem is just as bad for Catholics, and even
what | call devout Catholics, as the rest of the country,"
she said. "l don't see any protected category."

Dominican Rev. Juan-Diego Brunetta offered one
measure of how bad it is. He is a judge and defender of
the bond at the marriage tribunal at the Archdiocese of
Hartford, Connecticut, where he's involved in hundreds
of Petitions for Declarations of Invalidity of Marriage
(the technical name for an annulment).

"My response can only be anecdotal," he told me.
"But in the cases I've handled, | would estimate that in
somewhere between 5 and 10 percent, at least one
member of the couple made an effort to know, study,
or follow the Church's teachings," he said.

The president of a Catholic college known for its
fidelity guessed that about 5 percent of the marriages
of its alums end in divorce. Whatever the number is, it
looks awfully high to Catholics who see their friends
splitting up. And for each of the marriages that ends in
divorce, there are plenty that walk right up to the
edge.

"Catholics are falling apart left and right, orthodox
Catholics," said Dr. Phillip Mango, a psychoanalyst at
the St. Michael's Institute in Manhattan. "When | saw
the Catholic marriages in this country that are hurting,
| wasn't shocked -- | was saddened. Who is dealing
with this? Who is dealing with this in a real way? Bible
study is just not doing it."

Pride and Individualism

Why is the problem of divorce rearing its head among
Catholics right now? For the same reasons it's plaguing
everyone else.

Catholics can sometimes convince themselves that
they aren't part of the same culture as the rest of the
world. But we're all part of the culture of immediate
doesn't  consider

gratification  that long-term
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consequences. We're all individualistic rather than
communal. Most of us have easily dropped
relationships, even family ones, to pursue careers and

comforts.

On top of that, younger Catholics, products of the
1970s and 1980s, are likely to come from broken
homes, or homes bent almost to the breaking point.
The crisis of fidelity affects us, too.

"We live in a culture in which everything is
disposable," said Gauthier, "including unborn children
and spouses. This culture affects even the most
faithful."

But what about the Faith? Shouldn't faith steel the
assenting Catholic against the culture? In fact, it's the
other way around. Faith needs a culture to stay strong.
Worse, a self-righteous faith can lull Catholics into a
false sense of security, a new Phariseeism convinced
that intellectual assent to the right doctrines -- not our
humility and God's mercy -- is what saves us.

"They think they know everything there is to know
about marriage," said Father Brunetta, "and when they
get there and discover it's not what they expected, they
don't know what to do. If we think the answer to the
real day-to-day problems of our marriage is going to be
found in a paragraph of Familiaris Consortio, we've
missed the point of the document."”

Doug and Andie can relate. They met on the
campus of a faithful-to-the-Magisterium Catholic school
in 1989 when "Every Rose Has Its Thorn" was a hit song
on the radio and Field of Dreams was in theaters.

Andie was a theology major, but it was Doug's
communications major that led him to full-time Catholic
work later in life. They dated, got engaged their senior
year, and took three kinds of marriage preparation,
including NFP classes. They married a month after their
1992 graduation.

Doug had a full-time job in the apologetics
movement. "l was surrounded by theology 24 hours a
day," he said. But while he and his wife overloaded on

"Catholic stuff," they neglected to develop an authentic
spirituality.

"We went to Mass together on a weekly basis," he
said. "We did some spiritual things together that were
part of the family life, not as often as she would have
liked."

Doug -- who's now an abandoned father of two --
said that the troubles that tore his marriage apart came
down to pride.

"Both of us became guilty of self-righteousness,"
he said. "We both thought it was more important to be
right than to be happy. And that's a killer for a
marriage."

In retrospect, Doug says that marriage preparation
gave him all the doctrinal answers but left him
unprepared for the life that he would face. "l have
learned a lot since then through individual counseling.
Too many times, | will read something in a book only to
look up to God and ask, 'Why didn't | read this five
years ago?""

Father Brunetta said that for many couples, "an
overly intellectual approach diminishes the mystery
that marriage is supposed to be. Before | got ordained
| had a certain sense of what it was to be a priest. |
thought | knew what it would be like, but | had no idea.
A lot of it is experiential. It's learned in the very living
of it. If we've got it all figured out ahead of time, we
might end up fighting against what our married life is
teaching us."

Patricia, abandoned mother of five, can relate. She
and her husband made a deal that they would never
share their marital problems with others.

It didn't seem like such a bad plan. "You don't want
to be one of those people who gossips about their
spouse and just complains," she said.

But then it became something else. "You have an
image that you portray to other people that you're a
good Catholic," she said. "But to seek out and
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recognize how bad marriage problems really are, you
need to talk about them."

Patricia explained the phenomenon to me. Catholic
couples "think that if you're punching your time clock,
doing your duties to your faith, God promises to take
care of your marriage. But your marriage has a life of its
own, and if you don't do something about it, it's going
to fester and it's going to explode."

Whether you like it or not, she said, cultural forces
will exert an influence over you, no matter how faithful
you are doctrinally.

"Nobody can escape the fact that you only know
what you grew up with -- even if you have Catholic
faith. So unless both people came from a really
beautiful marriage, they're going to come in with
broken ideas."

Doug said the same thing. He and his wife had a
great opportunity to grow together, to balance each
other out, in the complementarity of marriage. But
that's not what happened.

"I did not provide as much emotional support and
encouragement as she needed because | was an
introvert," he said. "She did not trust me enough with
major decisions and relied on her family's input to chart
our course."

Instead of working for a marriage that helps balance
their temperaments and better them, they've gone
their separate ways. Now their two children are from a
broken home.

The Abandonment Diagnosis

Ironically enough, faithful Catholics' emphasis on
doctrinal study can actually leave them vulnerable to
high-minded doubts about their marriages.

"You see the same phenomenon with medical
students," said Father Brunetta. "As they study
medicine, they begin to self-diagnose. Each new ache
and pain is imagined to be an indication of the most

virulent disease they know. Of course, precious few of
them actually have spinal meningitis or pancreatic
cancer. Normal aches and pains indicate life, not
death."

In the same way, he said, "There are tensions and
struggles and difficulties that are normal in the marriage
-- these are signs of health, not invalidity."

But the spouse who wants to jump ship won't think
so. He or she will search through the reasons some
marriages are declared invalid. He'll discover that for a
Catholic who knew Church teaching on marriage, there
simply aren't any intellectual grounds for annulment.

"The bar is very low for what one needs to know to
get married validly," said Father Brunetta. "The Church
law requires very little for a valid marriage. People
playing all these head games about why their
marriages are invalid don't understand the Church's
teachings."

The assenting, divorcing Catholic will eliminate
them, one by one: Their marriage was heterosexual,
neither one expected to have a partner on the side,
they knew it was "until death do us part," each
expected marriage to involve sexual intercourse, and
they knew that the procreation and education of
children was one of the primary ends of marriage.

What about problems of the will? "A person needs
to positively set his will against some aspect of
marriage in order to invalidate the marital consent,"
said Father Brunetta. "There would need to be an
intention against children or fidelity or permanence, an
intention against the good of the spouse or the
sacramental nature of the marriage."

To find a ground for annulment, the assenting
Catholic will usually end up claiming that he was
psychologically incapable of making a commitment to
marry.

"Some people are not capable of marriage,
because of some defect that is beyond their intellect
and will," said Father Brunetta, who works with
petitions for invalidity all the time. People who can
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hardly take care of themselves. People who are
hopelessly addicted to drugs or alcohol. But these are
real mental conditions.

"Personally," said Father Brunetta, "l think that
somebody who enters into a marriage having studied
and appreciated the teachings might suffer from
something else when they find themselves knocking at
the tribunal door. They expected marriage to be
exalted, like the Book of Revelation, like the wedding
feast of the Lamb. And when they find out that theirs is
not like they imagined, and they are not prepared to
grow together and work through normal difficulties in
their marriage, they start looking for a way out. And
they say, 'Oh, | had a defect.' But, you know what? If
you have the wherewithal to figure out that you were
so gravely incapacitated as to invalidate your marriage,
chances are you're not incapacitated."

But the reality is that when a spouse is trying to
prove his marriage is invalid, he can easily exploit the
process.

Alicia, an abandoned mother of three, told me that
her husband set out a simple test for whether his theory
about their marriage was correct or not.

"His test of whether or not the divorce was 'of the
Lord' was whether or not the annulment was granted.
There are books out there to tell you what to write. He
got one of those and filled out his annulment papers.

"To me, when the Holy Father came out in 1998 and
reprimanded the tribunal boards for granting too many
annulments, this is exactly what he had in mind," she
said. "This is what he had in mind with his January
speech to the Roman Rota when he said we are
supposed to assume that the marriage is valid until
proven wrong."

Divorce Support

Unfortunately, when couples turn to their parish priest
for guidance, they don't necessarily get the answers the

pope is giving. They aren't getting them from their
families either.

Doug remembers how moving to Andie's hometown
brought him to the brink of divorce. "Once we got to
Omaha, Andie started talking to her family more and
more. Within a few months, all of them were discussing
divorce and looking for the loopholes," he said. "They
were saying | can still receive the sacraments if | divorce
my family. They were focusing on the Church's
teachings of what is allowed. The Catechism itself says
divorce is tolerated -- not permitted, 'tolerated' -- but
only under certain circumstances. Beatings, not caring
for the kids, etc. You can't just say, 'This didn't work
out.' But the Church doesn't enforce this."

The parish didn't help Doug. "What really put a
knock on my faith was that | kept turning to the Church
saying, 'Please help us! Please help us!' But the focus
seems to be on the acceptance of individuals in the
Church after divorce. It almost seems as if priests do
not want to address this issue because they are afraid
of offending," he said.

Frank, an abandoned father of four, had a similar
experience when he was faced with divorce. "The
different priests | talked to seemed very disinterested,
which | found appalling. It was like talking to a wall
when my wife and | talked to one priest. All he could
say is, 'l can't tell who the victim is here.' Another who
was a more senior priest, he just talked about civil and
legal matters as being completely segregated from
matrimonial unions blessed by the Church," said Frank.
"The priests -- it didn't look like they had a clue what to
do. They were so out of touch with the need to
problem-solve."

Do priests know how awful divorce is? Or is it that
they just feel helpless?

"I wouldn't want to hazard a guess about the

motivation of particular priests in particular
occasions," Father Brunetta told me. "However, there
is a perceived tension in pastoral work that is not

always easily negotiated. It's the false dichotomy that's
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created between what is pastoral and what is
doctrinal."

He said that priests fall into the trap in one of two
ways. "On one extreme there's a sort of hyper-
pastoralism, which becomes a constant placating of
persons in distress. Here the priest will avoid doing
anything that will make him the bad guy. Even, perhaps,
at the expense of the Church's authentic teaching on
marriage," he said. "On the other extreme is a
doctrinaire spirit that can seem to be unaware of the
real pain people experience in their day-to-day
struggles with sin and failure and the fallen state of
humanity."

The battle in the Church doesn't help, said Mango.
Dissenting Catholics often won't teach the doctrines
that protect and guide marriage. Assenting Catholics, on
the other hand, often won't address the real pitfalls and
messiness of marriage because they detract from the
doctrines that are under such attack.

The Church needs to "get real," Mango said. "As
real as the enemies of the Church are getting. | have yet
to hear a homily from anyone who says, 'The world has
infected the Church, so there in the back of the church
are some pamphlets that direct you to where you can
get help. There's one on verbal and spousal abuse.
There's one on post-abortion healing. There's one on
homosexuality. There's one there for Sexaholics
Anonymous. They're all free. Go and get them. I'll be in
the confessional.! Not once. Instead, | hear, 'Good
morning. How are you? | think it's time that we should
perhaps love one another."

Sms of Adam

| must confess, | was surprised by the story assignment
when | was asked to investigate reports that a surprising
number of young, on-fire, faithful Catholics were
divorcing.

But the more | looked into it, the more | realized
that my surprise was part of the problem. After all, from
the beginning, marriage has always been the center of a

great battle. No one should blithely expect that he's in a
special class that is somehow spiritually protected.

A marriage was Satan's first target in the Garden of
Eden, and it was one of his preferred fields of battle
through the Old Testament. The British schism in the
Protestant Reformation began when a committed
Catholic, Henry VIII, wanted to divorce his wife. And
today, the battle over marriage rages on.

"There's a demon out there that's trying to claw and
tear people up, and when he gets a divorce, he's got a
victory," one abandoned wife told me. "It wrecks kids.
It convinces the culture that these Catholics don't
know what they're talking about. The devil's way of
destroying the culture from the very beginning was to
put a wedge between the husband and the wife."

How to fight back? The obvious answer is better
marriage preparation.

"The Vatican is begging for eight sessions" of
preparation, said Mango. He runs an eight-session
marriage preparation program that includes family-of-
origin issues, the differences between men and
women, in-depth communication instruction, a look at
the resentment a male-centered sexual life causes, and
what a real spiritual life looks like.

Father Brunetta put in his vote for a future
improvement to marriage preparation. "Canonists
belong at the beginning of the process," he said,
"working with couples to understand what the Church
teaches and what Church law requires for marriage.
We need more canonists in marriage prep work for the
health of marriages in the United States."

But Parejko said that the Church also needs to
change the way it approaches marriage at the back
end, in the marriage tribunals.

"My hope has gotten bigger over time," she said.
"Now it's that the tribunals will be transformed from
annulment processing places to reconciliation havens."

At any rate, something has to be done.
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| asked one man what the worst effect of divorce
has been in his life.

"My eleven-year-old son has taken a knock in terms
of what he believes about God," he told me. "We've
taught him the Faith, but he thinks that sometimes God
won't answer prayers, because he prayed and prayed
that we'd get back together again. And that didn't
happen."

Tom Hoopes is the executive editor of the National
Catholic Register and editorial director of Faith &

Family. This article originally appeared
July/August 2004 issue of Crisis Magazine.
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The Death of Morality

Benjamin D. Wiker | Classic
6/23/09

t is difficult to gain attention in an erathat uses

superlatives to describe dishwashing liquid and

mayonnaise. Perhaps speaking simply and directly
might prove such an oddity that words may again have
their proper power. And so, here it is: The greatest
moral crisis is now upon us.

| don't mean the continual, factory slaughter of
thousands of babies a day; or the endless parade of
carnal innovations mincing across the public square,
howling for recognition; or even the redefinition of
marriage to include the indefinite union of anything.
These are effects, more or less, of the real moral crisis.

The real moral crisis is this: that we, among all
human beings who have ever lived, face the end of
morality as such. Abortion and infanticide have existed
before. So have homosexuality and pedophilia.
Exclusive, lifelong heterosexual monogamy was, largely,
a Christian mandate, and therefore variations on the
definition of marriage are not difficult to come by
historically. If these ills were all that plagued us, we
would only be facing an especially ugly relapse into the
darkness of paganism. But underneath these ills lies a
darkness against which even the darkness of paganism
is light -- the rejection of human nature itself, and hence

the rejection of all morality.

The Real Darkness

It is difficult, when our eyes continually have to adjust
to each new wave of moral darkness, to be asked to
focus on the very heart of darkness. There is at least
some form and feature still visible on the current moral
landscape, and our eyes are naturally drawn to
distinguish things by what light remains. For example,
we judge homosexual marriage to be a distortion of
heterosexual marriage. Yet if we are to have any hope
at all of a new dawn, we must recognize that darkness
"without form and void," into which, like a voracious

black hole, the light is so quickly receding. Difficult as it
may be, then, we must focus on what it means to reject
human nature, that is, to treat human beings as if,
ultimately, they were a thing "without form and void."

How to get at it? How to focus on what amounts to
a negation? Perhaps by way of an illustration. A few
years ago, scientists led by Tomohiro Kono, a biologist
at the Tokyo University of Agriculture, created baby
mice without the introduction of sperm. They did so by
using two female eggs and genetically "tricking" one of
them to function as if its genes came from sperm. It
took 457 "reconstructed" eggs, 371 of which survived
to be implanted in females, and ten of which made it
through gestation. Only one, named Kayuga, made it
to adulthood -- and, oddly enough, after successfully
mating with a male, she had a litter the old-fashioned
way. The most common headline for the Kayuga story?
"The End of Males."

Think it's a long way from mice to men? Then you
don't know the very short history of in vitro
fertilization techniques, begun with mice and now
commonplace among us. Indeed, in vitro fertilization
makes a nice additional illustration of the same point.
When | was a teenager, not so very long ago, we used
to have a joke based on the propensity of social
scientists to announce the obvious as if it were a
statistical revelation. "Fifty percent of married people
are women," we'd proclaim with mock scientific
grandeur. That was before men wanted to marry men
or, even more important, before two women could
avoid the matrimonial necessity of a male through in
vitro fertilization.

The negation of maleness spells the end of all
moral distinctions based on sexuality. For all of human
history, the distinction between male and female has
been the most natural and primal, and it's the one on
which any moral distinctions in regard to sexuality and
(however badly such

marriage are grounded

insidecatholic.com

W
(@)



distinctions have been drawn and upheld). If male and
female are uprooted as natural and necessary
distinctions, then all moral distinctions flowing from
them shall likewise be destroyed. A ban on gay marriage
won't be necessary; marriage itself will soon disappear,
gone the way of parchment, horse-drawn carriages,

phonographs, and dial phones.

What we face, then, is the ever more speedy

replacement of moral questions with technical
questions, so that the moral question "Ought we to do
this?" is giving way to the merely technical "Can we do
this?" As the "cans" become ever more technically
effective, the "oughts" will sputter out their respective

swan songs, fade, and then dissipate.

Genesis Undone

We must view this unprecedented phenomenon
theologically in order to see its full import. What we are
striving for, through ever greater technical power and
prowess, is the complete unraveling of what God so
tightly bound in creation. Insofar as we have been
successful, we are now witnessing the creation account
running backwards, form driven back to formlessness,
distinction back to a void, light back to darkness. To
return to our example, all moral distinctions in regard to
sexuality come from sexuality itself, the natural capacity
to procreate, to "become one flesh" (Genesis 2:24) in
the union of one male and one female. From this
fundamental distinction flows not only the very
definition of marriage and its perfection, but also the
prohibitions against adultery, sex before marriage,
homosexuality, contraception, incest, masturbation,
bestiality, and pornography. These prohibitions are in
one way or another a perversion, a turning away, from
the fundamental natural sexual distinction.

Absent this distinction, no moral distinctions can
emerge. Angels, as pure spirits, are not divided into
male and female. They are not prohibited from adultery
because they cannot commit it. They cannot lament the
failures of marriage because they cannot succeed at it.

They are not wracked by controversies regarding
homosexuality because they are not sexual at all.

Enter the technical drive to knead human sexuality
like clay -- to form men out of women, women out of
men with transgendering surgery; or to make "bone of
my bones, and flesh of my flesh" through cloning; or all
of oneself to "be fruitful and multiply" through genetic
manipulation of ova -- and the natural division between
male and female has been all but erased. The ultimate
result is not the creation of pure spirits, we note, but
non-gendered sexual demons, like rock singer Marilyn
Manson, who mix indiscriminate appetite for sexual
pleasure with a lust for disorder itself as the negation
of created order. It was with great theological insight
that Mel Gibson had Satan appear as androgynous
in The Passion of the Christ. Androgyny is the negation
of gender, the unraveling denial of the divinely
ordained distinction between male and female.

In seeking to remove the divinely ordained natural
sexual distinction, we have moved beyond perversion
to cosmological rebellion. Perversion distorts what is
natural, even while it presupposes it. Homosexual
activists now seeking to avail themselves of the name
and benefits of monogamous marriage presuppose
that marriage is a permanent and exclusive union
between two human beings, but that framework itself
emerges from the truth that the sexual union of one
male and one female produces a quite permanent and
indissoluble living union, a child. Circumvent the sexual
necessity for male and female to make a child, and
blur, smear, and stir male and female like so much
paint, and marriage as a moral structure will simply
decay through disuse. Behold, the end of marriage --
even the perverted form of homosexual marriage.

We may rightly call this cosmological rebellion, and
not mere perversion, for two reasons. First, it does not
constitute a merely parasitic distortion of what is
natural. Ancient homosexuality, such as we find it
among the Greeks, elevated sexual pleasure between
males above sexual pleasure between male and
female, but still relied on heterosexual intercourse for
procreation according to the dictates of nature. Male
and female were distorted, but not destroyed. We, on
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the other hand, in our rebellion against nature, are
attempting to destroy male and female as such.

Second, one detects more than a little whiff of
brimstone in all of this. As C. S. Lewis noted in
his Screwtape Letters, Satan cannot create, and since
every rival attempt to produce order would merely be
an imitation of God's ordering wisdom and power, then
the Evil One must destroy in order to rebel. We seem to
be urged, relentlessly drawn, toward the destruction of
sexual distinction in the abyss of sexual androgyny and
genderless procreation. Marilyn Manson is not an
isolated case of perversion. He/she/it is a glimpse of the
end of morality, the darkness toward which we are now
racing, beyond all moral distinctions, beyond good and
evil.

But if such is the end of morality, when did the project
to unravel all moral distinctions begin?

The Begining of the End

It would be tempting to blame the notorious
philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche for ushering in the
destruction of morality. It was he, after all, who
famously declared that all moral distinctions were
arbitrary, arising not from nature but from the will to
power of a particular person or people. Hence his
famous work, Beyond Good and Evil (1886).

Tempting as that may be, because of the power of
his philosophical prose and its effect both on his fellow
Germans and on liberal intellectuals, the blame would
be misplaced. Nietzsche was not a philosophical
prophet but an astute reader of the times, picking up
and lionizing an already existing Promethean tendency
in the West.

We would do better to travel to England, not
Germany, and examine the arguments of Francis Bacon
(1561-1626) and then Charles Darwin (1809-1882).
Bacon is rightly considered to be one of the great
founders of modern science. It would be more accurate,
since he himself had no laboratory and made no

discoveries, to call him the founder of the Promethean
aspect of the modern scientific spirit.

Bacon asserted that both philosophy and science
had hitherto proved entirely ineffective and sterile
because human beings had foolishly taken nature as it
presents itself to be the standard of both thinking and
acting. Against this, Bacon argued that "a new way must
be opened for the human understanding entirely
different from any hitherto known." The new approach
to nature? Replace passive acceptance of the natural
order with active testing and remolding of nature
wherein "by art and the hands of man she [nature
personified] is forced out of her natural state, and
squeezed and moulded." Truth, then, does not arise
from acceptance and contemplation of nature; rather,
truth is what we make. Nature becomes the clay; the
scientist, as a kind of semi-deity, becomes the potter,
remolding nature according to his will.

Sweeping aside all previous philosophical and
theological controversies, Bacon assured his disciples,
"I am laboring to lay the foundation, not of any sect or
doctrine, but of human utility and power." Utility and
power, as Nietzsche realized several centuries later,
doesn't ask, "What is good and evil?" but rather,
"What do | want?" This focus on the will goes beyond
good and evil and creates through technical power the
ever-greater mastery over nature. The question
becomes not what ought to be done but what can be
done. While Bacon didn't apply his arguments directly
to the remolding of human nature -- except insofar as
he made some rather vague promises about the
possibility that medicine might grant areal, this-
worldly immortality -- it takes little imagination to
make that obvious step. If the rest of nature is clay,
then why not human nature?

Darwin has nearly the status of a saint for modern
secularism, and the cultural reverence paid to him has
tended to scare off Christians -- especially Catholics --
from criticizing him. That might change if we
understood the true import of his theory. While Bacon
aroused the spirit of limitless technical manipulation of
nature in general by a new army of Promethean
potters, it was Darwin who focused on the ultimate
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formlessness of human nature in particular. He
provided the argument that underneath the apparent
permanence of human nature, we ultimately find
formless clay, cast and recast a thousand times by the
vagaries of natural selection.

Darwin himself realized the alarming nature of his
theory and judiciously avoided any mention of human
nature in his first and greatest work, The Origin of
Species (1859). His silence ended with his Descent of
Man, published twelve years after the first edition of
the Origin. In his Descent, Darwin made it quite clear
that all we think of as specifically human can be
explained as the result of natural selection -- reason,
morality, conscience, religion, music, art, and even the
distinction between male and female itself all came
about by the same random processes that molded the
variety of finch beaks on the Galapagos Islands.

But what nature molds by accident, man may mold
to suit his ends. After all, Darwin reminded the reader,
such remolding of the clay of nature already occurs
among animal breeders through artificial selection. If
we take such "scrupulous care" of our "horses, cattle,
and dogs," should we not apply the science of artificial
selection to human beings as well? For the good of the
race, Darwin maintained, we must take our evolution
into our own hands. Thus, Darwin quite clearly
advocated eugenics, although it was his cousin Francis
Galton, enamored by the Origin, who coined the term.
(Those who still doubt that Darwin's arguments were
essentially and consciously eugenic should read not only
Darwin's Descent, but my Moral Darwinism and Richard
Weikart's From Darwin to Hitler: Evolutionary Ethics,
Eugenics, and Racism in Germany.)

If we unite Bacon with Darwin, we have the
essential spirit of the contemporary attempt to re-
create human nature according to an image as yet to be
announced. If sexual dimorphism -- male and female --
is merely the result of the random shuffling and
mutations on a string of DNA among our very distant
biological ancestors, then there's little reason to resist
the technical urge to redraw sexual boundaries or
simply erase them altogether.

So it is, in our society now, that a great division
arises between those who recoil in horror at the latest
macabre manipulation of human nature as unnatural
and those who rejoice at the very same manipulations
as signs of humanity's liberation from nature, between
those who happily submit to biology as destiny and
those who believe that our destiny is to have complete
mastery over biology. This is, to say the least, no small
battle; indeed, it is difficult to see what battle would be
greater.

The End of Catholic Morality

If Catholics still have trouble getting their feathers
ruffled over this, perhaps it would help to state the
situation more directly. Catholic morality is based on
the natural law. The natural law, as St. Thomas makes
clear, is simply the law of our being, that is, the set of
moral "oughts" that flow from the "is" of our particular
nature. The Baconian-Darwinian project to treat
human nature as clay to be remolded by everything
from plastic surgery to genetic manipulation is a direct
attack on the natural law because it's a direct attack on
our nature. If it were to succeed, Catholic morality
would be shown to be utterly without foundation, fit
only for history's dustbin, taking its place alongside
Ptolemaic geocentrism, phlogiston theory in chemistry,
and the ether in physics as a well-developed theory
that was shown, under scientific scrutiny, to be based
on fundamental errors about nature.

"Catholics thought," some supercilious history
professor of the not-too-distant future will say with a
smirk, "that human nature itself was some kind of an
eternal given, that it provided a kind of impassable
limit, and that from the 'eternal givens' [chuckle!] of
human nature something called 'mo-ral-i-ty' [and here
he/she/it will need to spell this strange word] arose
from these givens. This is a somewhat understandable
error. Just as it appears that the sun is rising, so also it
appeared to them that human beings could only be
created in the same way as is common among other
animals. This lack of imagination was rooted in a lack
of technology. We note this pattern in a number of

insidecatholic.com




areas. Telescopes allowed human beings to see that the
vastness of the cosmos demonstrated how insignificant
a speck they were, and hence they wisely gave up the
belief that the Earth was at the center of the universe.
So also, the new genetic technologies have made clear:
'Our only limit is our imagination!"

And then the professor will lean over the podium,
pause for effect, and don a mournful, accusing
countenance. "While that may have been
a somewhat understandable

further and built an entire system of persecution upon

error, Catholics went
this error. Since they could procreate only through the
animal act of male-female intercourse -- a process that
was itself a kind of biological fluke! -- they condemned,
nay persecuted, hunted down, attacked any other kind
of sexual expression. We can all be thankful those days
are over."

Science Fiction?

Sound like science fiction? A mere literary scare tactic?
Well, try this literary exercise. Read Aldous Huxley's
dystopian classic Brave New World, the prophetic
science-fiction satire written in 1932. Huxley attempted
to paint a nightmarish world in which sexual pleasure
has been utterly divorced from love through the use of
the test-tube
contraception. The novel was set 600 years in the

creation of human beings and
future, but alas, by the end of the 20th century, so
much of the prophecy had become fact that it has
almost no effect on readers, and what was meant to
frighten now seems merely quaint. | know this as a
college professor who has tried to use Brave New
World in class. Huxley imagined that the loveless factory
production of human beings would turn sex into a mere
commonplace recreational activity -- but his imagined
sexual free-for-all is entirely heterosexual! As for the
technical aspect of things, ever try to frighten a class of
undergrads with the specter of babies being made in
test tubes, only to find out that an increasing number of
the students themselves are, in one way or another,
test-tube babies?

In regard to the destruction of moral boundaries,
then, science fact is outpacing science fiction. For this
reason, all that is needed for the triumph of evil, and
the subsequent negation of the distinction between
good and evil itself, is a smug complacency, an "Oh,
they'll dothat!" Soon
whatever that may happen to be, will be so well-

never enough, even that,
established as to seem old-fashioned in comparison
with what's on the horizon. Once we eliminate the
notion that human nature is a given and hence that our
very nature sets a limit to what we can and should do,
then the distinction between science fiction and
science fact is merely temporal. Such should be clear,
given the speed with which science fictions have

become science facts in the last half-century.

That makes it rather easy to be a prophet. Allow
me to assume a momentary mantle. The history
professor in my fictional exercise above? Expect that
within ten years, advanced surgical techniques and
tissue cloning will result in "designer gender," where
consumers will choose not only what sexual parts they
desire but how many and where to put them. Mark my
words on your calendars.

The End of the End

| do not want to give readers the false impression that
the only moral distinctions now being erased are
between male and female. To take another, even more
startling example, the lines are now being technically
redrawn between human beings and animals.
According to the Baconian-Darwinian project, human
beings are just one more transient form that the clay
of matter has taken. Thus, as Darwin made quite clear
in his Descent, the species distinction "human being"
has an ephemeral, not eternal, foundation. But this
very distinction is the foundation of the command
"Thou shalt not kill." The prohibition against the
murder of innocent human beings presupposes that
(2) killing a gnat, a cow, and a human being are very
different acts and (2) there is a real difference

between living and nonliving beings. Absent these
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distinctions, the prohibition against killing human
beings is merely a parochial and groundless taboo.

Obviously, the presence of abortion has helped
immensely to establish the treatment of human beings
as mere matter, mere stuff to be disposed of according
to our convenience. But an offshoot of abortion is the
entire industry bent on the use of such ill-gained
"tissue" for medical purposes. As we slide back further
into the void, into grayer and grayer realms, medical
purposes will soon include health and beauty, so that
such techno-cannibalism will spread to products
throughout the local drugstore. As demand grows,
especially for more advanced flesh, not only will women
be paid to grow "fetal tissue" but pharmaceutical
laboratories will include embryonic farms.

Killing and not killing, human and nonhuman, living
and nonliving, light and dark -- all such distinctions that
emerge in the Genesis account will recede back into the
void, a void beyond all good and evil. "Should we do
this?" will then mean only "Is this economically
feasible?"

The Last Battle

Such is the real moral crisis, the greatest one possible,
since upon its outcome hinges the existence of morality
itself. The good news is, oddly, that it is still a crisis; that
is, human nature hasn't been destroyed yet. It is still
possible that human nature may be salvaged from the

ruins of the project to reconstruct it according to our
will.

For Catholics, this is an especially important call to
arms. Catholicism almost alone among Christianity roots
its moral arguments in the natural law, and hence it has
fought almost alone to keep what God has joined and
distinguished in creation from falling asunder into
indistinction and confusion. To take an important
example, almost alone it has rejected the severing of
sexual union from procreation through contraception
and in vitro fertilization. As should be clear from the
above, this severing, which looked so innocent to
mainline and even evangelical Protestantism,
was the beginning of the end of morality in regard to
sexuality. May the realization of this bring about a

great ecumenical moment.

We can expect, then, a great battle between those
who regard human nature as the sacrosanct origin of
all moral distinctions and those who regard human
nature as clay under construction. It will be, for all of
humanity, the last battle, for it is a battle over the
existence of humanity itself.

Benjamin D. Wiker is the author of The Darwin Myth:
The Life and Lies of Charles Darwin (Regnery, 2009).
This article originally appeared in the July/August 2004
issue of crisisMagazine.
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On the Trail of the Ark

Raymond Matthew Wray | Classic
6/25/09

' e says you must go now," my translator
told me. | looked from him to the official
standing across from the old church ruins.

"I thought | could stay until six o'clock?" | protested. He

shrugged and got up to lead me out.

While we were leaving, three more visitors entered
the compound. | pointed this out to him, waving my
entrance ticket in the air. Finally, he opened up: "In the
past, they have had some trouble with people here." In
other words, I'd overstayed my welcome. | was being
thrown out.

My departure had less to do with how much time
I'd spent there than with my taking pictures. After all,
this was my second visit of the day -- my third if you
count the time | came while it was closed. The official
who insisted | leave was the same man who asked that |
come back when the church compound was open. And
he was the same man who watched me take six rolls of
film of the Saint Mary of Zion Chapel. This is only one of
three churches of interest within the compound, and |
could tell he grew suspicious when | ignored the others.

It wasn't that the chapel of Saint Mary of Zion was
that impressive, or even that beautiful. No, it wasn't the
chapel itself that had brought me to Ethiopia. | was
much more interested in what was concealed within.

| had come to see the Ark of the Covenant.

The Bible tells us that the Ark is a "chest of acacial
wood" overlaid with pure gold "both inside and out."
Wooden poles pierce rings on each side and are used to
carry the heavy box. On top, a pair of golden cherubim
face one another, their wings outstretched.

In the Old Testament, God Himself appeared as a
swirling mist between the golden figures; it was called
the shekinah, or "presence."

The Ark was constructed as a carrying case for the
tablets of the Ten Commandments -- the same tablets
that Moses carried down from the mountain. There's no
record that they were ever removed from the chest.
Indeed, it seems likely that wherever the Ark is, the Ten
Commandments are still inside.

If you've seen Raiders of the Lost Ark, you know
the chest of the Old Covenant has a dark side. No one
but the high priest could approach it, and those foolish
enough to touch it died instantly. The Ark was carried
into battle, leaving bloodshed and devastation in its
path. In his book, The Sign and the Seal, British
journalist Graham Hancock elaborates:

Biblical and other archaic sources speak of the Ark
blazing with fire and light, inflicting cancerous
tumors and severe burns, leveling mountains,
stopping rivers, blasting whole armies and laying
waste cities.

This is the Ark of the Covenant. And according to the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church, it now sits in the chapel of
Saint Mary of Zion in Aksum, Ethiopia.

There are two different explanations of how the
Ark arrived in Ethiopia. The first is based on the legend
of the Kebra Nagast (The Glory of Kings). The Kebra
Nagast is a 13th-century manuscript drawing on the
Old and New Testaments, as well as the apocryphal
Book of Enoch and the Book of Pearl. Edward Ullendorf
in The Ethiopians: An Introduction to Country and
People points out that the Kebra Nagast also borrows
generously from the "christological and patristic
writings in Coptic, Syriac Arabic, and Greek, from the
Testamentum Adami, from Rabbinical literature as well
as the Koran."

But the Kebra Nagast isn't a doctrinal work. It's a
love story. And it's the Ethiopians' version of how they
came to possess the Ark of the Covenant. Drawing on 1
Kings 10:1-13, the legend describes how the queen of
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Sheba first learned of King Solomon when her servant
Tamrin returned from Jerusalem. Hearing Tamrin's
report about Solomon, the queen was smitten: "l love
him merely on hearing."

Sheba journeyed to Jerusalem to see him and
remained there for six months. As she prepared to
return to her own country, Solomon ordered a royal
meal for them where they both made an oath not to
take anything from each other by force. Solomon's
interests in the queen were apparently more than just
diplomatic. The King intentionally left his bowl of water
next to the queen's bed, so that when she awoke she
would take a drink, thereby "taking" what was rightfully
the king's and breaking the oath. While a small thing in
itself, the result had a profound effect.

When Sheba realized the gravity of what occurred,
she said to Solomon: "I have sinned against myself, and
thou art free from [thy] oath." The Kebra Nagast
continues: "He permitted her to drink water, and after
she had drunk water he worked his will with her and
they slept together."

Nine months and five days after returning to
Ethiopia, the queen gave birth to a son and named him
Menelik. At the age of 22, Menelik traveled to
Jerusalem to meet his father for the first time. There in
Judaism's holy city, at the hands of his father, Menelik
became the king of Ethiopia and founder of the
Solomonic dynasty. When the young man departed
from Jerusalem, Solomon commanded the nobility of
Israel to "give [to Menelik] their children who were

called 'firstborn." The clever ruler saw an opportunity

to establish a second kingdom.

With this, Menelik and his new subjects departed
for Ethiopia. But what Menelik's companions failed to
mention was that they had made off with the Ark of the
Covenant from the Temple of Solomon. Indeed, they
only told Menelik when they had reached "the water of
the Ethiopia." The news -- while surprising -- didn't turn
the young man back to Israel; he continued his trip with
the relic under his protection. The journey of the Ark
recounted in the Kebra Nagast ends in Ethiopia after a
brief stop in Egypt.

There is, however, an alternate story, developed
recently by Hancock. In his research for The Sign and
the Seal, he discovered a number of discrepancies in the
time line of Menelik and his companions, especially in
regard to Aksum, the alleged final resting place of the
Ark in Ethiopia. Aksum, Hancock tells us, didn't exist in
the time of King Solomon. So if the Ethiopian claims are
true, where did the Ark come to rest?

Hancock's explanation is decidedly different from
that of the Ethiopians. After studying the Kebra Nagast,
he was forced to conclude that it was more legend
than fact: "I always find it slightly depressing when a
beautiful myth is discredited." Hancock argues that
sometime during King Manasseh's reign in Jerusalem
from 687 to 642 B.C., Jewish priests removed the Ark
from Solomon's temple. Manasseh had converted the
Temple of Solomon to pagan worship and installed a
pagan idol -- a blasphemy for those devout Jews who
considered the Ark the touchstone of Yahweh on
earth. Hancock speculates that the horrified priests
removed the Ark from Jerusalem entirely.

Unlike some of the events described in the Kebra
Nagast, there's a good deal of evidence to support
Hancock's theory. He claims the priests took the Ark
and settled in Elephantine, a small island just off of
Aswan, Egypt. There, the Jews built a temple to house
the Ark -- the ruins of the temple are visible to this day.
According to Hancock, the Ark remained on the island
for some 200 years. The time the Ark was on
Elephantine accounts for the period between when
the Kebra Nagast claims the Ark was stolen and the
appearance of Aksum.

While Hancock's theory holds up on paper, there
was only one way to verify it. So | set out for Ethiopia.

When the sun began to break over Lake Tanhe
horizon came alive in orange-red hues. From the water
rose a gray haze that faded into the brilliant glow of
the sunrise. Across Lake Tana, | could see my first
destination: Tana Cherkos.
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According to Hancock's theory, the Ark was brought
down the Nile from Elephantine Island in Egypt to the
island of Tana Cherkos. There it remained for 800 years.
But was there evidence for this beyond the legend?

On this morning, | had two guides. The first was a
former deacon in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church who
decided to pursue his studies elsewhere. (Deacons are
young men who study to become monks and later enter
the priesthood.) My second guide was responsible for
piloting the boat and taking care of other logistics
during the day.

| hadn't planned on having a deacon as a guide. In
fact, | wasn't sure | would have a guide at all. | just
showed up. No contacts. No leads. But when you meet
one person in Ethiopia, you've met everyone you need
to know anywhere in Ethiopia. And as it turned out, he
was a tremendous blessing.

As we approached Tana Cherkos, my guide insisted
that we review what | was going to ask the abba -- the
head monk of the island. He explained that there were
certain questions that the abba would consider
insulting. | understood: For too long, journalists and
doubters have ridiculed the Ethiopians' claim to have
the Ark.

The approach to the island monastery is
extraordinary. The current church, which dates back to
the 19th century, looks like it could fall to pieces with
the mildest gust of wind. Green brush and trees cover
the entire island. Across from the church and hidden
behind a trellis are the living quarters of the deacons,
monks, and priests. Their lives there are what they were

intended to be -- isolated.

Once we arrived, the pilot ran off with my questions
in hand to search out the senior priest. It's obligatory to
make first contact with the senior religious. This worked
out well, since the senior priest was the man I'd just
traveled two hours by boat to see.

When Abba Baya approached, | was surprised at his
youth and rakish smile. He was wrapped in a white robe
and wore dusty sandals. As | asked him questions, | had

the sense he was surprised; he seemed to have
expected the usual skepticism.

The Ark's protective powers are well-known -- at
least, if the biblical record is to be believed. But |
wondered if that power extended to the nation itself.
Aside from Eritrea and Kenya, Ethiopia is surrounded by
the Muslim countries of Sudan, Somalia, and Djibouti.
Ethiopia itself has a Muslim population of about 45
percent. | asked Baya if the Ark of the Covenant
provided protection to the Christians within Ethiopia.
Had it helped shelter his country from the conflicts
that have plagued neighboring countries with similarly
mixed populations? | expected a reasoned response
that spoke to the history, theology, and politics of the
delicate Ethiopian balance, perhaps sprinkled with a
Scripture verse or two.

Baya turned to me with a smile: "Yes, all of
Ethiopia is protected."

| waited for a moment, certain that he would say
more. He didn't.

Caught off guard by his brevity, | moved on to my
next question. "Why bring the Ark to Tana Cherkos?" |
asked. After all, there were other islands. The answer
was simple. Baya explained that the Ark was brought
to Tana Cherkos because, at the time, it was the only
island monastery in existence. When | explained to him
what | had learned of how the Ark arrived in Ethiopia,
he confirmed what Graham Hancock had theorized:
The Ark of the Covenant arrived on Tana Cherkos after
spending 200 years on Elephantine Island. While this
was hardly conclusive proof, it's significant that the
tradition of the island matched Hancock's time line so
closely.

His answers were short, to the point, and certain.
When | asked if Tana Cherkos as an island had been
blessed in any particular way, he said, "Yes, Mary, the
Mother of God, spent three months and ten days on
Tana Cherkos."
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Wide-eyed, | turned to my guide. "Did he just say
Mary -- as in the Virgin Mary -- spent three months and
ten days here...on this island?"

Baya smiled. "Would you like to look at her
footprints?"

We walked along a path leading up to a craggy
overlook. Along the way, we passed several large stone
altars the Ark-bearing Jews had used to sacrifice sheep.
If 1 wanted concrete proof of an ancient Jewish
presence on the island, those heavy stone altars
certainly qualified. As | walked by, | noticed holes
ground into the center of the altars -- repositories for
the blood of the sacrificial animals.

Finally, we stopped, and Baya guided my hand to
the ground. At first, | wasn't completely sure what | was
looking at. And then | saw it: a worn footprint, pressed
into the bedrock. A small footprint, like that of a
woman.

With this unexpected discovery, | had all the
information | needed to move on. While there was
strong evidence of a long-term ancient Jewish presence
on Tana Cherkos, along with the interesting tradition of
Mary's short-term residence, the Ark wasn't here. To
find it, I'd have to continue following the trail. According
to the Ethiopian claim, the Ark was brought from Tana
Cherkos to Aksum by King Ezana -- who wanted a safer
long-term home for the holy relic. It's said to remain
there to this day.

There are no routine overland routes in Ethiopi#/hat
may look like a four-hour journey on a map is actually a
two-day nightmare by bus. Having little time to work
with, | chose to fly to Aksum.

Domestic flights in Ethiopia offer the most
breathtaking landscapes. From the highlands, across
flatlands, valleys, and canyons, various shades of brown
dominate everything. If you have nerves of steel, a
window seat on those old prop planes will give you a

spectacular view.

My flight arrived at noon. A few minutes later, | had
secured a translator. Actually, he was the receptionist at
the hotel | checked into, and he promised he could
arrange for me to meet the guardian of the Ark. When |
explained what | wanted to accomplish, he smiled. "My
friend, | will take good care of you."

As a rule, when I'm traveling, the phrase "my
friend" raises a number of red flags in my mind. But in
this instance, | took a chance and cautiously agreed to
let him help me. Early the next morning, we set off for
the church compound a short distance away. It was
clear very quickly that my new guide was well-known
there. | was relieved.

Surrounded by a red wrought-iron gate, Saint Mary
of Zion Chapel was stark against the blue morning sky.
With the sun still low in the east, the chapel's color
was hard to make out. | was surprised by how small
the structure was -- maybe 40 feet square. It seemed a
bit modest to be the resting place of the most
mysterious -- and potentially dangerous -- object on
earth.

Just outside the gate, there were a few deacons
and monks pacing. All around the compound,
worshipers mulled about, absorbed in some form of
prayer. They came to visit the newly built church to the
left of Saint Mary of Zion Chapel, pressing their
foreheads against the door of the church and kissing it
as they prayed.

But no one dared to pray in front of the chapel of
the Ark.

We approached the gate, and my translator began
to clang his ring against the bars. "What are you
doing?" | whispered.

"I'm just trying to get the guardian to come out,"
he said.

"But | thought you said you were going to make
arrangements for me to meet him."

"Of course, no problem," he replied. "He will speak
to you."
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After a few tense moments of waiting, a man
emerged from the back of the chapel. He was Abba
Welde Giorgis -- the guardian of the Ark of the
Covenant. Middle-aged and thin, Abba Giorgis was
hidden behind faux aviator glasses, a gunmetal blue
robe, and a drab yellow blanket slung lengthwise over
his shoulder. Though short, he had an air of power and
authority.

After giving me his blessing, the guardian took a
seat at the edge of the gate, while | lowered myself
onto a stone bench.

The guardian of the Ark is chosen by his
predecessor, Giorgis told me. The decision is supposed
to be based on the "purity of heart" and virtue of the
candidate. Once chosen, he serves for life, never leaving
the gated compound. The Ark becomes his life. While
it's a great honor to be chosen, many of the monks
would gladly decline the opportunity. In fact, the history
of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church is scattered with
occasional stories of guardians who flee the compound
upon being chosen. Some prefer not to live a life of
spiritual incarceration. Others are afraid of being so
close to the relic. The Ark, they say, is powerful.

"Why was the Ark brought to Aksum?" | asked.
"It's like Adam," he replied simply.

"Adam?"

"Yes," he said. "Divine providence."

| wondered if he, like Abba Baya, believed the relic
protected the nation of Ethiopia, just as it had
protected Israel before.

"Of course, the Ark is having an impact on
everyone."

"By 'everyone' you mean both Christians and
Muslims?" | asked.

"Yes. Everyone. Everybody in Ethiopia is living
peacefully under one government."

What he said was true. Ethiopia, unlike many of its
neighbors, has a population almost evenly split between
Muslims and Christians. And yet the two communities
live together in relative peace. There's none of the
religious strife common to so many other African
nations.

What about the ravages of AIDS in Ethiopia? How
can we say God is protecting the people from that?

His answer was simple. "Sin." That was it. To him,
the behavior that led to the transmission of AIDS was a
sin. And the Bible is clear about the wages of sin.
People cannot be given help if they're unwilling to
accept it.

Perhaps the most extraordinary sign of a hidden
protection is that unlike every other African nation,
Ethiopia was never colonized. When the Italians
attempted it with their modern army, they were ably
repelled by the poorly equipped Ethiopian troops.

"Ethiopians are from the King Solomon dynasty,"
the Abba explained. "They will never be colonized as
long as they have the Ark."

My translator interjected: "What he is saying is
that we are a tough people, and no one will take our
freedom. The guardian never even gives [the threat of
colonization] consideration."

With that, the guardian stood to leave. While he
attended to his other responsibilities, | thought about
what he had told me. For the people of Ethiopia, the
Ark of the Covenant was more than just a historical
curiosity: It was the hand of divine protection.

This fact is reflected in their faith. Unlike
Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy -- the other
inheritors of ancient Christianity -- the Ethiopian
Church was cut off from the outside world; it
developed in isolation from its brothers in the West
and East. The form it took is revealing, for Ethiopian
Christianity is centered not on the Eucharist but on the
Ark. Religious ceremonies involve replicas of the
sacred chest called tabots. The tabots are not
themselves boxes; they're flat, richly decorated
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boards. It's surely no coincidence that they resemble
the tablets of the Ten Commandments. Indeed, some
have theorized that they're modeled after the originals,
still contained inside the holy chest.

In the past, the Ark itself was brought forth from its
chapel once a year, to be used in a sacred procession.
Today, out of fear of an attack on the relic, tabots are
used instead.

| returned to the compound that afternoon, hoping
to photograph the chapel in the setting sun. The lighting
was perfect, and | had plenty of film. No one else was
around, apart from the compound official, who had
begun to eye me suspiciously.

After shooting several rolls of film, | noticed a guide
from the hotel sitting in the shade nearby. | sat down
beside him on the park bench where | had earlier
spoken to Abba Giorgis. As we discussed my reasons for
coming to Ethiopia, the guardian reemerged from the
chapel and returned to his seat across from me.

With a smile, he turned to my acquaintance. "I
remember your friend from this morning. He asked me
many questions about the Ark."

| smiled back as my impromptu translator repeated
what the guardian had said.

Abba Giorgis then turned to me. "So, do you
remember all the things you learned today?"

| nodded.

"Do you have any more questions?" he asked. | did -
- the question that had brought me all the way to
Ethiopia. In the past, when the Ark was used in the
processions, it was covered with a cloth -- not to protect
the Ark from the people but to protect the people from
the Ark. What could it possibly be like to be in its
presence?

Abba Giorgis smiled and studied me for a moment.
"Have you ever experienced the Trinity?" he asked.

Before | could answer, the official who had been
watching me all afternoon began shouting from across
the courtyard.

"He says you must go now," my translator told me.

Filthy, exhausted, sick, and withwto days to spare)
retreated to the capital of Addis Ababa, 310 miles south
of Aksum. Here, | was finally able to reflect on
everything | had seen. Had | actually been within 30 feet
of the real Ark of the Covenant?

On the street, Ethiopians speak of the Ark matter-
of-factly, the way we refer to our founding fathers
when we talk of liberty and freedom. For them, it's a
simple reality.

As | reflected on this, | couldn't help but think of
the horrible images of poverty that CNN used to
broadcast regularly during the Ethiopian famine of the
1980s. Poverty still exists in Ethiopia, but it's nothing
like it was then. CNN doesn't come calling anymore.

As with so many of the countries I've visited --
Guatemala, Nicaragua, Thailand, Morocco -- there's a
great wealth of spirit in the people. But nowhere else -
- nowhere -- have | experienced such generosity and
charity. The faith of the Ethiopians is historical. But
more than that, it's a living faith exercised in
everything they do. This entire country is alive with it.
On the shores of Lake Tana with its numerous island
monasteries, in Lalibela with its churches carved from
stone, in Aksum with Saint Mary of Zion Chapel -- God
dwells in Ethiopia in a way | have never seen before. It
was hard not to think that the presence of the Ark had
something to do with it.

There's an interesting side note to the Ark story.
During the Crusades, the Knights Templar -- an order
of warrior monks -- was formed and sent to the ruins
of the Great Temple in Jerusalem. Day and night,
clanging and digging could be heard in the interior.
When they finally disappeared from the area, it was
clear that they'd been excavating the site.
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Legend has it that the Knights had been sent not to
protect the roads from pilgrims -- the official
explanation -- but to find and secure the Ark of the
Covenant from the advancing Muslims. If this is indeed
true, the Knights didn't find it in Jerusalem.

But they might have discovered it in Ethiopia. In one
of the archways of an Aksum church, a red Crusader
cross is clearly visible. If indeed the Knights traveled to
Ethiopia, they found the Ark safe and protected by
fellow Christians.

One of my last stops before heading honweas at the
walled city of Harar -- a predominately Muslim enclave
90 miles west of Somalia -- where | visited the home of
a Christian man. We talked about history, religion, and

the way the Ark is intertwined with both. As our time
together drew to a close, he smiled at me.

"You may choose to disbelieve that we have the Ark
here," he said. "That is your choice. But we know better.
For us, it is a fact."

| believe.

Raymond Matthew Wray writes from Maryland. This
article originally appeared in the July/August 2002
issue of crisisMagazine.
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