
 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

1 

 

  insidedigest 95 
6/27/09 - 7/3/09 

 

 

Columns 

The Great Philosopher Who Became Catholic | Deal W. Hudson………….…….2 

Romoeroticism | Eve Tushnet……………………..……………….………………………..….4 

Blessed Are the Peacemakers | Mark P. Shea.…………….………………………….....6 

In the Spirit of St. Thérèse | John Zmirak.......................................................9 

Is NFP Misogynous? An IC Point/Counterpoint      

Marjorie Campbell and Kate Wicker……………...13 

President Obama Meets with Catholic Journalists | Deal W. Hudson…….…19 

One 'Yes' at a Time | Danielle Bean…………………………….…………..……….………21 

 

Review 

Long Live Haydn | Robert R. Reilly……………………………………………………...…...23 

 

Classics 

Alien Ideas: Christianity and the Search for Extraterrestrial Life    

Benjamin D. Wiker……………...27 

Drawing a Hemline: Sexual Modesty and the Pursuit of Wisdom   

Benjamin D. Wiker……………...35 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

2 

 

The Great Philosopher Who Became Catholic 
Deal W. Hudson | Column 

6/29/09 

ight years ago today, a famous American 

philosopher died who had lived as a Catholic the 

last year of his life. Not so long ago, his name -- 

Mortimer J. Adler -- was synonymous with the "great 

books" approach to education he had pioneered with 

Robert Hutchins at the University of Chicago in the 

1940s and 1950s. His edition of The Great Books of the 

Western World is still often seen if you survey the 

bookshelves of the homes and offices you visit. 

Adler's pedagogy, like his Aristotelian-Thomistic 

philosophy, was rejected by the academy he left in mid-

career. He continued to edit, read, and discuss great 

books at seminars -- like those he taught at the Aspen 

Institute -- and to write scholarly books. But these were 

increasingly ignored, so in the late 1970s he took his 

case to general readers in an excellent memoir, 

Philosopher at Large: An Intellectual Autobiography, 

and books like Reforming Education and Aristotle for 

Everybody. Adler's career began to revive. 

But it was Bill Moyers's several PBS specials with 

Adler -- especially his "Six Great Ideas" seminar from the 

Aspen Institute in 1981 -- that brought Adler back into 

the public eye. Adler capitalized on the attention with a 

series of readable books, winning him a new generation 

of readers. I was one of them. As a young philosophy 

professor teaching both St. Thomas and the great 

books, I regarded Adler with awe, knowing that he was 

a living link to Thomists like Jacques Maritain and 

Etienne Gilson, who had been his friends.  

The first time I met Adler I mentioned my fondness 

for a novelist I was reading, the Australian Nobel Prize 

winner Patrick White. Adler immediately pulled out a 

notebook to write down his name and the novels I had 

mentioned. I was amazed that a philosopher of his 

stature would care about the opinions of a punky young 

professor! He encouraged me to stay in touch, and I did.  

Some years later, Adler asked me to spend three 

summers with him at the Aspen Institute assisting him 

in his seminars. Afternoons were often spent smoking 

cigars and talking philosophy and religion (usually 

Catholicism). Talking to Mortimer was like talking to 

nobody else -- his intellectual energy seemed to super-

charge my mind, pushing me to think beyond the 

places where I had stopped before.  

There was no question too dumb for Mortimer and 

no assertion so lame that it couldn't be the source of 

another 30 minutes of conversation. During those 

summers in Aspen we talked for hours and never 

noticed the time passing, until someone would finally 

come to remind us about dinner. (It was Adler, by the 

way, who told me that cigars never taste better than 

first thing in the morning.) 

  

When I met Mortimer he had not yet suffered the 

heart condition that led him to his late-life conversion 

in 1986 to Christianity. When I asked him, at our first 

meeting in Atlanta, why his love for St. Thomas 

Aquinas had not led him into the Church, he replied, 

"Faith is a gift, and I have not received it." Rather than 

ending the conversation, that turned out to be a 

darned good beginning.  

He had been attracted to Catholicism for many 

years, but when he finally received "the gift of faith" 

he joined a different church. (Rumor has it that his 

wonderful -- and ardently Episcopal -- wife, Caroline, 

made sure of that.) Mortimer became a serious, 

church-attending Christian, albeit of the liberal variety, 

reading books by Bishop Spong and others. He once 

took me to a bookstore to buy me the latest title by 

Spong, but fortunately they were out.  

The more we talked the more I realized Mortimer 

really wanted to be a Roman Catholic, but issues like 

E 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Books
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Books
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/#mce_temp_url%23
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/#mce_temp_url%23
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aspen_Institute
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aspen_Institute
http://www.amazon.com/Philosopher-at-Large-Intellectual-Autobiography/dp/0020010117
http://www.amazon.com/Reforming-Education-Opening-American-Mind/dp/0020301758
http://www.amazon.com/Aristotle-Everybody-Mortimer-J-Adler/dp/0684838230
http://www.amazon.com/Aristotle-Everybody-Mortimer-J-Adler/dp/0684838230
http://radicalacademy.com/adlerideatruth1.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacques_Maritain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacques_Maritain
http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/#mce_temp_url%23
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abortion and the resistance of his family and friends 

were keeping him away. I tried to show him that his 

own Aristotelian-Thomistic metaphysics of act-potency 

led him to understand the necessity of protecting 

unborn life. But just at that moment, Mortimer would 

uncharacteristically mutter, "It's all too complicated," 

and change the subject. But I knew that he knew he was 

being inconsistent. I didn't have to press him -- because 

I knew he knew, and it was only a matter of time before 

he acquiesced.  

At several of our seminars was the Catholic prelate 

of San Jose, Bishop Pierre DuMaine. The bishop and I 

would sometimes tag-team the philosopher on the 

Catholic Church, and we would all end up laughing 

about how Mortimer deflected the inevitable 

conclusion. As it turns out, Bishop DuMaine did not stop 

the Aspen conversations.  

After Mortimer finally retired, and Caroline passed 

away, he moved to the West Coast to spend his final 

years. We kept in touch by phone, and I called him as 

soon as I heard from Bishop DuMaine that he had been 

received into the Catholic Church. To my ears, Mortimer 

sounded relieved and at peace that he had finally taken 

that step. The philosopher who had helped bring so 

many into the Church had himself finally arrived. 

ǅ ǅ ǅ 

Five Books to Read by Mortimer J. Adler:  

¶ Aristotle for Everybody -- The best introduction 

to Aristotle (especially his ethics) that I know. 

¶ Ten Philosophical Mistakes: Basic Errors in 

Modern ThoughtτHow They Came About, Their 

Consequences, and How to Avoid Them -- Here 

is everything you need to know about what is 

wrong with modern philosophy, written in a 

way you can understand. 

¶ The Angels and Us -- One of my personal 

favorites. Adler has fun using St. Thomas's 

treatise on angels to explain how the human 

mind works. 

¶ The Philosopher at Large: An Intellectual 

Autobiography -- An important book to 

understand the course of American education, 

in addition to Adler's own life. 

¶ The Difference of Man and the Difference It 

Makes (with an introduction by yours truly) -- 

This, I think, is one of Adler's most original 

contributions to philosophy: an argument for 

the immateriality of the intellect making 

human beings different in kind, not degree, 

from other animals. 

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals 

in the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://www.amazon.com/Aristotle-Everybody-Mortimer-J-Adler/dp/0684838230
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/068481868X/ref=pd_lpo_k2_dp_sr_1?pf_rd_p=304485901&pf_rd_s=lpo-top-stripe-1&pf_rd_t=201&pf_rd_i=0684838230&pf_rd_m=ATVPDKIKX0DER&pf_rd_r=0A6YK0F9TM4EFYVBC3VP
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/068481868X/ref=pd_lpo_k2_dp_sr_1?pf_rd_p=304485901&pf_rd_s=lpo-top-stripe-1&pf_rd_t=201&pf_rd_i=0684838230&pf_rd_m=ATVPDKIKX0DER&pf_rd_r=0A6YK0F9TM4EFYVBC3VP
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/068481868X/ref=pd_lpo_k2_dp_sr_1?pf_rd_p=304485901&pf_rd_s=lpo-top-stripe-1&pf_rd_t=201&pf_rd_i=0684838230&pf_rd_m=ATVPDKIKX0DER&pf_rd_r=0A6YK0F9TM4EFYVBC3VP
http://www.amazon.com/Angels-Us-Mortimer-J-Adler/dp/0020300654/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1246222181&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Philosopher-at-Large-Intellectual-Autobiography/dp/0020010117/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1246222245&sr=1-2
http://www.amazon.com/Philosopher-at-Large-Intellectual-Autobiography/dp/0020010117/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1246222245&sr=1-2
http://www.amazon.com/Difference-Man-Makes/dp/0823215350/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1246222288&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Difference-Man-Makes/dp/0823215350/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1246222288&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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Romoeroticism 
Eve Tushnet | Column 

6/29/09

his year, just like last year, Gay Pride weekend 

coincided with the feast of Corpus Christi.  

Washington, D.C.'s Pride parade was fairly 

restrained: It featured a cornucopia of Episcopalians, 

and all the marchers went out of their way to sweetly 

drape beads over the little elementary-school girls 

standing in front of me. There were Affirming Baptists; 

as the parade passed by me, a knot of gay men to my 

right joked -- in that gay way that is never really joking 

all the way down -- that maybe they could be Baptists 

again now. There were strollers, lots of strollers . . . at 

least five floats' lengths away from the guys in the 

padded leather thongs. 

The next day, an exaltation of the body very 

different from the one on the D.C. leather bars' floats 

occurred in the same neighborhood. It was the feast of 

Corpus Christi, a product of medieval women's intense 

focus on Christ in the Eucharist. We walked a small, 

almost shy, almost shameful circuit of the block 

immediately surrounding the church. We didn't even 

attempt to process down to D.C.'s Freedom Plaza, 

where the Pride weekend booths had settled. We'd 

retreated from the obvious thing happening in our 

neighborhood that weekend. 

A child asked (I think -- my Spanish is high school at 

best) why we were kneeling on the boiling hot 

pavement. "Por penitencia!" his mother explained. A 

young woman knelt on the cement, her whole body 

arched forward like an Olympian waiting for the gun to 

fire so she can race, the deep blue ruffles on her blouse 

pulled taut over her intent and muscled back. 

The monsignor walked with Christ's Body under an 

umbrella stamped with the papal insignia. No one 

explained what we were doing. Our witness was real, 

but enigmatic. Nobody ever said that this was the Body 

exalted. 

I half-jokingly (it's never joking all the way down) 

suggested that my coreligionists throw rosary beads 

next year. Maybe then we'll finally get around to talking 

about what the Catholic Church has to offer to gay men 

and women. 

We have what virtually no one else has. Other 

forms of Christianity have, for the most part, either 

ditched the prohibition on gay sex or insisted that 

homosexuality can be fixed, as if our profound longings 

were a leaky carburetor. In a landscape of gay heresy, 

blank silence, and secularized therapy, the Catholic 

Church offers a more compelling alternative: the 

possibility of shockingly chaste same-sex love. 

Frederick Roden argues, in Same Sex Desire in 

Victorian Religious Culture, that the English Protestants 

who associated "Romanism" and homosexuality were 

not simple xenophobes. They were reacting to real 

features of Catholicism. Although "Romophobia" in the 

Victorian era probably did partake in the usual 

resistance to anything that is different or foreign, there 

were nonetheless particular features that made the 

Catholic Church more attractive to the people who 

were, at the time, being psychologized into "inverts" or 

homosexuals. 

Same-sex attracted seekers in the Victorian era 

responded strongly to Catholicism's physicality. The 

incense smoke and flaking paint, the hint of 

cannibalism that recalled the Church to Her 

disrespectable origins, the kneeling, and the statues 

called to gay men and women. If you're persecuted for 

your reaction to gender and physicality, you may 

become intensely aware of bodily realities; and 

Catholicism, alone in the mainstream Western 

religious landscape, kept insisting that bodies were 

both important and bizarre. We alone kept saying that 

the flat white wafer in the priest's hands might shiver 

T 

http://www.amazon.com/Legend-Middle-Ages-Philosophical-Explorations/dp/0333986431/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1245995021&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Legend-Middle-Ages-Philosophical-Explorations/dp/0333986431/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1245995021&sr=8-1


 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

5 

 

at any moment into raw and bleeding human flesh. We 

alone made Communion a horror story. 

And the Catholic Church gave men and women an 

image of Woman whom they could truly love. Catholic 

lesbians can yearn for Mother Church; we can yearn for 

the Virgin. Catholicism offered same-sex attracted 

women the images of womanhood that helped them 

render their desires sublime. Beatrice makes sense not 

only to Dante but to me. 

  

I occasionally give talks about being gay and Catholic, 

and one of the most frequent questions I get is a sort of 

frustrated bafflement: What is the difference between 

sublimation and repression? What does it mean when 

you say you can sublimate your desires -- isn't that just 

a fancy way of saying, "Pray away the gay"? 

I think Roden's book is one place to begin. Roden 

gives us portraits of men and women navigating an 

exceptionally complex cultural moment -- as same-sex 

love was shifting from exalted friendship to despised 

pathology -- who often display a fearlessness and 

passion no one could deny. 

There's a lot more Catholic history to discover. Alan 

Bray's study The Friend looks at the ethics and culture of 

same-sex friendship in England from 1000 AD to the 

19th century; he finds beautiful commemorations of 

lifelong loyalty, ceremonies in which friends became 

kin, and much more. It is entirely possible to renew 

these practices of our faith (Bray wryly notes that he is 

"returning [the term 'traditional religion'] to its 

owners") without any compromise on the Church's 

teaching about the proper use of our bodies and our 

sexuality. 

Doubtless no matter how many models of chaste 

same-sex love the Church offers, many contemporary 

gay people will still reject its hard teachings. But it 

couldn't hurt to try. So often I'm asked questions that 

boil down to the angry or anguished plea, "Is there 

anything in my love and desire that the Catholic 

Church can respect?" I'd be shocked if as much as five 

percent of gay people who grew up Catholic even 

know that there's precedent for their lives, and 

faithfully Catholic beauty available to them. I'd be 

shocked if anyone had ever even suggested a vision of 

a world where God, Church, family, and community 

could celebrate their love while still requiring that this 

love express itself as chaste friendship or mystical 

approach to God rather than as gay sex. 

In a world of Gay Pride, the Catholic Church offers 

a unique opportunity to celebrate gay humility. Maybe 

we should start telling people about it. 

 

Eve Tushnet is a freelance writer in Washington, D.C. 

http://www.amazon.com/Legend-Middle-Ages-Philosophical-Explorations/dp/0226071812/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1245995021&sr=8-1
http://www.eve-tushnet.blogspot.com/
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Blessed Are the Peacemakers 
Mark P. Shea | Column 

6/30/09

t takes three to make a quarrel," said 

Chesterton. "There is needed a peacemaker. 

The full potentialities of human fury cannot be 

reached until a friend of both parties tactfully 

intervenes." Chesterton was being funny, of course. 

But, as always, he was wisely pointing to a truth as well. 

It is the truth that keeps so many from being 

peacemakers -- the truth that peacemakers will always 

be accused of being weenies and wimps by mutually 

hostile parties.  

All the Beatitudes pronounce a blessing on things 

that unenlightened natural common sense tells us are 

not blessed. Being poor when everybody wants to be 

rich, merciful when everybody is screaming for blood, 

mournful when everybody wants gladness -- calling 

these things "blessed" is decidedly counterintuitive. And 

to be a peacemaker -- to suggest that the goal is 

ultimately to will the eternal good of, say, Osama bin 

Laden -- is counterintuitive, too.  

When the Iraq war first broke out, voices in some 

sectors of the American public were running editorials 

with titles like, "Push the Damn Button!" and urging the 

insanity of nuclear retaliation. In contrast, just war 

theory is not promulgated by the Church as a sort of 

checklist that, if minimally met, allows us to go berserk 

with moral impunity. The point of just war teaching, as 

of the system of checks and balances in the U.S. 

Constitution, is to make it as hard as possible for human 

evil to be unleashed. It's supposed to be hard to go to 

war. The fact that the Iraq War did not, according to 

two popes, meet with just war criteria was a feature, 

not a bug, of just war doctrine. That's because the 

Church's ultimate goal is peace, not a simple orgy of 

vengeance.  

 Indeed, in our haste to approach Catholic teaching 

on a sort of Minimum Daily Adult Requirement basis in 

the ramp-up to war, it was seldom so much as 

mentioned that before you ever get to the Church's 

teaching on just war in the Catechism (a teaching that, 

as Joseph Ratzinger famously observed, makes no 

provision for preemptive wars), the first concern of the 

Church is to teach peace: 

By recalling the commandment, "You shall not kill," 

our Lord asked for peace of heart and denounced 

murderous anger and hatred as immoral.  

Anger is a desire for revenge. "To desire 

vengeance in order to do evil to someone who 

should be punished is illicit," but it is praiseworthy 

to impose restitution "to correct vices and 

maintain justice." If anger reaches the point of a 

deliberate desire to kill or seriously wound a 

neighbor, it is gravely against charity; it is a mortal 

sin. The Lord says, "Everyone who is angry with his 

brother shall be liable to judgment."  

Deliberate hatred is contrary to charity. Hatred 

of the neighbor is a sin when one deliberately 

wishes him evil. Hatred of the neighbor is a grave 

sin when one deliberately desires him grave harm. 

"But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for 

those who persecute you, so that you may be sons 

of your Father who is in heaven."  

Respect for and development of human life 

require peace. Peace is not merely the absence of 

war, and it is not limited to maintaining a balance 

of powers between adversaries. Peace cannot be 

attained on earth without safeguarding the goods 

of persons, free communication among men, 

respect for the dignity of persons and peoples, and 

the assiduous practice of fraternity. Peace is "the 

tranquility of order." Peace is the work of justice 

and the effect of charity.  

Earthly peace is the image and fruit of the 

peace of Christ, the messianic "Prince of Peace." By 

the blood of His Cross, "in his own person he killed 

"I 

http://www.scborromeo.org/ccc/p3s2c2a5.htm#2302
http://www.scborromeo.org/ccc/p3s2c2a5.htm#2302
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the hostility," He reconciled men with God and 

made His Church the sacrament of the unity of the 

human race and of its union with God. "He is our 

peace." He has declared: "Blessed are the 

peacemakers."  

Those who renounce violence and bloodshed 

and, in order to safeguard human rights, make use 

of those means of defense available to the weakest, 

bear witness to evangelical charity, provided they 

do so without harming the rights and obligations of 

other men and societies. They bear legitimate 

witness to the gravity of the physical and moral 

risks of recourse to violence, with all its destruction 

and death (Catechism 2302-2306). 

This instruction precedes the instruction on just war, 

since war is, in the Church's understanding, a last-ditch 

effort, not "common sense" and not the "natural state 

of man" (as, for instance, pagans like Hobbes insist.) Sin 

is, for Catholics, normal, but not "natural." Never 

natural. Sin destroys nature, not constitutes it. So a 

philosophy predicated on the assumption that sin is 

natural is contrary to both nature and grace. 

Now the Church allows for war when all alternatives 

to peace have been exhausted. But her natural 

sympathy is with peace as our natural state, since we 

are created to live in peace. So she is not nearly as swift 

to advocate arms as our culture is. She does not 

condemn war as intrinsically wrong. But she has always 

left open a place at the table for people who genuinely 

believe that it is always wrong to take up arms. In this, 

she basically lives out the counsels of St. Paul in Romans 

14, recognizing that some people believe it morally 

incumbent upon them before God not to fight, just as 

others believe it morally incumbent upon them to fight. 

Our task is to not pass judgment and assume too quickly 

that those who disagree with our preferred approach 

are either bellicose Mars worshippers or cowardly 

ninnies. Our tradition has both Joan of Arc and early 

Christians who refused to take up arms even as many of 

them went -- with their families -- to the lions. 

 

The only place the Church draws the line with pacifist 

types (as she does with just-war types) is when they try 

to insist that anybody who disagrees with them is "not 

really Catholic." And in a culture where the great 

majority of Catholics are just-war types, it is vital to 

remember that, since we are in the majority, it 

particularly falls to us not to speak with contempt of 

pacifists since, as Holy Church reminds us, they "bear 

witness to evangelical charity, provided they do so 

without harming the rights and obligations of other 

men and societies. They bear legitimate witness to the 

gravity of the physical and moral risks of recourse to 

violence, with all its destruction and death." 

That such contempt comes easily is illustrated by 

the fact that even a Christian hero like John Paul the 

Great had to endure the brickbats and insults (anti-

American!) and lies of the "Push the Damn Button!" 

crowd, as peacemakers always do. Note that in 

moments of war fever, even people who affirm the 

just war tradition like John Paul can earn the epithet 

"pacifist" as though it is a term of ultimate contempt.  

This is nothing new. The psalmist lamented over 

3,000 years ago, "I am for peace; but when I speak, 

they are for war" (Ps 120:7). In a far greater way, the 

Prince of Peace suffered far greater insults when He 

acted peaceably toward Gentile centurions and tax 

collectors (the latter universally despised in Israel as 

lackeys and profiteers for the former), neglected to 

rain down fire on the Samaritans, and failed to call 

down twelve legions of angels to bring an "end to evil" 

as a good Son of David was supposed to do. That's 

because He was the Messiah, not the secular 

messianist that fallen human wisdom is always hoping 

for. He knew that peacemaking is always a sacrificial 

act.  

That's worth repeating: Peacemaking, as much as 

fighting in a just war, is a sacrificial and therefore 

priestly act. We don't like that. We much prefer the 

realpolitik of General Patton, who said that the goal 

was to make the other poor, dumb bastard die for his 

country. But our faith is blunt about the ultimate 

mystery of peacemaking: The Son of God surrendered 

to crucifixion in order to reconcile our warring race 

http://www.frontpagemag.com/readArticle.aspx?ARTID=14658
http://newsisyphus.blogspot.com/2005/04/right-and-popes-legacy-willful.html
http://newsisyphus.blogspot.com/2005/04/right-and-popes-legacy-willful.html
http://mediamatters.org/research/200504060001
http://www.amazon.com/End-Evil-How-Win-Terror/dp/1400061946
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with God and with ourselves and bring about the only 

true and lasting peace to be had in the world. As St. 

Paul says: 

You who once were far off have been brought near 

in the blood of Christ. For he is our peace, who has 

made us both one, and has broken down the 

dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh 

the law of commandments and ordinances, that he 

might create in himself one new man in place of the 

two, so making peace, and might reconcile us both 

to God in one body through the Cross, thereby 

bringing the hostility to an end (Eph 2:13-16). 

To make peace therefore always means a sacrifice since 

all peace is rooted in the peace of Christ and the peace 

of Christ was obtained "by His blood." Jesus was able to 

do this because He is the Son of God. When we make 

peace, we are therefore sharers in His sonship -- 

beloved children of God the Father, with whom He is 

well pleased. 

 

Mark P. Shea is a senior editor for 

www.CatholicExchange.com and a columnist for 

InsideCatholic. Visit his blog at 

markshea.blogspot.com. 

http://www.catholicexchange.com/
http://markshea.blogspot.com/
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In the Spirit of St. Thérèse 
John Zmirak | Column 

7/1/09

his week I'd planned to address the complex, 

nuanced topic of humility -- the virtue that 

consists in facing honestly your own good habits 

and vices. Key to it, of course, as C. S. Lewis explained 

unforgettably through Screwtape, is to pay yourself 

attention without getting overly interested in the 

subject. We are each our own favorite action-movie 

hero, a preference deepened and darkened by the spill 

of Original Sin. A prerequisite for humility, Lewis 

suggests, is a certain emotional distance from the 

subject of ourselves, a willingness to step back and try 

to look at the "thing" objectively. Furthermore, any 

craftsman of word, sound, or image must learn to 

retreat from the toil and tears he poured into his 

creations and judge their merits. Later on, if he's 

healthy and humble, he will look at the best of his work 

with a certain wonder and surprise: "Did I do that? 

Surely not. That's better than I could do." And in some 

ways, it always is -- which is what we mean by 

"inspiration." 

But all my intentions of crafting a decent piece 

exploring these issues were ruined today when I read a 

piece by a better writer with a deeper grasp of the 

subject. Indeed, her intimate acquaintance with the 

virtue of humility, and the sweet docility to truth that 

flows from it, can be read in every line of the piece she 

penned for the New York Times on June 27. In the essay 

"Born Again in Brooklyn," Irish-American poet Michele 

Madigan Somerville recalls her journey of faith, 

explaining how she rejoined the Church of her youth 

and became a "born-again Catholic."  

This decision wasn't easy for Ms. Somerville. There 

were deep wounds from the past still left unhealed:  

Most of the Sisters of Charity who taught at my 

grade school were tyrants. In 1971 I knocked on the 

door of my parish rectory to inquire about 

becoming an altar server; I was advised that only 

boys could serve. Brides, said the priest, were the 

only females allowed on the altar.  

What is more, as a young girl Somerville had witnessed 

a grotesque abuse of the Sacrament of Penance: 

When my mother became critically ill at age 30, a 

Catholic priest administering last rites refused to 

offer absolution when she, who had given birth to 

four children by age 25, refused to express 

contrition for taking birth control pills. 

As a teacher in a Catholic school, Somerville saw 

firsthand the emotional price helpless children pay for 

the insensitivity of certain Catholic firebrands: 

I watched a 19-year student of mine weep in 

homeroom in response to that morning's "pro-life" 

announcement, which included references to 

"mothers who killed their own babies." 

After all this, you really might wonder how Somerville 

could muster the fortitude to darken a church's door. 

But not all was bleak and wintry. There were glimmers 

of light and compassion within the murky Catholic 

sanctuary, and Somerville was not too proud to seek 

them out. 

Giving credit where it's due, Somerville confesses 

that "a radical nun was the first person to teach me 

anything sophisticated about poetry." She notes that 

the Church feeds the poor. In a phrase that might have 

been taken from Newman's Parochial and Plain 

Sermons, she writes, "On most days a logic-defying 

confidence in the potential of the sacraments to 

deliver grace persists in me." And she meditates on the 

paradoxical coexistence of sinful clergy and 

Renaissance art:  

  

T 

http://happydays.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/27/born-again-in-brooklyn/?ref=opinion
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While I consider the brutality of the papacy, now 

and throughout history, a source of shame, Roman 

Catholic art, often commissioned by those very 

same bad popes is a source of pride, and comprises 

a tradition in which I, as a poet, often work . . . . 

Burning hyssop and frankincense, the stark and 

heart-charging splendor of Gregorian chant, Marian 

devotion; the iconography, the Latin Agnus Dei and 

Litany of the Saints, the Angelus bells, the rapture at 

the crux of Catholic worship have always held fierce 

sway with me.  

In search of a worship community, Somerville wasn't 

too proud to "experiment." She writes: "My aims were 

practical and ethereal, metaphysical and physical. I 

wanted to transcend, but as the mother of three 

toddlers, I wanted convenience, too." She notes that 

some priests reacted badly to her children's behavior, 

or the fact that she nursed during Mass. Such priests 

"failed the audition."  

She sought out parishes that were "racially and 

socio-economically diverse," that included "the 

presence of women priests when I was lucky enough to 

encounter it." Practicing discernment, Somerville 

allowed "zero tolerance for folk masses, anti-abortion 

diatribes, ecclesiastical greed, rote reciters of scripture 

and congregants who refused to sing." Instead, she 

looked for "homilists witty, lyrical and learned," and 

found one in a "brilliant theologian and Dante maven." 

She was home. 

  

Not all has been hearts and flowers for Somerville in 

our deeply human and imperfect Church. She writes of 

her ongoing pain in lines that raise a tear or two:  

You might wonder how someone like me -- a 

feminist-progressive living in 21st-century Brooklyn 

-- can abide the Vatican's positions. Well, I don't. I 

am Catholic under protest and I'm in good 

company. 

Providentially, Somerville has found spiritual leaders 

who offer her courage and support. She encountered 

one such soul at "an interfaith Gay Pride Celebration 

held in a Roman Catholic Church,"  

a former Catholic nun who left her order many 

years ago and is currently an Interfaith minister. She 

spoke of her work as a person of the cloth, her life 

as a lesbian, her 25 years with her beloved. The 

honorific "Reverend" precedes her name. She wears 

a Roman collar. 

Somerville was taken aback by this sister's "fervent 

recommendation that progressive Catholics remain in 

the Church -- so as to be in a position to create 

change." But she was convinced. And so Somerville 

humbly remains inside the Church, as Catholic as you 

or me. Probably more so.  

But she doesn't just sit idly by, like some "cafeteria 

Catholic." Somerville tries to work her way into the 

kitchen, to gently nudge the chefs into serving up 

healthier fare. She lists among her spiritual works of 

mercy: 

¶ "I support dramatic change as energetically as I 

can." 

¶ "I withhold my cash from the bishops and hand 

my diocesan appeal tender to the Woman's 

Ordination Conference and to SNAP (Survivors 

Network of those Abused by Priests)." 

¶ "I devote much time and talent to working in 

the Gay Ministry at my church."  

¶ "I recognize it is my obligation as a conscious, 

conscientious Catholic to discern -- to know 

that the church no more belongs to the 

Vatican than it does to me. The power of the 

Church may rest with the College of Cardinals, 

but its glory rests with people like me." 

But Somerville's life as an activist, born-again Catholic 

isn't all Martha. There's also a hint of Mary. In her 

meditative moments, she reflects that if there is 

"indeed a God presiding over the End of Days, the 

particulars, the language and myth, various sects 

employ as means for understanding and revering God 
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will wash away moot in the flood of some unified, 

unifying light." While she waits with us for that final 

revelation, Somerville self-effacingly practices the Faith 

in a spirit that would surely be familiar to St. Thérèse or 

St. John Vianney. As she avers, "Practicing provides 

pockets of peace, soothes me when I am terrified, 

enhances my appreciation of the created world, helps 

me to shape who I am into the woman I wish to 

become."  

  

Savoring Somerville's prose I was intrigued to read her 

verse. One of her forthcoming books, titled Black Irish, 

suggests her strong connection to her Celtic heritage. 

And the immersion in theology that is apparent from 

her essay was sure to find its way into her poems. So I 

wasn't unduly surprised when I found online the 

following poem by Sommerville -- an adaptation of an 

old Irish rebel song to reflect her renascent interest in 

matters of the spirit. Of one spirit in particular -- the 

guardian angel of all those who contest the claims of 

authority and stand up for the right of the individual to 

(in that poet Sinatra's words) do it "My Way." To really 

enjoy the song, you should first hear the tune, which 

she took from the Fenian anthem "The Rising of the 

Moon." (The Clancy Brothers perform it here.)  

With no more ado, here is Somerville's song -- rich 

in reference to Scripture, and deeply infused with the 

humility that is hers. 

Non Serviam, Lord 

I'll ascend into heaven, that's where I'll exalt my 

throne 

up above the stars of God, and the covenant's lofty 

stone. 

In the sides of the North I'll ascend above the cloud. 

Being like to the Most High, I will sing out bold and 

proud: 

  

And I'll say "Non serviam, Lord! No, non serviam, 

Lord! 

I am not some cringing servant. So, non serviam, 

Lord." 

  

Does Job fear God for nothing? Or hast thou not put 

a hedge 

around him and his dwellings, and he feels his 

safety pledged? 

Thou hast blessed his work and wealth, and hast 

watched over his race. 

But strike down his good fortune, and he will curse 

thee to thy face. 

  

And I'll say "Non serviam, Lord! No, non serviam, 

Lord! 

I am not some cringing servant. So, non serviam, 

Lord." 

  

Why pester me O Jesus, what have I to do with 

thee? 

Or since our name is Legion, I should probably say 

"we." 

Art thou simply being cruel, smiting us before thy 

time? 

If thou really must expel us, how about that herd 

of swine?  

  

And I'll say "Non serviam, Lord! No, non serviam, 

Lord! 

I am not some cringing servant. So, non serviam, 

Lord." 

  

Feeling hungry, Son of God? Why not turn these 

stones to bread? 

Or leap down from that Temple -- will He let thee 

hurt thy head? 

Or see those mighty kingdoms, spread from sea to 

shining sea -- 

All their glory will I offer to the one who worships 

me. 

  

Still I'll say "Non serviam, Lord! No, non serviam, 

Lord! 

I am not some cringing servant. So, non serviam, 

Lord." 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rwHm18K3kjs
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John Zmirak is author, most recently, of the graphic 

novel The Grand Inquisitor and is Writer-in-Residence at 

Thomas More College in New Hampshire. He writes 

weekly for InsideCatholic.com. 

 

 

http://www.takimag.com/blogs/JZmirak/
http://www.amazon.com/Grand-Inquisitor-Crossroad-Book/dp/0824524357/ref=sr_1_5?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1219633304&sr=1-5
http://www.thomasmorecollege.edu/
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Is NFP Misogynous? An IC Point/Counterpoint 

Marjorie Campbell and Kate Wicker | Column 

7/2/09

Marjorie Campbell: "The Misogyny of Natural Family 

Planning"  

o ask your father," my mother snapped at 

me when I was 14 years old, in answer to 

my tearful question of why she had been 

so angry that day. 

"Your mother is pregnant," my father whispered, 

looking ashamed and indicted, his fingers wound tightly 

together, head hung so low I could see his bald spot. 

That pregnancy produced their much beloved baby 

child, number six, and the parents and son have loved 

each other deeply and completely. Traces of my 

mother's anguish toward that pregnancy remain only in 

my mind; her anger toward an unwanted pregnancy left 

lasting marks on my heart.  

This, I tell my friends practicing natural family 

planning, is what "unplanned" pregnancy can look like. 

Of course, theologically, it shouldn't. But my mother 

practiced the rhythm method -- an imprecise, often 

unsuccessful system -- trying to grasp some control of 

her reproductive life. I do not begrudge her wanting 

some sliver of the bodily autonomy that my father 

exercised and enjoyed daily; it gave her hope around 

which she could structure her pursuits. Yet the shaky 

expectation of avoiding pregnancy set the scene for 

failure -- failure that burdened her as female in a way 

that my father could never experience. 

NFP enthusiasts, proclaiming their "success rate" of 

controlling the timing of pregnancy, have yet to 

convince me that NFP is any more a female-friendly 

validation of maternal fertility than was the rhythm 

method. To the contrary, it seems a variation of the 

same set-up that caused my mother an unfounded 

expectation of control and cursed me with its 

disappointment. 

Here's why. 

Assuming any methodized sexual intercourse devised 

to avoid pregnancy by an otherwise open-to-life-

marital-couple can actually "work," who bears 

responsibility for the method? I seriously question 

whether NFP, for many, isn't a misogynous practice -- 

imposing upon women an undue share of the physical 

and emotional burden of the theologically 

questionable quest of planning pregnancy.  

First, we must be real. Modern NFP practices 

demand daily bodily measurements of women, not 

men. Men are ever-ready: They are the open-24-hours 

part of the conception equation. Women's fertility is 

more complicated, like a nuclear reactor compared to, 

say, a yo-yo. The NFP "charting" requires the kind of 

daily diligence of women not even Know-Thyself-

Better journaling demands. Varieties include the basal 

body temperature (BBT) method, cervical mucus 

method, or the symptothermal method. A computer is 

required, at least to get detailed instructions and print 

off the calendar where, you, female, get to log in your 

bodily readings related to fertility. The husband cannot 

keep this chart without full cooperation from his wife, 

since it is the female body temperature and mucus and 

mood that the NFP practice captures. 

Second, consider female fertility.  

A woman most desires sexual intimacy when she is 

at her most fertile. This is the way our bodies work, 

plain and simple. We are drawn to the beauty and 

warmth of our husbands' bodies and experience a 

deep emotional connection to the act itself.  

This is also the moment when we are most likely to 

conceive a child. It's the moment NFP-practicing 

women measure and chart and predict as "fertility 

awareness," a "maybe-child" zone.  

For NFP-practicing women avoiding pregnancy, it is 

the moment they must say "no" to both themselves 

"G 

http://www.irh.org/resouces-NFPcharts.htm
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and their spouses. Some women, already committed to 

grueling schedules of childcare and work and 

community commitments, must overcome not only the 

enticements of a spouse whose body and daily routine 

will not be similarly disturbed by an unplanned 

pregnancy, but her own deepest desire to unite with 

her husband. 

Third, NFP strives to isolate this moment, put it off 

bounds for family planning that does not include a child 

this year, relegating the couple to sofa time watching 

movies and cuddling. NFP tells us that, as long as you 

are otherwise open to children, this is just a 

postponement, not a contraceptive. Yet when the 

window of fertility passes, the floodgate of sexual unity 

may, again, be released to this open-24-hours spouse 

whose own fertility knows no ebb and flow, and may 

well be augmented with Church-approved use of drugs 

like Viagra. Only in this way, goes the practice, have you 

"opened yourself to life." 

  

I don't buy it. It sounds like a scheme to impose on 

women who wish to time pregnancies an almost penal 

practice of self-measurement, self-control, and self-

denial, while requiring, at a minimum, a sort of suffering 

acquiescence from a spouse whose interest in the chart 

becomes rather strategic. 

Isn't this lopsided, accept-your-design-by-nature, 

sorry-about-that-my-dear message of NFP veiled 

misogyny?  

I do not doubt -- as I have been told -- that there are 

men so intertwined with the workings of their wives' 

bodies that they hold the thermometer themselves and 

help chart results, anxious to pop the popcorn for 

tonight's movie fill-in. But what about the rest of us? 

Most women have husbands who, consciously or not, 

urge a desire forward into the hormonally warmed, 

wanting heart of their wife -- or begrudgingly cooperate 

with their wives' "kooky" NFP practice.  

As Simcha Fisher urged in her column, "For 

goodness sake, let's talk about NFP." I agree. NFP needs 

to go the same way as the rhythm method -- which did 

not "work" and was, more importantly, female 

unfriendly. In its place, perhaps we all need to suck it up 

and admit what the theology asks of us: Have sex 

whenever you both want to... and expect a baby every 

time. Otherwise, don't copulate. That's a fair burden on 

both spouses. 

  

ǅ ǅ ǅ ǅ ǅ 

  

Kate Wicker: "The Freedom of Natural Family 

Planning" 

y head is about to hit the pillow when the 

baby beside me stirs. I rest my hand on her 

rising belly, hoping she'll drift back to 

sleep. No such luck. Soon her gentle stirring turns into 

full-blown crying.  

I take my newborn into my arms and I gently shush 

her cries. She falls limp against me, and I kiss the top of 

her tiny head. I'm in awe of this tiny treasure. As I hold 

her close, I'm reminded of how blessed I am to have 

my third healthy child. But I feel something else, too. 

Beneath my sepia-toned feelings of bliss, there is fear. 

I am afraid.  

I'm afraid of waking up tomorrow drunk with 

exhaustion from meeting the needs of my infant, yet 

being ill-prepared to meet the needs of my older 

children. I'm afraid I'm not cut out for the sublime 

vocation of motherhood. I'm afraid of how many years 

of fertility I have ahead of me. I'm afraid I've forgotten 

how to chart for NFP (it's been more than four years 

now). I'm afraid I'm just one big mess who's going to 

have one big, messy family. 

It is in these midnight maternal meanderings -- 

when my mind wanders from the overwhelming love I 

have for my children to the choking fear that I'm 

bound to screw a whole bunch of them up -- that I 

sometimes kick myself for ever having read (and re-

read) paragraphs 2360 to 2379 of the Catechism. 

M 

http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4189&Itemid=48
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After all, I know full well there's a magic pill out 

there that promises to take all my fears away. And there 

are a slew of other contraceptives that pledge to give 

me "protection." But protection from what? From the 

blessing of a baby? From the man I love? From God? 

The fact is, despite my very human fears, I have 

bought into NFP, not only because the theology behind 

it makes sense but because I see NFP as a liberator of 

women, not a form of bondage.  

Here's why. 

  

NFP unlocks the mystery of female fertility. I can argue 

from a purely secular standpoint that practicing NFP 

empowers women. In fact, the green movement has led 

many women to seek out natural birth control for non-

religious reasons, rather than pump their bodies with 

artificial hormones.  

Personally, I remember shifting uncomfortably in 

my seat during a mother-daughter evening at my grade 

school where I was given a quick course on the woman's 

"amazing" menstrual cycle. After the presentation, the 

organizers actually served a cake that looked like the 

female reproductive system. Red-faced, I gulped down 

some berry ovaries (eeewwww) and tried not to think 

about this side of my femininity. Even after I was 

married, I understood very little about my fertility. It 

wasn't until I started practicing NFP that I began to 

understand my body and value the privilege of being 

female. With NFP, women are not saddled with the 

unfair burden of charting their fertility; they're blessed 

with a newfound respect for their bodies. 

  

NFP is not the rhythm method. NFP is a method based 

on science, not some vague calendar. You're not at the 

whim of irregular cycles. That's why NFP is such a gift: If 

you have a "just reason" for postponing pregnancy -- 

and a mother's emotional well-being is arguably a just 

reason -- you can choose to abstain. Yet even when you 

do, you're still cooperating with the way God made you 

as male and female.  

Lest you think I'm die-hard providentialist, I believe 

faithful families come in all sizes. You don't have to have 

a crowd of kids to be obedient to the Church's 

teachings. However, when you practice NFP, there's a 

greater likelihood you'll see a surprise baby as a 

blessing, not an "oops." 

  

NFP prevents a woman from feeling used. 

Contraception is supposed to sexually emancipate 

women. But what it does -- quite stealthily -- is 

objectify them. I'm not suggesting contracepting 

couples consciously realize this; I doubt most loving 

husbands have the intention of making their wives feel 

used, but it's easier to use someone when the 

procreative aspect of sex is ignored. When you 

embrace NFP, sex can't always be on demand, and 

husbands have to respect their wives and what makes 

them female. Likewise, NFP affords men the 

opportunity to actively share in the responsibility of 

thinking about fertility and babies. 

  

NFP elevates sex to something more than self-seeking 

pleasure. We're part of a culture that believes the 

primary purpose of sex is pleasure. Sure, babies are 

nice once the time is right, but until then let's slip 

between the sheets and not "worry" about making a 

baby.  

Just consider the following statements: 

"I want to have sex with you." 

"I want to make a baby with you." 

Which one implies more commitment and total and 

complete love and giving? 

The Church insists the procreative aspect of sex 

must not be separated from the unitive aspect. Why? 

Because in doing so, we're saying sex is just about 

what makes us feel good. When you take life out of the 

equation, you're shoving God out of the bedroom. But 

what's wrong with that? many Catholics argue. Well, if 

God is love, and we shut Him out when it comes to our 
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fertility and our intimacy with our spouse, then we're 

not loving fully. Love is faithful, total, free, and life-

giving. 

 Some NFP proponents use an analogy comparing 

NFP to dieting. We eat not only for pleasure but also to 

fuel our bodies. Most would agree we shouldn't allow 

ourselves to be gluttons, devouring anything and 

everything we like. NFP is like being on a sensible diet. 

We still get to eat some of the things we enjoy, but we 

don't show up at a free-for-all buffet whenever we 

want. NFP helps people to control their appetites and 

put other people first, and great holiness can be found 

in saying no when your flesh is saying yes. 

  

NFP promotes chastity even outside the realm of 

marriage. There's a problem with arguing that NFP isn't 

fair to women since they are forced to abstain when 

they're most fertile and biologically inclined to want to 

be intimate. Does this mean premarital sex is 

appropriate? Young men are biologically charged to 

have sex in their teens. Is it unfair to ask them to 

respect women and to control their sexual impulses? If 

two people are in the heat of passion but not married, 

should we expect them to turn off their bodies for the 

sake of chastity? Lust can't wait to get, but love can wait 

to give. Lust is about getting some, but not giving all. 

NFP helps us grow in love, not lust.  

  

NFP is a lot of things. It can be frustrating, beautiful, 

difficult, romantic -- all depending on where you are in 

your life -- whether you're holding a baby in your arms, 

holding onto the dream of making another baby, or 

perhaps holding your spouse at arm's length while you 

pray about the "just reasons" for doing just that. But 

misogynistic? Never. There is no room for hate when 

spouses exist for the other to become a gift.  

So, despite my fears, I will keep at it. Besides, I'm 

discovering all those theoretical babies incite far more 

fear than the ones who find their way into my arms. 

  

ǅ ǅ ǅ ǅ ǅ 

  

Marjorie Campbell: "Whose 'Freedom' in NFP?" 

 love Kate Wicker's take on natural family planning, 

and the doors of knowledge, intimacy, and divine 

unity that this Church-sanctioned practice of timing 

pregnancy has opened for her. I love that she and her 

husband call a surprise pregnancy "a baby," not an 

"oops"! 

But ideal as she finds the practice, is her take 

common? How many couples have found the grace of 

unity through this laborious, detailed, documented 

effort to time children? 

As a woman, I think it's great that NFP teaches 

women about our bodies -- giving us information that 

goes beyond timing babies to understanding migraines 

and acne outbreaks and longings for chocolate. 

But guys -- be they husbands, priests, or bishops -- 

have always seemed to me stunningly disinterested in 

NFP, in the mucus, body temperature, and moods 

undergirding full female fertility. When I once asked a 

priest if he would sermonize on NFP, he turned bright 

red, stifled a gag, and said, "Oh no. We aren't 

interested in that kind of detail." 

It was this "guy response" to NFP that motivated 

my reflections in the first place. Consider H. W. Crocker 

III's take on NFP from the 2005 crisis Magazine article, 

"Making Babies: A Very Different Look at Natural 

Family Planning":  

Frankly, as far as I'm concerned, the charts can be 

thrown away (what's so "natural" about them?). 

And to hell with improving "communication" as a 

dogmatic defense of NFP. For men, the whole 

point of marriage is to avoid communicating; all 

that dating conversation stuff can finally be 

foregone. Married communication, as successful 

husbands know, is best limited to grunts and hand 

signals -- one upraised finger meaning, "I need a 

beer"; two upraised fingers meaning, "You need to 
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change the brat's diapers"; three upraised fingers 

meaning, "Honey, why don't you mow the lawn 

while I watch football?," and so on. No words are 

more doom-laden than a wife's sitting down and 

saying, "Let's talk." 

Of course, Mr. Crocker's article was satirical, but with 

every good satire, we glimpse something quite true, 

something dangerous to ignore. 

Four of my own five children came the NFP way -- 

that is, totally unexpectedly -- and that's a good thing, 

because without them bouncing in as surprises, excuses 

to delay (the sort of excuses one might hear from a 

recruit in parachute training) might have gone on for a 

very long time. As it is, in a mere matter of ten years, 

my wife and I assembled a complete basketball team. 

And if menopause doesn't strike my wife soon, who 

knows what sort of team we might assemble. 

Perhaps we should listen to the guys -- and to the 

babies -- and ditch the effort to time what God bestows 

as a gift to fertile couples. Then, husband and wife must 

approach every sexual romp in the sack as a loving unity 

that may conceive a child. Otherwise, don't go there. 

Mr. Crocker, I'm sure, could bear that much 

"communication." 

  

ǅ ǅ ǅ ǅ ǅ 

  

Kate Wicker: "Free Love" 

ased on Marjorie's acquiescence that NFP 

probably isn't misogynistic in itself, we're now 

left with the hapless husband who, if he and his 

spouse are not practicing the scientific symptothermal 

or Marquette family planning methods, is at the whim 

of irregular cycles -- or even textbook 28-day cycles. 

Poor fellow's also at the mercy of nursing babies, co-

sleeping toddlers, and even older children's nocturnal 

visits.  

So exactly when does the husband get to have sex? 

Some of the most virtuous boys already had to wait a 

long, long time to unlock that chastity belt of their 

dearly beloved. Why should they have to strap it back 

on again when there's an easier way? 

Because he can, and because he loves his wife. 

Let's start with the "because he can" part. We're 

talking about our husbands here, not some Neanderthal 

brutes pulled straight out of a Farrelly Brothers movie. 

Let's give men, or at least our own husbands, a little 

more credit. Sure, it's tough to abstain -- remember, 

when a couple prayerfully decides to postpone or 

avoid pregnancy, it's the woman who has to put on the 

brakes when her body is the most revved up -- and we 

should never mock our husbands or undermine their 

struggles. In fact, we should thank them for 

recognizing sex as more than hedonism. We should 

also realize that NFP gives our spouses -- especially 

men, whose desire is more invariable -- a tremendous 

opportunity to grow in what could be considered an 

epic virtue.  

The good news doesn't stop at earning halos. Men, 

you won't have to be mind readers anymore! Your wife 

(and her spiffy charts) will tell you, "Not tonight, 

honey," and you won't ever have to wonder if that 

headache is real or just a flimsy excuse. 

Even better: When sex isn't on-demand, it has the 

tendency to become more exciting. NFPers 

approaching the "green light" stage enjoy the 

anticipation that some couples seem to lose as soon as 

"I do" leaves their lips. Sexual tension is lousy, but 

releasing it can be a lot of fun. 

Husbands may be surprised to discover that 

abstinence makes the heart grow fonder. Women 

appreciate their spouse's chivalry, his self-donation, 

and sacrifice on the part of their marriage, so when 

they can be "on," they're really on. What NFP couples 

may lack in quantity (although polls indicate NFP 

couples actually have more sex on average than 

contracepting couples), they make up for in quality.  

Now for the "because he loves his wife" part of the 

story. It may not be common, but how else do you find 

"the grace of unity" other than through laborious 
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efforts? Embracing the Church's teachings is 

countercultural, takes work, and requires what 

sometimes seems like more than a fair share of selfless 

love from both the man and woman. 

If there's one thing you and your spouse can always 

agree on, it's that NFP sometimes really, really stinks. 

But, in time and with God's graces, you'll hopefully 

agree on something else as well: Being open to God's 

plan for marriage is the best kind of "free love" out 

there. It's a love that gives freely, no matter the cost.  

  

 

Marjorie Campbell is an attorney and speaker on social 

issues from a Catholic perspective. She lives in San 

Francisco with her family and blogs at 

www.dealwhudson.typepad.com. 

Kate Wicker regularly writes for Catholic media, 

including Canticle, Catholic Mom, and Faith & Family. 

She blogs at www.KateWicker.com. 

http://www.dealwhudson.typepad.com/
http://www.katewicker.com/
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President Obama Meets with Catholic Journalists 

Deal W. Hudson | Column 

7/3/09
esterday, President Obama held a 45-minute 

meeting in the Roosevelt Room at the White 

House with some members of the Catholic press. 

According to the Catholic News Service, those present 

included writers from National Catholic Reporter, 

America, Commonweal, Catholic Digest, Vatican 

Radio,as well as a (non-Catholic)religion writer from the 

Washington Post. Rev. Owen Kearns was there 

representing the National Catholic Register, which also 

filed a brief report.  

Each journalist in attendance was allowed just one 

question. The most pointed query came in regard to 

Obama's position on the conscience clause protection 

for medical personnel. Obama tried to explain how he 

"supports" the conscience clause, as CNS reported, in 

spite of ending those same protections put in place by 

the previous administration. 

"Well, I think that the only reason that my position 

may appear unclear is because it came in the wake of a 

last-minute, eleventh-hour change in conscience clause 

provisions that were pushed forward by the previous 

administration that we chose to reverse." 

Obama insists his "underlying position has always 

been consistent, which is I'm a believer in conscience 

clauses." According to the National Catholic Reporter, 

he promised that specific guidelines were on the way, 

but he did not expect they would "satisfy everybody."  

The president complained about pro-lifers "who 

keep on anticipating the worst from us," according to 

the write-up in CNS. He doesn't consider their attitude 

justified, since "it's not based on anything I've said or 

done, but is rather just a perception, somehow, that we 

have some hard-line agenda that we're seeking to 

push." 

I wonder if any of the journalists present were 

allowed to follow up with a question about whether the 

president expects Americans to forget everything he did 

and said prior to being elected president. Someone also 

might have asked whether we should forget his quick 

decision to end the Mexico City Policy and his selection 

of pro-abortion Catholics to crucial administration 

positions.  

And no one, apparently, asked Obama about this 

week's letter from Justin Cardinal Rigali of Philadelphia 

to the House Appropriations Committee specifically 

questioning how the Obama administration can make 

the promise of "abortion reduction" while pushing for 

federal funding of abortion in Washington, D.C.  

Obviously, Obama needs rhetorical cover from 

such questions, if they are ever asked, so it should 

come as no surprise that he was prepared, just in case. 

Joe Feuerherd notes in the Reporter that Obama 

discussed his admiration for the late Joseph Cardinal 

Bernardin's "seamless garment" approach to social 

issues. "I think that there have been times over the last 

decade or two where that more holistic tradition feels 

like it's gotten buried under the abortion debate." The 

well-worn seamless garment argument is just what the 

doctor ordered for this pro-abortion president to make 

his case to a roomful of mostly friendly Catholic 

journalists.  

When asked about the criticism leveled at him by 

some Catholic bishops, Obama preferred to consider 

his Catholic glass half full. 

"What I would say is that although there have 

been criticisms leveled at me from some of the 

bishops," he responded, as CNS notes, "there have 

been a number of bishops who have been extremely 

generous and supportive even if they don't agree with 

me on every issue." 

According to the CNS report, the occasion for the 

meeting was the president's upcoming meeting with 

Pope Benedict XVI on July 10 in the Vatican. Obama 

described the Holy Father as "a thought leader and 

Y 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/07/02/AR2009070202451.html
http://www.catholicnews.com/data/stories/cns/0903039.htm
http://www.ncregister.com/daily/catholic_press_meets_with_president_obama/
http://ncronline.org/news/politics/obama-eyes-vatican-meeting-cites-areas-cooperation
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2009/jul/09070102.html
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opinion leader on so many wide-ranging issues. His 

religious influence is one that extends beyond the 

Catholic Church."  

This is a dangerous meeting for the president in the 

wake of the Notre Dame controversy, which he joked 

about at the meeting. He not only severely tested his 

Catholic support, he also lit a fire within the 

conservative Catholic grassroots.  

When he goes to the Vatican, the president would 

be well-advised to settle for a short, formal meeting, 

rather than engage the Holy Father on the merits of the 

"seamless garment."  

 

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com 

and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The 

Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in 

the United States (Simon and Schuster). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1416524428/insidecatcom-20
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One 'Yes' at a Time 
Danielle Bean | Column 

7/3/09

n the beginning of our marriage, God saw fit to give 

us babies by the bucketful. Or so it seemed.  

As much as I reveled in those early years of 

motherhood, having four kids under five, then five kids 

under six, then six kids under seven, and so on, did take 

its toll on me. 

I used to lie awake at night sometimes. I would 

calculate the number of childbearing years we had left 

in our marriage, and then silently catch my breath at 

the large and looming number that appeared in my 

mind. 

Funny thing about fertility. It is at once a very public 

part of my life -- any stranger I meet in the grocery store 

is immediately aware of how abundantly we have been 

blessed -- but also a very private one. 

People who feel they know me through my writing, 

and even some who don't know me at all, feel free to 

ask about the whens and whys of whether I am 

currently pregnant or whether we'll be having another 

baby. Since we've been at this baby business pretty 

much hot and heavy for the past 15 years, it seems a 

reasonable question to ask. 

But I am not at all comfortable answering it.  

Perhaps the reason is that, for a number of 

different reasons and in a number of different ways, 

God seems to be answering the "Will we have 

another?" question with a definitive "Not now." And 

that stings. 

In ways I am not yet ready to share with strangers 

or even friends, "Not now" can be a heart-ripping 

message to hear. I need to let that wound heal a bit 

before poking, prodding, or otherwise exposing a part 

of me still so tender it burns. 

I am sure some would say it's silly or even greedy 

and ungrateful of me to pine for a baby at this point in 

my life. After all, haven't we had our share? Haven't we 

already been undeservedly blessed in ways that others 

never will be? 

Of course we have. 

And don't we enjoy new freedoms as a result of 

my lack of a pregnant body and the absence of a 

newborn in my arms? 

Of course we do. 

The most ironic thing, I think, is that it's the same 

selfish part of me that once balked at so many babies 

in so little time that now balks at the idea of ever 

getting off the baby train. It's the same struggle for 

control and the same rebellion against submission to 

God's will that now causes such familiar pain. 

Though it might sometimes stab at my heart when 

a baby in the cart in front of mine at Target captures 

my eye and watches me with a thoughtful, innocent, 

knowing expression, I do know this. 

Whether God says yes or no to future babies, He 

quite surely expects me to spend today focusing on the 

responsibilities I already have here in my home. He 

undoubtedly expects me to give this family right here 

100 percent of my time and energy. And He will surely 

not be pleased if I reserve some part of my heart for a 

future phantom child that might live in my daydreams, 

but does not yet exist. 

God never asks us to say anything more than yes 

to right now. Our future circumstances are always 

subject to change; we need not waste time or energy 

imagining them and struggling to accept them. We 

need only to accept what is -- right here, right now. 
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And anyway, I still have a baby. At least that's what I 

call him. Though two-and-a-half-year-old Daniel doesn't 

much like to admit it, he still is his Mama's boy. 

"Daniel, sweetie," I called to him the other day, "Are 

we in love?" 

Now the boy has his dignity. He stopped what he 

was playing and looked directly at me. "We not in love," 

he insisted. 

"Oh come on!" I pestered him, "Aren't you my 

boyfriend?" 

"No." He eyed me suspiciously. 

I left him alone, but the little guy apparently 

suffered a guilty conscience after jilting his mother in 

such an ungentlemanly fashion. 

He found me in the kitchen a short while later and 

tugged at my pant leg until I knelt beside him. 

 If I could ever capture a moment in time and hold it 

in my pocket for taking out and re-living to soothe my 

soul in troubling times, I would definitely choose the 

very moment that followed. 

Daniel cupped my face in his little man hands, 

locked his brown eyes on mine, and solemnly said, "We 

are boyfriend." 

Whatever the future holds, I've got a pudgy-

cheeked, mop-headed blessing in sneakers, right here in 

my kitchen today.   

We are boyfriend. And right here, right now is a not 

such a bad place to be. 

 

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

Faith & Family magazine and author of My Cup of Tea: 

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

Mom, Day to Day: Advice and Support for Catholic 

Living (Pauline 2007). Visit her blog at 

www.daniellebean.com or follow her on Twitter. 

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

7/1/09

ay 31 was the 200th anniversary of Franz 

Joseph Haydn's death in 1809 at the age of 

77. He was so revered that an honor guard 

was posted outside of his Vienna residence during his 

last days. The great good news is that this 

commemoration has generated a flood of Haydn 

releases and re-releases of his music that leaves us now 

with more than 90 percent of his work available on CD.  

I love Haydn. If I had to be left with only one 

composer in my life, it would be he -- not because he is 

the greatest, although he is great, but because of the 

measured quality of humanity in his music. He is the 

most companionable composer. Haydn's is not the 

preternatural world of Mozart, nor is it the one of ever-

present yearning for the prelapsarian that is Schubert's. 

There is a steadiness in Haydn's music, a sense of 

normalcy. At the same time, it is filled with wonder at 

what is -- at its goodness. In other words, there is 

something regular about Haydn that makes his music 

accessible in an almost daily way, without 

overwhelming us. It is easier to live with than, say, 

Beethoven, who so often storms the heavens. The 

whole panoply of life is there but in scale, humanely so, 

without grotesque exaggeration -- which is exactly what 

was lost with Romanticism.  

While listening to Haydn, I feel gratitude, which is 

hardly strange, as it is gratitude that his work expresses. 

In the April 2009 Gramophone, Geraint Lewis wrote, 

"When he was berated late in life for the cheerful tone 

of his religious music, Haydn simply said that every time 

he thought of God his heart leapt for joy." My heart 

leaps for joy when I hear him. Joy begets joy. As a 

result, I never tire of his music. I am always refreshed by 

it. 

This effect exactly fits Haydn's intention. Here is 

how he saw the purpose of his life's labor, as expressed 

in 1802:  

Often, when struggling against obstacles of every 

sort which oppose my labors: often, when the 

powers of mind and body weakened, and it was 

difficult to continue the course I had entered on; -- 

a secret voice whispered to me: "there are so few 

happy and contented peoples here below; grief and 

sorrow are always their lot; perhaps your labors 

will once be a source from which the care-worn, or 

the man burdened with affairs, can derive a few 

moments rest and refreshment." This was indeed a 

powerful motive to press onwards, and this is why 

I now look back with cheerful satisfaction on the 

labors expended on this art, to which I have 

devoted so many long years of uninterrupted 

effort and exertion. 

One of the greatest composers who ever lived wanted 

to give us but "a few moments of rest and 

refreshment." (Can you imagine a Romantic composer, 

lost in self-exaltation, expressing himself in this way?) 

Well, he succeeded, incomparably. One reviewer said 

something with which I entirely agree: "It is impossible 

to have too much Haydn in your life." Luckily, there is a 

lot of Haydn with which to fill your life. He gave us as 

inexhaustible a source of delight as we are liable to 

come by this side of paradise.  

Haydn also had a marvelous sense of humor, as 

can be heard in his music. This was exhibited in his 

behavior as well. He loved pranks; from The Book of 

Musical Anecdotes: 

The Austrian composer Dittersdorf and Haydn 

were friends as young men. One night while 

roaming the streets they stopped outside a 

common beer hall in which the musicians, half 

drunk and half asleep, were fiddling away 

miserably at a Haydn minuet . . . . Entering the 

taproom, Haydn sat down beside the leader and 

asked casually, "Whose minuet?" The man 

snapped, "Haydn's." Haydn moved in front of him 
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and, feigning anger, declared: "That's a stinking 

minuet." "Says who?" demanded the fiddler, 

jumping out of his seat with rage. The other 

musicians rallied round him and were poised to 

smash their instruments over Haydn's head but 

Dittersdorf, a big fellow, shielded Haydn with his 

arm and pushed him out of the door. 

As is well known, this prolific genius pioneered the 

modern symphony, virtually created the form of the 

string quartet, and developed the piano sonata and 

sonata-allegro form to new heights. As the French 

painter Jean Ingres exclaimed: "Whoever studies music, 

let his daily bread be Haydn . . . the first who created 

everything, discovered everything, taught everything to 

the rest!"  

He wrote masterpieces in almost every genre -- 

chamber, symphonic, choral, operatic, and liturgical. 

Depending on how you count them, there are up to 108 

symphonies, some 70 string quartets, 52 piano sonatas, 

31 piano trios, 126 baryton trios, 24 violin sonatas, 435 

songs, 14 Masses, 14 operas, 4 oratorios, and many 

concertos and divertimentos. Where, then, to start? 

  

The Brilliant Classics 150-CD box (BRL-CD-93782) is a 

staggering gift. "Bargain" is hardly an adequate 

description of what is available here for $1 per CD or 

less (from various internet sites; start at Amazon). One 

of the most impressive things about it is that it is not 

complete, nor is it advertised as such. Included here are 

all the symphonies, conducted by Adam Fischer, with 

the Austro-Hungarian Haydn Orchestra, using modern 

instruments. The symphonies were recorded over 14 

years (1987-2001) by Nimbus in the Haydnsaal of the 

Esterházy Palace in Eisenstadt, a place to which I have 

made pilgrimage.  

I remember trashing one of the first Nimbus 

releases because the recorded sound was so boomy and 

recessive that the efforts of the orchestra were 

obscured. I therefore paid no attention to subsequent 

releases. Now I know what I have been missing. Both 

the orchestra and the recording engineers got much 

better as the project proceeded. Aside from the late 

London Symphonies (for which one can go to the Colin 

Davis recordings on budget Phillips Duos), these 

rambunctious performances are a romp, with a kind of 

exuberant rusticity, grit, and vivacity that are 

irresistible. By themselves, they are worth the price of 

purchase. (In case you are only interested in the 

symphonies, I have to tell you that, in Great Britain, 

Nimbus has issued an eight-disc collection of them in 

MP3 format for the unbelievable price of only £25.) 

But then there are the quartets -- not complete, 

alas, as the Buchberger Quartet, for some mysterious 

reason, omitted Opp. 50 (4-6), 54, and 76 (4-6). The 

others are marvelously well-performed by this original 

instrument ensemble (though I will not give up my 

modern instrument performances). This adds to the 

allure of the Brilliant set.  

Next, in my estimation, come the complete piano 

trios, performed by another capable period instrument 

group, the Van Swieten Trio. I am not a fan of the 

clangy, twangy sound of piano fortes -- one is used 

here -- and deeply love the modern instrument 

performances by the great Beaux Arts Trio on Phillips, 

but it does not take long to be captured by the 

musicality and vivacity of this group. 

The same goes for the 52 piano sonatas, here 

performed by five different pianists on various forte 

pianos. I was surprised by how quickly my ears and 

tastes adjusted to the piano forte sound. After all, 

these are the instruments on which most of these 

works were most likely premiered. 

I confess that I am still working my way through 

the huge number of songs, which are quite an 

attractive surprise. Even more surprising are the 

operas. The set also contains four of Haydn's operas, 

including two of his finest, composed for his patron 

Prince Esterházy: La Fedeltà Premiata, composed in 

1780, and L'infedeltà Delusa, written in 1773. Like 

most people, I have not paid much attention to Haydn 

in this area -- neither have record companies. Mozart 

eclipsed him in this genre. These excellent recordings 

show how very good he actually was. The vocal writing 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B001FY7BFC/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000DZV8C6/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0000041LO/insidecatcom-20
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is a treat. These recordings are a major asset of this set 

but, alas, no libretti are provided on the CD-ROM. 

I would say that the renditions of the great 

oratorios and the Masses are fine for an introduction, 

but they are somewhat dated Vox productions, and 

much better is available elsewhere. Only two of the 

final six Masses are here anyway and, since they are all 

masterpieces of liturgical music, one should get them 

all.  

The Brilliant edition also offers the first recordings 

of all 126 baryton trios. These, I think, are only for the 

Haydn completist. They were written for Prince 

Nikolaus Esterházy, Haydn's patron, who played the 

baryton, a bowed stringed instrument with sympathetic 

strings that could also be plucked. While he was 

indubitably one of the music world's greatest patrons, 

Prince Nikolaus, on the evidence provided here, had 

limited performance abilities. I never thought that 

Haydn had written a boring bar of music until I sampled 

some of these trios. Others demonstrate his genius with 

limited means. 

In any case, my overall verdict is that this Brilliant 

Haydn Edition, while perhaps not as overwhelming a 

bargain as the Brilliant Bach set, is still an inestimable 

treasure. I am far richer for it.  

  

What are the alternatives? Naxos offers separate boxes 

of the complete recordings of the symphonies, the 

quartets, the piano sonatas, and the oratorios. These 

are also bargains, if not as dirt cheap as the Brilliant 

discs.  

In the symphonies, Naxos uses seven different 

orchestras: the Capella Istropolitana (Bratislava) under 

Barry Wordsworth; the Cologne Chamber Orchestra 

under Helmut Müller-Brühl; the Nicolaus Esterházy 

Sinfonia under Béla Drahos; the Northern Chamber 

Orchestra under Nicholas Ward; the Sinfonia Finlandia 

Jyväskylä under Patrick Gallois; the Swedish Chamber 

Orchestra under Béla Drahos; and the Toronto Chamber 

Orchestra under Kevin Mallon. You will get smooth, 

soothing Haydn from Cologne; elegant, charming, and 

vivacious Haydn from Ward; and very well articulated 

and lively Haydn from Drahos.  

Naxos does not follow the symphonies in 

chronological order, as does Brilliant, but rather mixes 

the programs. I find both the Naxos and Brilliant 

traversals very strong. You may be safely decided 

depending on whether you want one orchestra for the 

whole series and whether you wish to have the 

symphonies ordered chronologically -- or not. Either 

way you will be very happy. The Naxos box contains 34 

CDs (8.503400). 

You can also be assured of top quality in the Naxos 

boxes of string quartets, performed by the estimable 

Kodaly Quartet, using modern instruments (25 CDs, 

8.502400), and of the complete piano sonatas, with 

sterling renditions performed on a modern grand 

piano by Jeno Jando (10 CDs, 8.501042). Naxos also 

has a superb box of the complete concertos (6 CDs, 

8.506019). I find them generally better done than the 

performances on Brilliant. 

Naxos offers Haydn's three oratorios on 7 CDs 

(8.507008). The performance of The Creation is 

excellent; The Seasons only a bit less so; and, the 

biggest surprise for me, The Return of Tobias, a huge 

three-hour work from 1775, receives a splendid 

treatment. The gorgeous coloratura writing and other 

choral glories in Tobias make this a real find, especially 

in this exciting performance. Yes, a three-hour oratorio 

is a bit much, but this is what the CD player is for.  

In short, you can buy these Naxos boxes with 

complete confidence in their quality and value.  

I cannot leave you without mentioning what is one 

of the single most exciting Haydn recordings I have 

ever encountered. Haydn originally wrote his 

masterpiece, The Creation, to an English libretto, which 

was lost. During the two years of its composition, 

Haydn said, "Every day I fell on my knees and asked 

God for the strength to complete it." A reconstruction 

of the original English is used in a new recording by 

Chetham's Chamber Choir, and the Gabrieli Consort 

and Players, under Paul McCreesh, on the Archiv label 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000HRME5U/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B001GVA7E6/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B001GVA7DW/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B001GVA7DM/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B001NZA0GK/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B001QVCEWY/insidecatcom-20
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(477 7361). This is an original instrument performance, 

using the full-size forces that were employed at the 

1799 premiere of this work.The effect is stunning. If you 

have never shivered at the harmonically daring 

Representation of Chaos in the orchestral introduction, 

you will here. If you can listen to "And there was light," 

surely one of the most sublime and electrifying 

moments in all of music, without tears running down 

your checks, overwhelmed at the glory and goodness of 

the Creator, then you never will. The audience at the 

Vienna premiere went wild, picked Haydn up in his chair 

and paraded him around the concert hall. The dear man 

kept throwing his arms upward, shouting: "It was from 

Him; it was from Him!"  

Indeed it was, and so much more. As Haydn wrote 

on his manuscript, "Laus Deo!" 

 

Robert R. Reilly is the music critic for InsideCatholic.com. 

E-mail him at rrreilly@msn.com. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0016UF9H2/insidecatcom-20
mailto:rrreilly@msn.com
mailto:rrreilly@msn.com
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Alien Ideas: Christianity and the Search for Extraterrestrial Life  
Benjamin D. Wiker | Classic 

6/27/09 

e tend to consider speculation about 

extraterrestrials to be a recent 

phenomenon, a task forced on us by the 

scientific knowledge we've gained during the last 

century. It's rather surprising, perhaps, to find out that 

the debate about whether there is extraterrestrial life 

stretches back just shy of two and a half millennia.  

Given the antiquity of the question, we might be 

even more surprised to find that the Catholic Church 

has never issued any formal pronouncement, one way 

or the other, about the existence of extraterrestrial life. 

Yet unofficial pronouncements have recently come 

from respected sources connected to (but not speaking 

for) the Vatican. Rev. George Coyne, director of the 

Vatican Astronomic Observatory, considers the 

possibility of extraterrestrials an "exciting prospect, 

which must be treated with caution.... The universe is 

so large that it would be folly to say that we are the 

exception." Rev. Christopher Corbally, S.J., another 

astronomer at the Vatican Observatory, believes that if 

we discover extraterrestrials, it will entail an expansion 

of our theology, for "while Christ is the First and the 

Last Word (the Alpha and the Omega) spoken to 

humanity, he is not necessarily the only word spoken to 

the whole universe."  

Theologians have weighed in as well. Thomas 

O'Meara, O.P., professor of theology at Notre Dame, 

argues, "The history of sin and salvation recorded in the 

two testaments of the Bible is not a history of the 

universe; it is a particular religious history on one 

planet." For O'Meara, "the central importance of Jesus 

for us does not necessarily imply anything about other 

races on other planets.... Believers must be prepared 

for a galactic horizon, even for further Incarnation."        

It would seem, then, that for Catholics the question 

of whether to believe in extraterrestrials is wide open. 

Tempting as such speculation is, however, a closer look 

at the history of the debate in relationship to 

Christianity might take some of the wind out of our 

speculative sails. 

  

Atomism and Aliens 

To begin with, Christians inclined toward believing in 

the existence of extraterrestrials should be aware that 

such belief makes for strange bedfellows. Historically, 

the idea of aliens arose more than 2,000 years ago 

among the ancient atomists (Democritus, but 

especially Epicurus and Lucretius) as part of an overall 

philosophical argument, rooted not in evidence but in 

the desire to rid the world of religion. 

According to Epicurus and Lucretius, belief that the 

gods interfere in human affairs was the root of all evil, 

causing human beings to engage in all manner of vile 

and foolish activities from war to child sacrifice. In 

Lucretius's famous words (which 17 centuries later 

were to become a favorite taunt of the anti-Christian 

elements of the Enlightenment), "Tantum religio potuit 

suadere malorum" (Only religion was able to persuade 

men of [such] evil things).  

The Epicurean solution? A rather modern-sounding 

one: Eliminate religion by embracing a materialist view 

of the universe. The atomists got rid of the need for a 

divine creator of nature by asserting that everything in 

the universe came into being as a result of the chance 

jostling of brute matter (a.k.a., atoms). Because the 

number of atoms in a limitless universe is infinite, the 

random motion of the atoms must have produced a 

"plurality of worlds." As Lucretius declared in On the 

Nature of the Universe, if "the purposeless 

congregation and coalescence of atoms" brought 

about all living things in our world -- plants, people, 

and everything in between -- then certainly "in other 
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regions there are other earths and various tribes of men 

and breeds of beasts."  

Since the first speculation about the existence of 

extraterrestrials bubbled up from the materialist belief 

that chance could spin forth a variety of reasoning 

creatures with ease, Christians ought to be a bit more 

careful about heaving themselves into the same 

theoretical hammock, so to speak.  

  

The Advent of Christianity 

To further sharpen the point, there were both 

cosmological and theological reasons why early 

Christians either did not believe in extraterrestials or 

refused to speculate about them. The early Christians 

held to a geocentric universe: The earth was the only 

location possible for intelligent embodied beings. As 

patristics scholar Rev. Joseph Lienhard points out, there 

were no extraterrestrials in either the Epicurean or 

modern sense, because in the world of the early 

Christians, "anything 'extra terram' (that is, apart from 

earth and water) had to live in the air -- hence, they 

would be spirits of some sort.... In no case I know of did 

a Father of the Church postulate corporeal beings living 

on some other planet." According to Father Lienhard, 

the closest thing we find among the early Christians is 

the belief of some (rooted in neo-Platonism) that "the 

seven planets or wanderers (the sun, moon, and five 

visible planets) were indwelt by rational beings or 

minds" because their circular motion "had to have a 

rational origin."  

Such rude cosmology may strike us as irrelevant, but 

the early Christians also had theological reasons for 

their position. First, in direct contrast to the Epicureans, 

Genesis makes it clear that God (not chance) created 

the universe and, consequently, that human beings 

were intentionally (not accidentally) created by God. 

Second, according to Scripture, the universe is already 

quite well populated with intelligent extraterrestrials; 

they're called angels. But most important of all, the 

incarnation of Christ was the union of God's divinity 

with our humanity. Human beings were thereby placed 

at the center of the cosmic drama, which made no room 

for questions about the redemption of other intelligent 

beings (even angels).  

For all these reasons, we find no evidence of 

speculation about extraterrestrials among the early 

Christians. Not only did such speculation run directly 

against the central doctrinal claims of Christianity, but it 

also smacked of Epicureanism (which entailed, among 

other things, the denial of the immortal, immaterial 

soul, heaven, and hell). Small wonder the early 

Christians tossed the Epicurean package, 

extraterrestrials and all, into the abyss of doctrinal 

errors.  

And there it stayed for nearly a thousand years. 

  

The Rise of the Modern Extraterrestrial Debate 

Three things caused the debate about extraterrestrials 

to resurface in the West: the theological anti-

Aristotelianism of the late 13th century, the 

rediscovery of ancient atomism in the 15th century, 

and the invention of the telescope in the early 17th 

century.  

 Beginning about 1100 A.D., text after text of the 

great Greek philosopher Aristotle reached the West, 

and Christians were suddenly confronted with a 

unified, well-constructed account of the universe, an 

account written by a pagan. Aristotle denied that there 

could be a plurality of worlds. Of course, if there could 

not be a plurality of worlds, then the question of 

extraterrestrials was moot.  

There were three reactions to Aristotle's purely 

natural, non-Christian philosophical account: 

vehement rejection (the radical Augustinians), careful 

embrace (St. Thomas), and passionate embrace (the 

radical Aristotelians).  

Around 1265 a conflict between the two radical 

wings began to heat up, resulting in the famous (or, for 

Thomists, infamous) 219 Propositions in 1277, issued 

by the bishop of Paris, Etienne Tempier. Proposition 27 
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condemns all who hold the Aristotelian position "that 

the first cause cannot make more than one world."  

It should be stressed that the aim of this 

condemnation was not to affirm a plurality of worlds 

but to affirm God's omnipotence against any account of 

nature that seemed to restrict God's powers. Aristotle's 

insistence that there could only be one world accorded 

nicely with the Genesis account of creation, but it 

appeared to the radical Augustinians to make God the 

servant of natural necessity rather than its master. The 

remedy, so Bishop Tempier and his followers thought, 

was to assert that the first cause could indeed create a 

plurality of worlds (even if we know, by revelation, that 

He happened to make only one). 

But the condemnation had an unforeseen effect. No 

sooner had the ink soaked into the vellum than 

speculation about a plurality of worlds began in earnest. 

By the beginning of the 15th century, that speculation 

had led some Christian thinkers to affirm the existence 

of extraterrestrial life. In his On Learned Ignorance 

(1440), Nicholas of Cusa argued that "life, as it exists 

here on earth in the form of men, animals and plants, is 

to be found, let us suppose, in a higher form in the solar 

and stellar region." Cusa then began to churn out a 

zoology:  

It may be conjectured that in the area of the sun 

there exist solar beings, bright and enlightened 

intellectual denizens, and by nature more spiritual 

than such as may inhabit the moon -- who are 

possibly lunatics -- whilst those on earth [i.e., 

human beings] are more gross and material. 

[Quoted in Steven Dick, Plurality of Worlds: The 

Origins of the Extraterrestrial Life Debate from 

Democritus to Kant] 

So it was that Christian speculation about lunatics and 

solarians moved from the lunatic fringe closer to the 

acceptable center. But exactly what is such let-us-

supposing and conjecturing based on? Evidence? 

Revelation? Reason? No. In fact, it issued from an 

unhappy union of sloppy logic and untethered 

imagination. To affirm God's omnipotence (by 

condemning the proposition that "the first cause cannot 

make more than one world") does not entail that God 

indeed has created more than one world (and peopled 

it with aliens). As for footloose imagination, the 

embarrassing claim about solarians and lunatics speaks 

for itself. 

Dovetailing neatly with this new Christian 

affirmation of the plurality of worlds (and even the 

possibility of extraterrestrial life), we have the 

rediscovery in the 15th century of the long-buried texts 

of Democritus, Epicurus, and Lucretius. During the next 

two centuries, the words of these ancient atomists 

spread all over Europe, becoming the foundation of 

the modern scientific revolution in the 17th and 18th 

centuries.  

As we might expect, the atomists' belief in 

extraterrestrials blossomed anew with the advance of 

the materialistic view of modern science. But in 

contrast to the ancient antagonism between such 

materialism and religion, modern atomism met with 

Christian theologians moonstruck by the possibility of 

lunatics. The Epicurean-Lucretian cosmology, designed 

to eliminate religion, was now welcomed as the bearer 

of galactic good news. 

We'll return to this irony below. Our analysis 

would be incomplete, however, if it did not include the 

visible support that the plurality-of-worlds theory 

seemed to receive with the invention of the telescope. 

When the new "spyglass" (as Galileo called it) was 

trained on the heavens in the early 17th century, the 

heavens were found to be far deeper and far, far more 

populated with stars than anyone could ever have 

imagined. Were these not the suns illuminating the 

infinite worlds promised by Epicurus and Lucretius? 

When coupled with the earlier arguments of 

Copernicus -- that the earth was not (as Aristotle had 

argued) the center of the universe -- this open expanse 

of space filled with countless stars seemed to shatter 

any notion that our little sun and our little world were 

anything other than a drop in the cosmic bucket. For 

many Christians, the expanded cosmology seemed to 

demand an expanded theology. 
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The Era of Speculation (and Secularization) 

From approximately 1600 to 1900 there was first a 

trickle, then a flood of scientific-philosophical-

theological speculation on the nature of extraterrestrial 

life.  

From this period, we can cull a veritable bestiary of 

extraterrestrials that were supposed to inhabit every 

known planet in our solar system, as well as the sun and 

moon and, beyond that, every star, planet, and comet 

in the universe. 

Such speculation often came from the best 

scientists of the day. Sir William Herschel (1730-1822), 

the astronomer who discovered Uranus (1781), claimed 

that he saw near-certain evidence of forests, circular 

buildings, canals, roads, and pyramids on the moon -- 

all, of course, signs of lunarians. He was equally certain 

that the known planets of our solar system were all 

peopled and insisted the sun was "a most magnificent 

habitable globe" filled with solarians "whose organs are 

adapted to the peculiar circumstances of that vast 

globe." Sir John Herschel (1792-1871), William's son, 

inherited both his father's science and his fantasies; he 

argued that since the front side of the moon was 

apparently dead, lunarians must live on the dark side.  

Johann Bode (1747-1826), a director of the Berlin 

Observatory and famous for Bode's Law, asked of these 

same solarians, "Who would doubt their existence?" 

The reason for such certainty was quasi-theological. 

"The most wise author of the world assigns an insect 

lodging on a grain of sand and will certainly not 

permit...the great ball of the sun to be empty of 

creatures and still less of rational inhabitants who are 

ready gratefully to praise the author of life." The same 

reasoning led him to affirm the existence of extra-

terrestrials on the moon, Mercury, and Venus.  

We find, throughout this period, similar 

speculations approved by equally eminent scientists: Sir 

William Rowan Hamilton (1805-1856), Sir David 

Brewster (1781-1868), François Arago (1786-1853), J. 

Norman Lockyer (1836-1920), Jean Liagre (1815-1892), 

Jules Janssen (1824-1907), William Pickering (1858-

1938) -- and the list goes on well into the 20th century, 

a Who's Who of the leading astronomers. As François 

Plisson, a French physician and coolheaded critic of 

extraterrestrial mania, wrote in 1847, "Almost all the 

astronomers of our day, and the most eminent among 

them, freely adopt the opinions that not long ago were 

viewed as being able to spring only from the mind of a 

madman."  

If belief in solarians, lunarians, jupiterians, 

venusians, mercurians, and martians seems madness 

now, during the 18th and 19th centuries it was taken 

to be the only rational, scientifically grounded view. 

Small wonder, then, that theologians -- both Christian 

and deist -- felt not only inspired but obliged to 

incorporate extraterrestrials into their systems. 

Looking first at the Christian attempts, one notices 

immediately that the doctrine of the Incarnation 

underwent a transformation as well-intentioned 

Christians rushed to keep up with the latest menagerie 

of extraterrestrials.  

To cite a few examples: John Wilkins, an Anglican 

theologian who would go on to become a bishop, 

penned a popular account of extraterrestrials called 

Discovery of a World in the Moone. Wilkins insisted 

that the existence of extraterrestrials would not 

contradict Christianity. The absence in Scripture of any 

mention of other worlds or extraterrestrials did not 

preclude the possibility of their existence because "'tis 

besides the scope of the Holy Ghost either in the new 

Testament or in the old, to reveale any thing unto us 

concerning the secrets of Philosophy," and further, an 

inhabited "Moone" was an expression of God's 

creative power, unduly restricted by believers, for too 

long, only to the earth.  

A more famous and far more influential work was 

the quasi-Christian Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle's 

Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds (1686), which 

asserted that the existence of creatures on other 

planets would not upset Christianity because such 

creatures would not be descendants of Adam and 

therefore would not be subject to the Incarnation. 
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A bit later, and pushing things a bit further, Traité 

de l'Infini Créé was published in 1769, allegedly by Abbé 

Malebranche but actually by Abbé Jean Terrasson. In it, 

Terrasson argued, against Fontenelle, that the 

Incarnation was not peculiar to our planet. If "it is 

asked...if the eternal Word can unite himself 

hypostatically to a number of men [i.e., different 

rational creatures on multiple planets]; one responds 

without hesitation -- yes. The men would all be men-

God [hommes-Dieu], men in the plural, God in the 

singular, because these men-God would in effect be 

several in number as to human nature, but they would 

be only one in respect to divine nature." Indeed, even 

where there was no Fall, Christ would embody Himself 

as a member of the race, for they deserved this honor 

even more than those who had fallen. 

Other attempts to reconcile Christian revelation 

with extraterrestrials abound. William Hay (1695-1755) 

argued for multiple modes of salvation entailing 

multiple modes of Christ's incarnation; James Beattie 

(1735-1803) asserted that Christ's incarnation, death, 

and resurrection served as an inspiring example for all 

extraterrestrials; and Beilby Porteus (1731-1808) 

maintained that the Incarnation actually extends to all 

extraterrestrials.  

By the beginning of the 19th century, belief in the 

plurality of worlds was so well accepted, especially 

among Protestants, that it was now incorporated as an 

essential element of evangelical orthodoxy. Some 

proponents, like Thomas Chalmers (1780-1847), were 

fairly cautious. Chalmers would say only that "for 

anything we can know by reason, the plan of 

redemption may have its influences and its bearings on 

those creatures of God who people other regions." 

But as we have seen, others showed less restraint. 

To such speculations, we should add those of the 

influential visionary Baron Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-

1772), who claimed to have conversations with the 

angels of each of the planets of our solar system and 

reported that the lunarians speak very loudly "from the 

abdomen" because "the Moon is not surrounded with 

an atmosphere of the same kind as that of other 

earths."  

Ellen Harmon (1827-1915), prophetess and 

foundress of the Seventh-Day Adventists, reported after 

one of her visions that "the inhabitants [of Jupiter] are a 

tall, majestic people, so unlike the inhabitants of earth. 

Sin has never entered here." The Mormons were 

another sect inspired by astronomical speculation; they 

also believed in a universe populated by a plurality of 

gods, angels, and extraterrestrials. 

  

The Infinite Machine 

Of course, Christians weren't the only ones busy with 

theological speculation about extraterrestrials. The 

18th century was a time of transition for the West, 

from a Christianized culture to a secularized culture. 

Deism, standing midway between Christianity and 

atheism, was the religion of transition. 

To be more exact, deism was the religion of the 

Newtonians. At the end of the 17th century, Newton 

had used the materialist atomism, ultimately rooted in 

the thought of Epicurus and Lucretius, as a foundation 

for his geometrical account of nature. As a result, the 

closest Newton could come to Christianity was deism, 

in which a distant god created the atoms and gave 

them an initial shove. The Incarnation was simply 

jettisoned as cosmologically incompatible and 

therefore irrelevant.  

Deist poet laureate Alexander Pope composed 

"The Universal Prayer," which praised the deist god as 

the creator of multiple worlds and was intended by 

Pope to replace the all-too-provincial Lord's Prayer. 

The works of the archdeist Voltaire, who called himself 

the new Lucretius, were shot through with multiple 

worlds peopled by extraterrestrials. On America's own 

shores, Benjamin Franklin included such cosmic 

pluralism in his personal articles of belief, even 

claiming that the plurality of extraterrestrials included 

a plurality of gods to watch over each of the suns.  

Perhaps more clearly than anyone else of the time, 

the deist Thomas Paine realized that the existence of a 

multitude of worlds (and, thus, of extraterrestrials) 

was entirely incompatible with Christianity: "[T]o 
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believe that God created a plurality of worlds at least as 

numerous as what we call stars, renders the Christian 

system of faith at once little and ridiculous and scatters 

it in the mind like feathers in the air." For those who 

attempted a reconciliation of such plurality with 

Christianity, Paine warned that "he who thinks that he 

believes in both has thought but little of either." Paine, 

convinced of plurality, chose deism. 

Many eminent figures agreed. The existence of 

extraterrestrials made belief in the particularity of 

Christianity an embarrassment. The poet Percy Bysshe 

Shelley found it easy to believe in extraterrestrials but, 

as a consequence, "impossible to believe that the Spirit 

that pervades this infinite machine begat a son upon 

the body of a Jewish woman." John Adams wrote to 

warn Thomas Jefferson against hiring anyone at the 

University of Virginia who holds the "awful blasphemy" 

that the "great Principle which has produced... 

Newton's universe... came down to this little ball, to be 

spit upon by the Jews."  

Scanning the 18th and 19th centuries, we find, 

then, two overlapping but opposing trends -- one 

Christian and the other deist -- united in one pluralist 

effort. Both sung endless paeans to a mighty God, 

creator of heaven and many earths, and both chiseled 

away at the doctrine of the Incarnation to make it fit 

such pluralism. Christians bent on saving Christianity 

from irrelevance cheerfully hacked away at the 

embarrassing particularity of the Incarnation until the 

doctrine itself became largely irrelevant. The deists, 

true to their Epicurean-Lucretian origin, simply gouged 

the Incarnation out of the cosmos as completely 

unsuitable to the new cosmology. The intelligentsia 

sided with the deists.  

The revolution was not over, however. In the latter 

half of the 19th century, the intelligentsia shifted from 

deism to atheism. To be more exact, it simply embraced 

full-scale Epicurean-Lucretian materialism, now called 

Darwinism. Since the chance actions of matter were 

sufficient to create the universe, a deity was no longer 

either necessary or desirable. The deist god was given 

the bounce, replaced by the blind materialist forces of 

cosmic evolution. Atheism no longer needed the 

halfway house of deism. Secularization could now 

proceed at full throttle. And the belief in 

extraterrestrials was an essential part of the new 

materialist creed, just as it had been an essential part of 

the old one. 

  

The Evidence of Absence 

Only by the beginning of the 20th century was science 

advanced enough to move from speculation to the 

actual search for hard evidence. As amply documented 

by Steven Dick in Life on Other Worlds: The 20th 

Century Extraterrestrial Life Debate, by the end of the 

20th century, scientists had demonstrated to all but 

the most zealously intransigent that -- humble Earth 

excepted -- our solar system was devoid of intelligent 

life and most likely devoid of any life. Further, as 

biologists discovered the ever-greater complexity of 

living organisms and the delicate balance of conditions 

that make them possible, it became clearer and clearer 

that fewer and fewer places in the universe could meet 

the conditions required for even the most rudimentary 

forms of life. 

Yet the dismal result of the high-tech search for 

extraterrestrials only stirred advocates all the more, 

resulting in the optimistic but defensive battle cry: 

"The absence of evidence is not evidence of absence." 

While this might warm the dwindling fires in the 

enthusiast's heart, it pays little service to reason. To be 

blunt, since it was the negative result of a century-long 

search for aliens, the absence of evidence is evidence 

for absence. What else would it be? 

A naysayer might ask, "But if what you're saying is 

true, doesn't the lack of scientific evidence for angels 

prove that angels don't exist?" Such a riposte merely 

deflects attention from the seriousness of the self-

inflicted wound. Again, whether or not angels exist, 

scientists were actively looking for extraterrestrials, 

convinced without a shred of evidence that they must 

exist. 

The simple truth remains: Over the span of the 

20th century, science systematically eliminated the 



 

in
si

d
e
ca

th
o
lic

.c
o
m

 

33 

 

possibility of extraterrestrials in our solar system, and 

their existence elsewhere has dwindled from an 

absolute necessity to a dim chance.  

Further, those who compare angels to aliens forget 

that angels are by definition immaterial beings. What 

kind of a scientific test would one devise to locate a 

being who, because it is not embodied, has no location? 

Extraterrestrials, on the other hand, are supposed to be 

material organisms; if they exist, we should be able to 

detect them the same way we detect any other physical 

body. 

For the nonbeliever already convinced that angels 

don't exist, to be forced to admit that he has no more 

reason to believe in aliens than in angels is an admission 

of defeat. This admission is all the more important 

precisely because extraterrestrials function for 

secularists as material substitutes for angels. In the 

great religion of secularism, aliens have now been 

reduced to, at best, a matter of faith. 

  

Lessons for Theology 

First, a humbling lesson for those inclined to hitch 

theological doctrines to the science of the day: Think 

how foolish we would appear today if the Catholic 

Church had modified its doctrine of redemption to 

make room for the solarians, venusians, mercurians, 

martians, and lunarians. We would be in the same 

speculative boat as Swedenborgians, Seventh-Day 

Adventists, and Mormons. The lesson? There's nothing 

more dated than the ideas of those who insist on 

keeping their ideas up-to-date. The best remedy for 

theologians so inclined is a long, deep draught of the 

elixir of history, especially the history of science, where 

it becomes evident that today's verities are often 

tomorrow's absurdities.  

Second, as we have seen, belief in the existence of 

extraterrestrials is not a modern thing, and that means 

it does not depend essentially on any advance in 

science. Rather, the belief stems from a particular 

metaphysical stance, not Christian but Epicurean in 

origin. As I argue long and hard in Moral Darwinism: 

How We Became Hedonists, such Epicureanism acts as 

an acid toward any religion but especially toward 

Christianity. 

Third, Christians should be wary of leaning on 

revived forms of the sloppy logic of omnipotence, which 

arose after the publication of Tempier's 219 

Propositions in 1277. In its original form, it is a 

theological truism: "God is omnipotent; therefore God 

can create anything." But all too soon, this became a 

very different proposition: "Since it is possible for God 

to create anything, then God must create everything 

possible; therefore, extraterrestrials must exist, and 

the doctrine of the Incarnation must be expanded 

accordingly." This double inference is not only invalid 

but leads to foolishness. Would we say that since God 

is all-powerful, He must create fairies and also redeem 

them? 

Fourth, Christians should be equally wary of the 

idea that God would somehow be a second-rate deity 

if He allowed human beings to be the only intelligent 

embodied beings in the universe, since that would 

mean a lot of wasted space. What frightens us into 

making such claims is, I believe, the immensity of 

space itself. But while the vastness of the universe 

rightly humbles us, its size means nothing to God, an 

immaterial intelligence. Since He has no size, it is all 

the same to Him whether He makes the universe as big 

as a pin or a pin as big as the universe. 

A final, related point: Christians should not be 

cowed by the materialist's logic of probability, which 

had its birth in Epicurus and Lucretius. The logic runs 

thus: Our sun is a star; since the number of stars is so 

vast, sheer probability demands that there must be 

other inhabited planets beyond our solar system. But 

probability does not demand any such thing, unless we 

think (with Epicurus) that the universe is governed by 

chance, and that, of course, would be a reason to give 

up our Christianity, not to rerig its cosmology.  

I can already hear the parting objection: "But what 

would you do if extraterrestrials actually show up? It is 
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possible, after all. And the Church hasn't pronounced 

one way or the other." 

I am as prepared for the arrival of extraterrestrials 

as I am for that of elves, and for the same reason: All 

evidence points to their nonexistence, and yet it 

remains a very, very remote possibility -- so remote that 

to change our central doctrines to accommodate either 

possibility would be folly. 

 

Benjamin D. Wiker is a senior fellow at the Discovery 

Institute and the author of the new book, The Darwin 

Myth: The Life and Lies of Charles Darwin (Regnery, 

2009). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980974/insidecatcom-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1596980974/insidecatcom-20
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Drawing a Hemline: Sexual Modesty and the Pursuit of Wisdom  
Benjamin D. Wiker | Classic 

6/30/09 
 have a suggestion for those in academia who are 

concerned that women be treated as intellectual 

equals: Try sexual modesty. Before the lynching 

party arrives, I hope I will have time to explain. 

I have taught at several colleges, one of which has a 

dress code. To many, a dress code seems old-fashioned 

at best, a puri-tyrannical breach of our right to freedom 

of speech at worst. (It should worry us that clothing is 

considered speech.) But allow me to present two 

examples -- male and female -- that illustrate how 

sexual modesty is related to the pursuit of wisdom. 

  

Immodest Examples 

A few years back, in California, there was a young man 

at a state university who insisted on attending all his 

classes wearing only a backpack. (If only he had worn a 

fanny pack!) He was nicknamed "the naked guy." The 

presence of this statuesque youth was disturbing. He 

was not rude, loud, or aggressive. The difficulty? He 

was sans-culottes, and then some. 

The only amusing thing in this matter was that the 

university could not come up with a violation to pin on 

him -- let alone a place to pin it. After several weeks of 

cheek-by-jowl conferencing, he was slapped with a 

sexual harassment charge, even though his mode of 

"harassing" was entirely passive, and given the boot 

(and, we hope, a traveling suit as well). 

Why could the university not simply invoke the 

obvious: young men have to wear clothes in public 

because human beings, especially young women, have 

trouble concentrating sitting next to a naked man? Why 

could the university not admit that sexual immodesty 

directly disturbs the intellectual life? Why could it not 

draw a hemline and say, "Thus far and no farther"? 

Because it had, like so many other academic 

institutions, abandoned any restrictions in regard to 

how students must dress. Having embraced both the 

slovenly and near-naked, the university could not find a 

way to regulate the naked. 

Another example is from when I was teaching at a 

college without a dress code. I was having students give 

presentations on the Roman Empire. In one group, a 

young lady was playing the part of Julius Caesar -- do 

not ask why. She wore a miniskirt made out of less 

material than a standard eye patch. Needless to say, 

the young men were not engrossed in her intellectual 

presentation. I doubt they heard anything she had to 

say. Her immodesty absorbed their entire attention. As 

far as they were concerned, she was all body and no 

mind. 

Those who defend such immodesty usually argue 

that a young woman has a right to wear whatever she 

wants, and the young men have no right to ogle her. 

On the contrary: It is not a question of rights but rather 

of nature. Just as it was natural for young women to be 

flustered in the presence of "the naked guy," so it was 

natural for young men to be flustered oglers in the 

presence of a near-naked young woman. If he was 

sexually harassing the women, was she sexually 

harassing the men? 

  

The Natural and the Conventional 

Those who defend such immodesty do not, of course, 

call it immodest. A little etymology will reveal why. The 

Latin modestus means "moderate," as in "keeping 

within bounds," and it is derived from modus, which 

means "a boundary or standard of measure." Those 

who have rejected dress codes have done so because 

they have rejected any boundaries, any standards of 

measure in regard to sexuality. Standards of dress and 

sexuality stand and fall together. 
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The principle normally invoked by the intelligentsia 

for the standardless standard is that clothing is merely 

conventional, whereas (we assume) skin is natural. The 

amount and style of clothing differs so drastically from 

Aborigines to Elizabethans to Americans that any 

standard is arbitrary. So the argument goes. 

But this argument is misaimed. The focus must shift 

from the clothes, which do vary, to the human beings 

underneath, who in their essentials do not. Unless we 

are entirely Gnostic -- and I believe that many trendy 

moderns are, at heart, ancient Gnostics -- we must 

recognize that sexual passion is a human given. It is 

natural and not conventional. 

Further, sexual passion is like any other passion -- 

anger, joy, hunger: it is not continually "on" but 

becomes aroused. Hence, the barbarous but accurate 

phrase, "He [or she] turns me on!" This sudden flutter 

and consequent flow of hormones is natural. 

But we are not defined solely by our capacity to feel 

and express passions. Human beings are, by nature, 

able to think deeply and come to profound insights. As 

the politically correct crowd rightly points out, the 

intellect is not the sole possession of white, western 

males but is a human endowment, shared universally. 

  

Passion Cancels Intellect 

And now the pinch. Science may be brought in to 

confirm the following, but that would only be to 

vindicate what almost all of us know by experience. 

Thinking deeply (which is natural) and sexual desire 

(which is natural) cancel each other out (which is 

natural). Our intellectual and sexual attentions are 

inversely proportional. 

This relationship is not confined to sexual passion. 

Such distraction of the intellect occurs with most other 

passions as well: "I was so hungry, I couldn't think"; "I 

was so angry that I wasn't able to concentrate"; "He 

was so sad that his eyes were just running over the page 

-- he may as well not have 'read' the book." 

Imagine trying to conduct a seminar an hour past 

lunch when nobody has eaten since breakfast, when all 

of the participants are as mad as hornets, or when all 

are mourning over a fellow student's recent death. Can 

we admit that these other passions disturb our ability to 

think but exclude sexual passion? If anything, sexual 

passion is a stronger distraction. Thus, the more 

immodesty, the more distraction. 

Furthermore, admit it or not, sexual immodesty not 

only distracts, it reduces. It reduces especially the young 

women to something less than they really are. 

Regardless of the current attempt to equalize 

sexuality, it has always been the case that the female's 

sexuality garners a stronger attraction. A man half-

dressed in class will appear ridiculous to the women 

and disgusting to the men, an embarrassment rather 

than a source of temptation. But a woman immodestly 

dressed throws the young men into dry-mouthed 

confusion. If it were any other way, then selling-by-sex 

industries, from prostitution to advertising, would not 

be almost completely dominated by the immodesty of 

women directed to the insatiable sexual appetites of 

men. 

It is this simple: We are rational animals. The 

rational aspect of our being distinguishes us as human 

beings. The animal aspect of our being is the source of 

the sexual distinction between male and female. The 

university purports to teach our rational nature, that 

which least distinguishes male and female, not our 

animal nature, which is the source of the sexual 

distinction and the passion of sex. It follows that 

immodesty exaggerates sexual difference, while 

modesty allows for the dominance of the intellect 

where there is the least difference between male and 

female. 

  

Feminism's Consequence 

This is not an abstract argument. I have seen the 

difference it makes when the differences between 

male and female are hidden, so to speak, by the drape 

of modesty (i.e., because of a dress code). When a 
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young woman would go up to the board to demonstrate 

a proposition from Euclid, all eyes were focused on the 

board, and all minds were attentive to her words. If she 

were wearing a miniskirt, for those who were watching, 

her natural intellectual powers would have been 

canceled by her natural sexual powers. 

In this regard, and many others, modernity has 

things backwards. It tries to make sexuality common by 

making it public and rationality private by making it 

relative and particular. Thus, we are invited to display 

our sexuality to everyone (regardless of gender) as if it 

had, in its origin and goal, the universality of intellectual 

pursuits, and we are admonished to divide our 

rationality as if it had the particularities of the body, 

such as gender. Hence, women's studies are declared an 

intellectual province, while philosophy is taken to be 

provincial. 

But against this, modesty in academia allows for the 

pursuit of wisdom because it does not confuse the 

universality and commonness of intellectual things with 

the particularity and exclusiveness of bodily things. The 

intellect naturally tries to embrace the whole of reality; 

the body naturally tries to embrace another particular 

body. The mind is open for the sake of uncovering truth; 

the body is covered for the sake of opening up to 

another body exclusively, that of one's spouse. 

This is not a Manichaean position. Modesty 

acknowledges the body. It does not hide the body 

because it is ashamed of it; it veils the body because its 

sexual power is not an appropriate object of public 

display. Is that not what feminists have been telling us, 

that they do not want women to be sex objects? They 

have been right to say so and should follow through 

with the natural consequence: modesty. 

In regard to academia, the need for sexual modesty 

is a recognition of what should be an obvious, natural 

truth. Neither males nor females should be distracted 

from the primary purpose of the university: the 

formation of the intellect. Whether it be from the fall or 

from the inherent powerful nature of sexual desire (or 

both), the presence of sexual passion in the classroom 

displaces intellectual passion. Institutions owe it to 

their students to minimize such distractions. Even on 

the mean level of economics, students are paying tens 

of thousands of dollars to attend such institutions of 

higher learning. Why pay for sexual passion? The 

culture is already saturated with it, and most of it is 

free. If the university is "selling" itself as offering what 

cannot be gotten elsewhere, then its focus should be 

intellectual, not sexual. 
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